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Remembering Jelly Donuts

By

Charles B. Schaap

I knocked on the front door of my father’s house, turned the door handle, and walked inside. He sat alone at the kitchen table, staring away into space. Gray hair skirted out under his bald crown. Two coffee mugs rested on the table, along with a half-eaten piece of toast. 

I slammed the door shut. “Hi, Pop.” I said.

He did not respond.

“Pop!”

His body flinched. “What?” he said. “Who’s that?” He turned toward me, adjusted his glasses, and squinted. 

“It’s me, Pop.”

“Well it’s about time you got here, for crissakes.”

“What’s the big emergency?”

“What?” he yelled. “Wait a minute. Wait one goddammed minute.”

His hand rose toward his hearing aid. His trembling fingers probed for the volume control. “There, that’s better,” he said. 

“What’s the emergency?” I repeated.

“Stop shouting, I’m not deaf for crissakes. We have to go to the Safeway, and don’t let me forget the jelly donuts.”

“Pop, I brought you groceries last night. I have to get to work, and I’m already late.”

“Hurry, hurry, hurry. You young kids are always in a hurry.”

“Pop, I’m fifty-two. I’m not a young kid anymore, and if I don’t get to work soon, I’ll lose my grownup job.”

“Then let’s go for crissakes. I’ve been waiting half the damn morning. Just don’t let me forget the jelly donuts.”

 My father stood up. His upper back was bent forward. He wore faded denim overalls and food splatters clung to his plaid flannel shirt.  He shuffled into the kitchen where his liver-spotted hands rummaged through papers and a menagerie of items scattered over the countertop. 

“The car keys are here somewhere,” he said. 

“C’mon pop, I’ll take you to Safeway. But we have to hurry. Where’s your cane?”

“What?” he said. He turned, and his eyes fixed on my lips.

“Your cane,” I said, “where’s your cane?”

“I don’t need no goddammed cane. I can walk for crissakes. I just need my car keys.”

“If you fall and break a hip, you won’t be walking at all.”

“Those damn keys are here somewhere,” he said. He continued shuffling through items on the countertop. “Your mother hasn’t straightened up lately. Hell, I can’t find a damn thing anymore.”

“I have the keys, Pop, let’s go. I need to get to work before I’m fired.”

“Hold your horses, let me find the keys. Marty!” he shouted. “Marty! That mother of yours is never around when I need her.”

 “I have the keys,” I shouted.

“Well for crissakes, no wonder I can’t find them.”

I followed behind my father. He slowly ambled out of the house and maneuvered through the gate of the faded-white picket fence. He stopped and braced himself against the trunk of the 1982 Chevrolet Impala. His shoulders turned and he looked back at me. “Well, come on.” 

“I’m coming.”

 “I’ll drive,” said my father.

“How about you let me drive. You just sit back and enjoy this beautiful Fall morning. Besides, you’re not allowed to drive without a license.”

“Goddammed macular degeneration. You get old and you can’t hear, you can’t see, and you can’t pee. What’s the use of living?”

“So you can drive your son crazy?”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

My father opened the passenger door. He leaned back, grimaced, and dropped into the car seat. 

I gripped the door handle, starting to close the door for him.

“I can get it, for crissakes. Just drive the car.” He reached and pulled the door closed. 

I got into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

“Nice car,” my father said. “Looks a lot like my car.”

“It is your car, Pop.”

We drove down River Boulevard, winding our way through the tall redwood trees. I rolled the window down. The morning air was moist and fresh. Evergreen-covered mountains rose from the valley floor. Fog spewed out over the mountaintops like nature’s breath on a cold morning.

“I could have driven,” my father said. “I’ve got over sixty years of experience--driven these windy roads all my life, know every turn.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I said. It’s the person in the other car you might crash into and cripple.”

“Ah, hell,” he said.

“You know, Pop, you’re starting to need more care--with diabetes, high blood pressure, and arthritis. Maybe it’s time you start thinking about an assisted living home. You’d be closer to your doctors instead of way out here in the boonies.”

His face muscles tightened and his neck veins bulged. “I’m not a goddammed invalid, for crissakes.” He clenched his fists. “You just want to get rid of me. All you’re after is my money!”

“Okay, just forget it. I guess everybody has the right to make stupid decisions.”

“Your mother and I have lived in that house for over fifty years. We’re not leaving now, goddammit.”

“Forget it, okay, Pop? I just want what’s best for you.”

“Then turn right after the stop sign and head over the bridge.”

We drove up onto the bridge that stretched across the Sequoia River valley. The river flowed calmly below. Fish swam to the surface to snatch their breakfast, sending concentric ripples out over the glassy water. A fisherman stood in the river with waders up to his chest. The man lifted his fishing pole, reached behind his head, and snapped the fishing pole forward, casting his line out into the river.

“Remember, pop, how you took me fishing when I was a kid? Just the two of us guys? You had to help me tie on the lure and bait. Now it’s time that I have to help you. Don’t you see?”

“I don’t need any help. I already know how to fish.”

“When you love someone, Pop, you let them love you back. That means letting them help you and care for you.”

“You sound like your mother, all that talk about love. I loved my fishing pole, then I lost it in the river.”

 My father’s hands motioned as if reeling in a fish. “Did I ever tell you about the morning I hooked that big Sturgeon?”

“Yes, many times.”

“I fought that sonafabitch for an hour. It wore me out.” My father rubbed his hands together. “Damn arthritis,” he murmured. “Bastard fish jerked the pole right out of my hands. As hard as I tried, I just couldn’t hold on any longer.”

My father was silent for a moment. “That was a helluvuh fish,” he said. “Never felt like fishing after that.”

We were almost over the bridge. The car tires made a thump-thump each time they rode over the metal junctions holding sections of the bridge together. Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump.  

At the end of the bridge, my father raised his hand and pointed to the right. “Go right,” he said. “Take Old Mill Road.” 

We coasted off the end of the bridge, down the hill, and then continued onto Old Mill. “I know where I’m going, Pop. I don’t need directions.”

 “Now go straight,” he said. “Four miles.”

Old Mill Road meandered along the north bank of the river. My father peered out the car window and crossed his arms. He was quiet for the next few minutes. Each time the river appeared between the clusters of redwoods, his head turned stiffly, tracking the view.  

“I sure loved that fishing pole,” he said. “You know, son, when you get old, you lose the things you love.” 

“How about I take you and little Charlie fishing this weekend?” I said. “ Just the three of us.”

“Charlie, now that’s a damn good name.”

“It’s your name, Pop.”

“Hell, I know my own name, for crissakes. I’m not senile!”

“Little Charlie is a lot like you, Pop. Loves to fish.”

“Well, tell him not to lose his pole.”

We arrived at Stumptown, and my father pointed the way into the Safeway parking lot. We parked the car and I followed him through the automatic doors at the front of the store. He grabbed onto a shopping cart and was off. 

“What do you need at the store, Pop? Let me run and get it for you.”

“I don’t remember,” he replied. “Your mother always makes a list.”

“Do you have a list?”

“I don’t remember.”

I looked down at my watch. I was already an hour late for work. 

“We don’t have to go down every aisle today, do we Pop?”

“What the hell, we’ll figure things out as we go. Your mother likes to start on the produce aisle and work her way over to the bakery. She doesn’t like to miss anything on sale.”

My father leaned on the handle of the shopping cart and ambled off to the produce department. He glanced at the produce, and then he continued on, going down each aisle, stopping here and there to check sale prices and twice to chat with old friends. 

I followed behind him and used my cell phone to call work and let them know I’d be late again. By the time we reached the bakery section, my father had gathered in his cart two loaves of Wonder Bread and one can of Folger’s coffee. Wonder Bread was on sale.

 “I see this was an urgent trip to the store,” I said. “I guess it makes sense to disrupt my day, spend two dollars on gas to save fifty cents on bread.”

My father kept the cart rolling. “You young kids didn’t live through the depression like your mother and I did,” he said. “You don’t know what it’s like to run out of bread.” 

I reached for the cart handle. “Give me the cart and I’ll check us out.” 

My father stopped abruptly. He gripped the cart handle tightly. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Wait one goddammed minute.”

“It’s okay, Pop. I always check us out and pay for the groceries.”

“You forgot the jelly donuts! You’re getting forgetful, son.”

My father pushed the cart over to the donut display and I followed. He grasped a piece of tissue paper, opened the display door, and carefully placed two jelly donuts in a paper bag. “Your mother only likes the ones with powdered sugar on the outside.”

“I remember, Pop.”

He placed the jelly donut bag in the shopping cart, and we continued through the checkout booth. Within a few minutes, we were back in the car and pulling out of the parking lot.  

“Turn left onto Old Mill Road,” my father said.

“I’ll get you home, Pop, don’t worry. I’ve got over thirty-five years of driving experience, myself, you know.”

“We didn’t forget the jelly donuts, did we?”

“No, Pop.”

 “That’s good, your mother will be happy. She thinks I’m losing my memory.”

 “And you saved twenty cents on the jelly donuts by using your Safeway card.”

“You know son, when you get old, all you have is your memories. So make them good ones.”

“I will, Pop.”

“But then don’t forget them, for crissakes.” 

He took off his glasses and wiped his eyes. “Some of the best days of my life were sitting at the breakfast table with our coffee mugs, sipping Folgers, watching your mother eat her jelly donuts. Your mother always says, ‘the best way for your lips to be happy on the outside is to put a jelly donut on the inside.’ That woman loves jelly donuts more than she loves me.”

“Maybe you should try being a little sweeter?”

“Ah, hell,” he said. “Turn left at the bridge.” He pushed his glasses back up onto his nose and looked away.

 I turned the steering wheel and the Impala rumbled up the hill to the bridge. 

“It’s hell, getting old,” he said. I haven’t been any damn good since…since…”

“Since when, Pop?”

His lips tightened and he shook his head back and forth. “I can’t remember,” he said. “Hell, I can’t remember anything anymore.”

“There’s no shame in getting old, Pop. But if we don’t accept it, we make it harder on ourselves. No one lives forever.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like your mother.”

The fog had lifted and the sun illuminated the boughs of the evergreens, in some places glowing yellow and appearing translucent. The river reflected the blue sky. The fisherman was gone. The tires went thump-thump, thump-thump.

“Turn left at the end of the bridge,” my father said.

“Okay, Pop, okay. Tell me again how to get to the house, the house I grew up in.”

“Go straight down River Boulevard,” he said.

We drove down River Boulevard under the canopy of tall redwoods, winding back and forth and rolling to a stop in front of the picket fence. I carried the bread and coffee into the house. 

My father took the jelly donut bag and shuffled into the kitchen. “Marty?” he yelled. “Marty, we’re back.”

My dad opened the cupboard and took out a plate and put a jelly donut on it. He carried the plate to the kitchen table and set it down. He slowly turned his torso and slumped into his chair. 

“Marty!” he shouted. “Marty!”

I walked over to my father. “Mom’s not here, Pop, remember?”

“Of course she’s here, she wouldn’t miss her jelly donut.”

I sat down and faced my father. “She’s gone, Pop. Mother is gone. Remember? You were holding her when she slipped away.”

“No, no,” he said. “ I’d be lost without her.” 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Pop. I’ll take care of you.” 

My dad’s head drooped. His fingers wiped across his nostrils. He sniffled, raising his head to look at me. “It hurts just as much every time…every time I remember that my sweet Martha is gone.”

“I know, Pop. I’m taking care of you now.”

“And you’re doing a goddammed good job, for crissakes. I guess I just got used to that ol’ gal.”

“I miss her too,” Pop. 

“You’re a lot like her, son. You’ve got the best of her in you.”

“I sure hope so,” I said. I stood up, then leaned over and kissed my dad on his bald head. “Now, I’ve gotta get to work, but I’ll be back this evening—sooner if I get fired. Are you going to be okay?”

My father nodded. “I don’t want to forget the jelly donuts,” he said. “Son, don’t let me forget the jelly donuts.”

“I won’t, Pop.” 

I walked to the front door and glanced back at my father sitting alone at the table, with two coffee mugs, one half-eaten piece of toast, and one jelly donut. He reached up to volume control on his hearing aid. 

“See ya, Pop,” I yelled.

He did not respond. His hand reached out slowly and a finger looped around the handle of his coffee mug. He lifted the mug to his lips, then abruptly pulled it away.

“Marty,” he shouted. “For crissakes, where are you? My coffee’s getting cold already. Marty!”

My father turned and glanced toward me. “That’s the problem with your mother. She’s never around when I need her.”

The End

