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Leah Wolfe

The 168
Soon the smell of freshly cut grass will carry on the breeze, and 

Dad will be out fussing in the yard and calling for me to drop 
what I’m doing and come and help with some project.  The dread-
ed, “Leah, you got a minute?” only means one thing—home repair 
disaster soon to follow.  A summer symphony of mowers, Little 
League baseball, and the bass thump of teenagers’ car stereos will 
perform its Neighborhood Concerto Number 3 until winter comes 
back to close everything down.  Windows will be sprung open 
to fi ll the lungs with fresh air and to replace the god-awful stank, 
musty smell of cigarette smoke and peoplefunk that hangs in the 
house.  This house.  The 168.  This nineteen-sixties, drywall and 
tile, fi ve bedroom, two bath, story and a half, built over forty 
years ago by my Grandma Jo.  My dad and step-mom bought the 
house from her in ‘78, right after they said “I do.”  That’s when 
we moved in.  The coldest night in December, and my little arms 
carried piles of clothes and boxes of crap that are still sitting here 
collecting dust thirty-two years later.  

This house is full of knick knacks and tacky furniture, given 
to us by my step-mom Susie’s customers.  She graduated beauty 
school in the early sixties and has since made a living styling their 
wigs.  Some still come here to her in-home “shop,” but most have 
died of old age, or cancer.  My childhood didn’t have home-baked 
cookie smell.  Nope, the 168 bouquet was cigarettes, onions stew-
ing in some German-cooking grossness, and home perm solution.  
Every day one of her “ladies” would come to the shop for a style 
and a chat, ignoring the purple walls textured with weird pokey 
stucco that feels rough and sharp like shredded metal.  It blends 

sublimely with the brown industrial carpeting, now discolored by 
years of dust and hair and hairspray that coats everything in the 
room.  Final Net: it stiffens sprayed bangs to solid and can hold up 
in a tsunami.  It literally ties the room together.  

Hairspray coats the shop like grime, and greasy dirt coats 
the rest of this house.  The surfaces of every room are decorated 
with patches of black where hands gripped walls and railings to 
stabilize the climbing of stairs, fl ick light switches, or open doors 
and cupboards.  Our body prints are so ingrained in this house 
that a CSI team could piece together the “crime scene” as if read-
ing a play-by-play synopsis. 

“Well, sergeant, from what we can piece together, by the 
dirty dishes piled by the sink, and the crusting food in the pot on 
the stove, these people died from food poisoning.” 

Instead of blood spatter there is grease, instead of bullets, 
there are holes left by nails and pencils, hamsters, fi sts, darts, and 
even my sister’s shoe where she kicked in the wall by the stairs 
instead of knocking my twelve-year-old nephew into old age. 

“Grandma says I don’ hafta go to school,” he whined, crawl-
ing deep into my sister’s last nerve, oblivious to her mounting lack 
of patience.

“Quinn, if you don’t get in the damn car, I’m gonna beatcher 
ass.”  My sister stood there fuming at his defi ance while arguing 
with my step-mom that he was, in fact, not sick at all. 

“FUCK YOU, MOM!” 
The next sound heard was the BOOMCRACKTHUD of 

drywall sent crashing in between the wall studs and Quinn’s feet 
running to the car.  In this house, the screaming match is the 
whistling report before the bomb explodes.

Our people routines are imprinted in fl attened furniture 
cushions, broken drawer handles, and fl oor tiles worn smooth 
from fi fty plus years of foot, paw, and walker-wheel traffi c.  
Floorboards and doors creak with overuse, screen doors slam, and 
stairs groan from the stress of our over-weight.  The sounds of 
this house tell us who’s walking where.  There is no hiding in this 
house.  It knows our touch so well that it announces us.

This is the house full of more people than it should reason-
ably hold.  And aside from my father, my step-mother and my 
brother, we have all come and gone; moved in, moved out, moved 
back or moved on.  We’ve shifted roles and places along with the 
shifting of our lives.  There have been abandoned dogs and chil-
dren, single-moms working, and high school runaways.  We’ve 
had great-grandmothers, cousins, uncles, friends, nephews, aunts, 
grandmas, school buddies, and one of Susie’s clients living here at 
one time or another, or sometimes all at once.  And there’s always 
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a menagerie of animals begging for scraps, and taking up too 
much room on a couch. 

My sister moved out at fi fteen, came back with two kids in 
her twenties, moved back out in her thirties, then bought a house 
two blocks away.  I left in a hurry at eighteen, came back for six 
months at twenty-one, bought my own house at twenty-six, then 
said screw it and moved to Phoenix.  My twenties were spent 
moving around to shitty labor jobs and second shifts that barely 
paid the rent on various apartments in various towns.  At thirty-
eight, I dropped out of the working world and moved back into 
the 168 to go to college.  Grandma Ginny moved in a few years 
ago and sits all day on the living room couch doing her crossword 
puzzles and annoying the hell out of my dad.  “Pete, do you know 
a three letter word for donkey?”  

The farthest my little brother ever went was crazy.  At 
nineteen, he decided he was Jesus.  My parents ignored it until he 
came into the kitchen, and in his best Linda Blair voice told my 
step-mom to “Clean this shit up.”  Then he kicked in the shop door 
and threatened to burn my sister’s house down with his teleki-
nesis.  911 seconds later, he was wrestling Offi cer Larry in the 
basement. 

Thirty minutes away, I was doing dishes in my apartment 
when I got the call from my sister.  “Leah, there’s something 
wrong with Brother.”  I jammed my car’s gas pedal to the fl oor 
and kept it there from the apartment parking lot to the hospital 
parkade.  I made it there in fi fteen minutes.  My step-mom was 
on the way to the ER with our new Lord and Savior, and Dad hid 
from reality in the garage.  

This house stands demurely on its crappygrass, suburban 
corner, across from park and church, as a testament to squeezing 
the hell out of life.  If you could wind its walls around a cylinder, 
then touch a needle to its grooves, it would play a deep, scratchy 
melody of emotional resonance.  It would sing of Christmas food 
fi ghts and Thanksgiving brawls, newborn babies, and toddlers 
crawling. Beatings and molestings of children and adults, fl ood, 
and death and debilitating disease.  It’s our broken hearts that 
make it pulse.  The walls inside get painted every ten years or 
so.  It got new siding and windows last year (olive drab green—
who does that?), and Dad replaced the sagging deck boards with 
leftover wood from behind the shed…again.  The Sharpie-marker 
height chart expands up and down every year as the nephews 
and cousins grow taller, and my step-mom and Grandma Ginny 
keep shrinking.  And I still sit on the back porch smoking ciga-
rettes, plotting ways to kill them all and bury them in the back 
yard without getting caught.  Let’s see, I’ve got duct tape, garbage 

bags…does rat poison have a fl avor?
All day long this house buzzes with human traffi c, and with 

summer approaching, the sounds of the house will ramp up to a 
suburban roar of slamming doors, barking dogs, yelling children, 
laughter, screaming, cooking, fi ghting and TVs blaring.  There is 
a TV in every room of this house but mine, but I don’t really need 
one.  I sit in my room doing homework to the sounds of Dad’s 
detective shows blasting up the stairs.  Emily Dickinson’s “Because 
I could not stop for Death” accompanied by a soundtrack of blood 
curdling screams and things like “Lung-sections demonstrate 
marked pulmonary edema with extensive pulmonary vascular 
congestion.”  I think if Emily were here, she would appreciate the 
irony.  

“I’m going to stab you with my banana.”  Wielding my 
dangerous fruit like an épée, and managing my best fencing pose, 
I give my brother an “En garde!” as he dishes his supper onto a 
paper plate.  We meet like this on our late night kitchen rendez-
vous.  He spends his evenings in the basement with his billiard 
videos and cigarettes while I drown in schoolwork.  Around 
midnight, we meet in the kitchen for munchies and whispered 
silliness while Dad sleeps ten feet away in his living room re-
cliner.  If we’re lucky, my step-mom comes shuffl ing in from her 
bedroom off the hallway to feed her sweet tooth, and write notes 
to other people in the house.  She writes them on paper plates in 
her weird coded language no one can understand.  She left one 
for my nephew that said “Q-Pills eat Love Grammy.”  It must have 
been a special note because she usually signs them “Thx, mgmnt.”  
My nephew has apparently taken up the habit.  He stopped in for a 
visit one day and wrote “BALLS” in the frosting of the cake sitting 
on the kitchen table.  A typical hello at the 168.  

This house is a testament to functional dysfunctionalism.  
It’s broken and jury-rigged together with wire and string and 
bungee cords.  (My father could write a how-to of 1001 uses for 
bungee cords). The dryer vent tubing is stapled to the laundry 
room rafters, and the silverware drawer opens with a “thunk,” 
its front panel held on by a loose screw that never stays put.  The 
plumbing is wrapped in duct tape, the front porch’s bottom step 
is propped up on blocks, and the room above the garage is detach-
ing from the main house like it’s trying to escape. (I can totally 
sympathize.)  But with all of its breakdown, this house is solid.  It 
keeps us warm, keeps us dry, it keeps us together.  During tornado 
season as a kid, the running to the basement was always signaled 
when you heard Dad and his portable radio on the back porch: 
“BRREEEP. The National Weather Service has issued a tornado 
warning for the following counties...”  We don’t run to the base-
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 ment anymore, unless it’s to play some nine-ball on Jesus’ pool 
table, but we still weather the harshest of storms.

My cousin Kristina, who lived here until a year and a half 
ago, died suddenly after being diagnosed with cancer.  She felt 
ill and went to the doctor who found the next day that she was 
riddled with cancer and gave her three days to live.  She lasted 
two. The last thing she did was fl ip me off and smile.  A typical 
goodbye at the 168. 

One day I’ll leave this shithole behind, once again, in favor 
of a clean apartment or house whose yard I can manicure, whose 
fl aws I can fi x properly, whose shiny pristineness will be the envy 
of the neighborhood, and whose insides will smell like freshly 
opened summer windows instead of stale smoke and memory.  I 
will always return home for one reason or another, because this 
is where I grew up, it’s where I learned to become me.  I will look 
at its walls and listen to it creak the stories of our past, even long 
after my parents are gone and it’s just my brother, rambling back 
and forth from kitchen to living room in his anti-psychotic, narco-
haze.  Maybe by then, this house will have offered a safe place to 
another lost wandering soul looking for a warm bed and laughter.  

Until then I’ll grimace and groan.  I’ll whine, complain, 
and bitch and moan.  I’ll tolerate this living hell with its constant 
noise and evil smells.  I’ll wake during the day, and at night I’ll 
sleep and dream sweet dreams of soap and bleach.  

Maybe though, I’ll just get lucky and the fucker’ll catch 
on fi re so we can move into some place cool with the insurance 
money.  

Who am I kidding?  This is the 168.  We don’t have insur-
ance.

   

Evan Stickfort

Dream House
     


