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I  T hink My F ather is  Immortal

   During the day, we would hear my father practicing in the basement. His tape-recorded voice would speak,
prompting a line or two from him—maybe some tears or a wild gesture at the washing machine. Those afternoons my
brother and I would look everywhere for him, voice always heard around the house but never seen. At first, we
would take turns pressing our ears to the kitchen tiles, giggling like we were trying to conjure a ghost. But that was
before we learned about the hole in the living room floor. A straight shot into the basement, we watched him from
above, talking to himself and cursing names that he’d never mentioned at the dinner table. Most of the time we would
stay there as long as we could, until he looked up and noticed us. We never wanted to get caught. Too afraid of the
character on the ground below—or worse, that the character would go back to being our father again. 
    My father is an actor, and sometimes my brother and I would get to be other people too. When our father had to
send in a video audition, the job would fall to one of us to stand in as his opposite, reading through the scene with
him, in a monotone. My brother was the default reader in the beginning—being older, he was the more logical choice.
But that all changed when I was eight, during an incident where my brother shrieked with glee as our father begged
for his life on the other side of the camera. From then on, I was the one given the script and told to read everything
except for the highlighted lines and stage directions. 
One summer day when I was twelve, I stood barefoot in our dining room as I played the owner of a novelty
fireworks shop (middle aged woman, preferably short with a big chest). I prompted my father as he hit on me, asking
if we could go into the back and make some fireworks of our own. I always said yes, over and over again until we
got a take that he liked. Later, as he watched the footage back, my father called me from my room and said please
forget that this ever happened.     
    Whenever he gets a job, I never know what to expect. 
    Sometimes it means that he’s in the city for a day, working alongside Richard Armitage and pretending to pilot a
plane. Other times, he’s gone for months, eating microwave meals and living in a shoebox apartment above the
theater. He stayed pretty local until I was in elementary school, traumatized after he left my brother, when he was a
toddler, for six weeks and returned to find that he'd forgotten him. Now my father only leaves because he knows that
we will recognize him when he comes back. Even in his absence I can’t help but see him, struck by the way that my
brother resembles our father from behind as he stands at the kitchen counter. During those long stretches I have to
keep myself from crying at my brother, always teasing me with an image of our father that isn’t quite the real thing. 
       I asked my father what it was like to die on stage and he said it’s like some strange dance move that you’re
trying to learn, and then he cut out. My father has died many deaths. Gone every night for weeks, playing dead and
then coming home in the dark hours, long after my brother and I had gone to bed. Wanting to learn death from a man
who’d been stabbed, shot, strangled, and clubbed at least, I decide to watch his demo reel on IMDB. Tell myself
that it may not be the real him but at least it’s him. 
Onscreen, the text CLARK CARMICHAEL appears, followed by his old headshot. He’s younger there, when my
brother and I were still small enough that he had to get a babysitter to have these photos taken. In the months since
I’ve seen him, he’s aged in reverse—forehead wrinkles less pronounced, grey hairs gone. I have to remind myself
that what I am watching is not my father, not anymore. 
    The first clip is from House of Cards. I see my father cry over his fake dead daughter and wonder if he would do
the same for me. The man opposite him onscreen wears a suit and asks what he can do, what he can pay. I imagine
that I am the fake dead daughter. That I am the one missing. That the pretty blonde lady sitting next to my father on
the couch is really my mother. That she braided my hair when I was little and that we have the same laugh. That the
family photo stationed on the table beside the couch is from that beach trip a few years back. 
    I do this so that I can say that my father belongs to me. Out of the fear that he was never really mine to begin



with, since anyone on any streaming service could have him if they wanted to. For my own sanity, I pretend that this
is how my father would react if it were me. Draw in a breath and say You can’t do anything. She’s gone, with his
voice twisted into a southern accent. Argue with the man in the suit. Accept the payment. Hold tears back. 
    Over the phone, my father tells me about how he did it bawling, how he did it straight faced, how he did it silently
crying. I didn’t know which version of me they were going to use, he says. He had to wait months to see which
shot was the perfect amount of grief, so he could practice for the next funeral. In the end, I want to know what
happened to the rest of his selves. If bawling father took the payment or was too distraught and pushed it away. If
straight-faced father let the man in the suit into his house in the first place. If silently crying father was even home
that day.
    I see death as something to be practiced, wondering how many times it will take me to get it right when I have the
chance. At a young age, I would try it out for myself by posing my body on the ground and waiting for God to take
me or something. I thought that every death happened like the ones that my father performed on stage, that everyone
had a monologue right before they died and that after a person’s last breath people were supposed to clap. I didn’t
go to many funerals. When my grandmother had a closed casket at her memorial service, I assumed it was for the
privacy of her mangled body. Alzheimer’s meant nothing to me. I cast it off as the name of a sword or the person
responsible for her demise because at the time, it didn’t occur to me that someone could actually die peacefully. 
    I’ve never actually seen a real dead body, just plenty of fake ones. Been sent down to the prop closet to put away
the extra arms and legs. I always liked that better than the inevitability of waiting for my father at the stage door. But
cast parties were the worst of all. Often there’s drinking and if there’s drinking there’s singing and from there it just
becomes unintelligible loudness. If we stay long enough, I usually get a speech from someone holding their third
margarita about how if anything, I should learn from this not to go into the industry. I never argue. I just nod and
watch my father from over their shoulder and wonder what they know about him that I don’t. 
    Once, one of the actors came up to me and said your dad is the best. Your dad is the best. Your dad is the best,
in different voices as he patted me on the back. I thought that it would be wrong to ask him what exactly made my
dad the best. As his daughter, I think that I’m supposed to just know. 
    With my real family, I insert myself into memories that I was not present for. My father doing Shakespeare in an
outdoor theater. My brother, six, laughing and laughing from the audience as our father is drowned onstage. Father
and son alike, they both struggle for breath. I’ve heard it so many times that at night, it shows up in my dreams—
except when that happens I am always there. Powerless, I do nothing to stop the man holding my father underwater.
I do not know if there was a man. I do not know if my father was submerged in a giant fish tank or if it was a baby
pool or a black lake like my subconscious is trying to convince me. As I remember it, my brother is not there. I am
my brother. 
    I laugh and laugh until I wake up in the dark, crying. 
    I cry at the performances that I’m actually there for, too. In a one-man show called Every Brilliant Thing my
father has some audience members sit onstage. I am under the bright lights, in a black plastic chair next to the
director’s husband. My father is on the ground, playing the guitar and singing to his suicidal mother. But there's one
thing I know / The blues they send to meet me / Won't defeat me, it won't be long / Till happiness steps up to
greet me, his voice cracks as he chokes back a premeditated sob. Raindrops keep falling on my head. I lose it,
very aware that the director’s husband is now only watching me instead of my father. He puts a hand on my thigh and
rubs. It does not make me feel better. The little old lady on my other side passes me a tissue under her chair like it’s
a drug deal. She whispers didn’t you cry at the last one? as I unfold the wad to reveal a bright red lipstick print.
Poor baby, she says over and over, again poor baby. 
    In the play, my father assumes every age. The first time that his mother attempts suicide he is in elementary
school. I remind myself that none of this is real. My father’s imaginary mother wants to die. When my father is being
imaginary he always seems to want to die too. I relate to my imaginary father as he sings to his imaginary mother. 
    I would sing too if I thought that it would stop me from seeing my father imaginary die on repeat. 
    Called to the guidance counselor’s office, he sits across from her imaginary desk as she talks to him through a
sock puppet. As the only person in this cast, my father has to ask one of the audience members to be his counselor
—requests that they take off their sock and give him the help that he needs. Still sniffling, I watch as the little old
lady next to me volunteers. I do not remember what she said, but I do remember that my father smiled like it
helped. 
      Over the course of the next hour, I watch my father grow up. Watch him get married, get a job, get divorced. He
circles back to the guidance counselor. He is older now. His mother is really dead this time. The little old lady next
to me is ready when he asks for the sock puppet again, looking for closure. In the audience, we wait for the
expected answer. For the yes, of course. For her Sketchers to come off and the frilled sock to come out. 
     But she doesn’t move. 
     Instead, she sits up taller in her chair and says no and waits a moment and then says no again like she didn’t hear



herself the first time. She doesn’t hand him anything. My father wants to know why. Because she says he's dead she
says. 
These events will be added to my father’s repertoire of theater stories, to be pulled out at awkward dinner parties
and on the longest of road trips. That’s when I get to hear about the non-equity days, the shows where he played
four ensemble parts and died five times. Well he says in the first act, I was practically a pin cushion. They
stabbed me with forty pikes in slow motion. He explains how he maneuvered the pikes into his abdomen as they
came at him from all directions. His attackers didn’t have control over them the way they would a sword, so it was
hit or miss. 
    If you ever have to die by pikes, he says, make sure that they don’t smash your hands. 
    As I’ve heard it, he got dragged offstage after that. The director was specific about having his torso still left
visible to the audience, with legs hidden in the wings. My father tells me about the four month long run, how the other
guys in the cast would get bored and unzip his pants, steal his boots, put things in his pockets. The worst is when
they would tickle me, he says. At that point it was all I could do to concentrate on keeping my face dead. 
    I think of him like a sacrifice. It’s all a ritual of burial, making offerings to some God by carrying them on his body
into the afterlife. I don’t know the policy on letting people into heaven who are half dead and half alive. He tells me
about other roles, where it felt like he was dying but instead he actually had to live through it. The ones where he had
a clubfoot and it hurt worse to inhabit this disability than to die. Talks about contorting his body just right. I never
knew what it was like to be a spectator until I physically couldn’t join in, he says. As he thinks about it, I watch
as he twists his body to remember. He catches himself. Better not do that, he says, last time—I was sore for
weeks.  
    But being entirely dead is sometimes harder, he says. Decides to teach me about life by explaining all of the
ways to fake my death. He starts by talking about the time that he was shot for being an adulterous husband. 
    So he says to me you’ve been shot. 
    (1) Pour the cup of blood down your chest, making sure to clutch the wound with your right hand. 
    (2) Wipe the blood across the white curtain readily available at your side. 
    (3) Pull the curtain from the rod, once you’ve given the audience ample time to grasp the symbolism. 
    (4) Take two staggering steps towards the staircase, dragging the curtain behind you. 
    (5) Fall down the flight of stairs making sure to land with your body facing upstage. 
    (6) Don’t move. Simple he says pour, wipe, pull, step, step, fall, still. 
    I tell him that I will remember for future reference. 
    I’ve seen him die so many times that I’ve gotten used to it. It’s more startling when he makes it to the end of a
play and is actually still alive. At this point, I know what his dead body looks like. It’s just a little bit more unsettling
than watching him sleep. 
Maybe this is preparing me for the day that he actually dies. Maybe then I’ll be desensitized enough not to have it
affect me. Common occurrence, I’ll keep waiting for him to wake up again. For him to change out of his costume
and come out of the wings smiling and a little sweaty, ready to go home with me. Left with this false sense of
immortality, it’s hard to convince myself that a world exists where he doesn’t die an awful death and then get
resurrected. In the future, I see myself at his funeral, sitting beside the casket for hours in the hopes that he’ll break
character to giggle and reveal a crumpled blood cup in his palm.


