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The battle Dad lost

BRUCE P. BALLENGER

DOVER, N.H. - When | was a chiid.
my father had an office in the room
next to my bedroom, it was. it turned
gut. a temporary office. So much of
what my father pianned and dreamed
and tried seemwed temporary or unfin-
ished.

But there was a year that he
planned to return {o writing full time.
planned to write 3 book and feature
pieces for his old employer. The Chica-
g0 Tribupe. On many nights, soon
after he put me (o bed. Dad would re-

- turn to his office in the room next door.

and | would hear the clacking of his
typewtiter and smeil the smoke from
tigarelte alfter cigarette.

| found the sound of the typewriter
annoying. It frequently kept me awake
and. out of boredom. | woulid bury my
face (n my piliow, or under my pillow.
and sing. We were both busy compos-
ing. my father and {. in adfacent
rooms. He wouid eventually hear my
muffled singing, and the tvpewriter
would stop and my door would open a
crack.

“Go to sleep, Bruce.” he would say
gently

“Stop typing. Dad,”
and It made him laugh.

He stopped typing for good some
years later and the room next door was
converled (nto a den and the nighis
went back to siience.

Many years after that. I began to
clank awayv on the same tvpewriter
late at night in a room next to the bed-
room, but in another house a long way
from the one in Chicago where | grew
up. | became a writer. though my fa-
ther never knew (t. He died long before
the first few articies were pubiished

Bul | still go back to those nights
when (he typewriter (aiked and my fa-
ther tried (o keecp a few dreams ailve.
There weren't many vears like that. He
drank and drank until i dragged him
down and {inaily stienced the typewrit-
¢er {or gooa,

There was a cull of drinking among
the newspaper reporters of the oid Chi-
cago schooi, and some of my strongest
memories are of ¢venings spent with
my father at the Boul-Mich. a par
across from Tribune Tower, where
chain-smoking reporters (n wrinkled
shirts would gather every night to teli
stories aboul some polltictan on the
take, or the gruesome results of a local
plane crash.

These were drinking stories. and.
while | istened. | sat on a barstool next
to mv Dad and drank bottle after bat-
tle of a soft drink cailed Squirt |
thought then that. more tnan any:
Lhing tise. | wanted to grow up Lo be
ke those men.

| answered,

When Dad died, the Tribune eulo-
gtzed the passing of one of its own. a
man who for many vears worked the
city crime beat for the paper and was
an cccasional feature writer: porn to a
well-to-do Winnetka famity. divorced
husband of a weill-known Chicago tele-
vision personality, and survived by
Lwo sons.

The obituary didn’t say anvthing
about the alcoholism that finally killed
him. of course. But | suspect the survi-
vors of the old crew from the Boule-
Mich knew, and mavbe shibok thetr
heads and rememoered the old stories
Charley would tell nver the open
mouth of a glass of Scoich

When Dad died. | remembered those
stories and thought them all bes.

That was 10 vears nge, and In the
vears thal have passcd since then |
have come to realize that the pain and
the torment and the humiliation [ feit
when my fathcr siipped intn hopeless
alcohoilsm did not die with him, as |
hoped it wouid. | have iearned to miss
him again, especiatly whea | sit down
late at night in front of his old Roval
tvpewriter and take up the trade that
kept us both awake al night years ago
in adiacent rooms.

I have finaliy forgiven him.

And now [ regret that we never had
the chance to exchange manuscripts
and favorite books. and dreams of by-
lines in the big magazines, | Miss the
pride he might have feit 1f he could
re¢ad what is written here

But n another way. a much less
predictable wav, Dad 1s stlll here with
me. He 13 with e every time  drink a

giass of winc or Scoleh or his tavorite

vodKa and lfme. every time | sidie up 10
a par to tell a story, and every Ume |
s¢e myseil In the murror and see the
saine broad forchead. (he same dark
eyes. the same shadows that (ramed
the face of that young writer in the
photographs { keep of Dad during hts
Tribune days

This i3 the curse of the sons and
aaughters of alcoholics. [t t5 the haunt-
ing feeting of our own vuinerability to
the disease. And we are In danger
when we are able to dismiss it simply
as a dead ghost of a past wed just as
spon forget.

1t 's gooc, | think. that we itve the
rest of our ilves a litlie afraid.

Maybe [{'s that {ear that has
brought me back to this old typewriter,
to peck away at painful memories. and
to try — through the writing - to under-
stand the loss of 2 man who could give
me a rose busn on my Z21st birthday.
and then artnk htmsell (o death before
it had a chance 10 bicom
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