
         

                  1. Assembly Overview: 

    Your father has always understood the 

                  importance of buildings things so they will last. You  

   remember him taking the heavy box from the top  

              shelf at the hardware store, the way the compressed   

  particle board smelled of freshly chopped wood;  

               it reminded you of summer vacation campfires.   

 The picture on the box was of a desk, the perfect size  

               to fill the lonely corners of your bedroom, but you didn’t  

            have time to think  about that because he was already  

            leaving, eager to get home; after all,  

            he loved this sort of thing. putting pieces  

            together, making them hold.  You offered to help,  

            even though it really just meant  

            handing him the screwdriver from time to time,  

            watching him pour gobs of yellow-tinged  

            wood glue on the screws, because he said  

                                  it would make them last  

                                                       forever. 
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2.  Parts Required: 

A. One parent (male) 

B. One parent (female) 

C. One male child (7 years old) 

D. One female child (9 years old) 

E. One female child (12 years old) 

F. One house: three bedroom, two baths  

G. One dog, Dachshund variety, amenable temperament 

 

 

1. Count all parts before you begin.  

2. Should you try to assemble without all necessary parts, unit 

may become unstable.   

3. Unstable unit may not withstand: 

financial strain/poverty  

sudden death of a close relative 

substance abuse  

severe illnesses by any composite parts, excepting dog 

natural disasters  

extended absences/separations  

 



3. Assembly Instructions: 

 

A. All Parts Present. 

1. You must travel up the Sierras in the family van, and your father must drive.   

2. It is important that everyone sing along to the Christmas music. 

3. The Alvin and the Chipmunks song should be listened to at least twice, and the song must be sung in high-pitched, 

chipmunk voices. 

4. Your mother must also sing, although she hates Christmas music and will complain that she is Jewish and it’s not fair.   

5. When you arrive, all parts  must fan out and search for tree candidates.   

6. When a suitable tree candidate is found, all parts  must assemble by the tree, for the vote.   

7. A yes vote must  be unanimous.   

8. Your mother has ultimate veto power, given her knowledge of house dimensions, practicalities, etc. 

9. Tree Cutting Procedure:  When a decision is reached, your father will lay on the moist soil and begin cutting the tree 

with a saw.  You must hold onto the tree to keep it from falling.  You will wear the gloves your father has given you, 

the kind that are far too big for your hands but will protect you from the bark and sap.  When it is time, all parts must 

shout “timber!” and you will carry the narrow end of the tree back to the car.  Your father will carry the trunk, 

because it is heavy.   

10. Tree Decoration Procedure:  Your father will screw the trunk into the Christmas tree stand while you check the lights 

to make sure they are all working.  When they are ready, you will feed the strands to your father as he circles the tree, 

draping lights on every available branch.  Your mother will unwrap the ornaments from their protective layer of paper 

towels and put little wire hooks onto each one.  When the lights are on the tree, all available parts help to decorate it, 

although your father must get the very top branches.  Christmas music must also be played at this time.  It is 

acceptable to skip the songs about Jesus, for your mother.  When tree decoration is complete, it is recommended that 

all house lights be turned off to check that no branches have been left bare.  House will smell of pine and wood for 

approximately three weeks. 

 



B. One or More Parts Missing (Not Recommended). 

 

1. Your father will be in Saudi Arabia from 1990 to 1992.  You will not drive to the Sierras 

to get a tree.  You will drive to K-Mart and your mother will throw a small, half-dead tree 

into the back of the van.  You will have trouble getting it into the stand on your own (your 

mother will be in her room watching soaps) and it will lean slightly to the left.  There will 

be too many ornaments for such a small tree, so its branches will droop towards the floor 

like tired arms.  Your mother will say she can’t find the Christmas album with the 

Chipmunks song, but you will know she did not look.  She will not like going into your 

father’s office because it will make her feel sad.  

 

2. You will go into your room and sit at your desk.  The desk will be a little wobbly but still 

intact.  Someday soon you know you will have to get rid of it.  In your effort to prolong the 

inevitable, you will place  a thick sheet of industrial plastic over the top to protect the 

surface from spills.  Under the plastic, you will keep a picture of your father in his dress 

uniform, because sometimes you will worry that you are forgetting what he looks like. 

Your father will have sent  you a cassette tape with a voice recording.  He will say he 

wishes he could be there for Christmas, and he’ll play Elvis’ “Blue Christmas” and sing 

along.  His voice will sound  far away, as if he is talking to you from the other side of a 

tunnel.  You will sit at your desk and listen to the cassette over and over to fill the silence. 



4. In Case of Loss, Theft, or Damage: 

 

You remember the nine months when your mother 

and sister lived in California and you lived with 

your father and your little brother on base housing 

in Alabama.  Your father was in pilot training for 

the Air Force and he didn’t know what to do with 

two kids and an empty duplex  All of  your 

furniture was placed in storage, waiting for the new 

house you would get after leaving this empty 

duplex with white stucco walls and folding chairs 

and empty cardboard boxes.  You remember 

eavesdropping on telephone arguments, your 

father’s voice muffled and angry behind the closed 

bedroom door.  You will never forget your father’s 

face when he was called away from work to pick 

you up from day care because you’d wrapped your 

fingers around a bully’s neck and tried to strangle 

her while day care ladies had looked on and 

laughed.   

 

Sometimes, you and your little brother took 

drinking glasses and pressed them to the thin walls, 

listening to the calm susurrations of other families 

going through their daily routines.  Even though 

you couldn’t understand the words, you imagined 

discussions about  laundry, homework, school 

lunches.  It wasn’t until later--after the war, after 

group therapy with other children whose parents 

had gone to war, after three more schools and three 

more houses,  after your father retired so you could 

live a “normal life,” whatever that meant--you 

admired how close you had all come to breaking, to 

passing a point beyond repair. 
                  

  



5.  Regular Maintenance: 

 

  Your father will call via Skype on weekdays usually around midnight California time, which will make it 2 a.m. in Texas, 

where you live.  He’ll know you’ll still be up and waiting.  

  “I have the upper left corner,” he will say, peering through the computer screen with his wide, full moon face, a pair of large 

reading glasses perched on his nose.  

  “I haven’t started yet,” you will scold, and you will pull open the day’s puzzle and try to catch up.   

  He’ll be good at the sports clues; your specialty will be obscure poets and Shakespeare.  Neither of you will know operas. 

  “52-Down is Emir,” he will tell you.  You will work for an hour or so, until there are no white squares left, the letters fitt ing 

together in perfect horizontal and vertical lines. 

  “Do you want to talk to your mother?” your father will ask when you are done, and she will come in and tell you about your 

brother’s latest argument with his wife, your sister’s latest job interview. 

  Eventually, you will say goodbye and hang up, leaving the day’s puzzle on your desk, a new desk with shiny black panels 

that your father helped you assemble on the day you moved in.  In the morning, you will throw yesterday’s puzzle away, and 

start the procedure again. 


