My Barbie Secret

Kevin Thaddeus Paulson

Page 1


Yes, Barbie, there is a Santa Claus.  He comes quickly for some, and slowly for others.


Sometime around 1965, I began to doubt his existence, wondering if it was likely that a thousand year old pixie could circumnavigate the globe in a toy laden sleigh.  But, despite the implausibility, I chose to believe that there existed a magical fairy who granted my wishes on the 25th of December.  I chose to believe because I had one wish that year, and it was a small one.


That December, my Mother, Barbara Louise, took a half day off from her job as a seamstress.  In the morning, she took me with her to the factory, and I watched her bend over the sewing machine, her bifocals perched on the end of her nose, her hands swollen even then with arthritis.  She had an impossible hair color, sort of burnt red, lacquered in hairspray, and she smelled like Kent cigarettes.  When she noticed my boredom, she brought me up to her chair, and let me play with the bobbin and the fabrics, while she sipped her morning tea.  Her neighbor on the line, Peggy McCaffery, took a puff of a cigarette and said, “Looks like we got a little tailor.”  One of the other ladies snickered.


Mother and I took the Q 41 bus to Lefferts Boulevard to the A train into Manhattan.  We got off at 34th Street, and climbed staircase after staircase until we saw a blue rectangle of sky.  The air smelled of burnt pretzels and chestnuts.


Mother explained to me that all of the other fat men in red suits, the ones who stood by the Salvation Army buckets or in the window of Korvette’s, were ersatz Santas, elves who had worked for the jolly old man for so long that they filled in for him at the minor department stores, mythological understudies.  The real Santa Claus worked at Macy*s.


Barbara Louise grabbed my hand and pulled me through the revolving door into the wonderland of Macy*s Herald Square at Christmas.  I felt a dozen raincoats brush against my face, heard the gentle bell of the intercom.   The mysterious perfumes from the cosmetics counters wafted around me.


We took the wooden escalators up to the 6th floor, followed bold yellow arrows on the vinyl tile floor until we reached a line of some twenty other children.  An abnormal child, I waited patiently, even asking my mother whether or not her feet hurt, and wouldn’t she rather sit down and rest while I went in for an audience with the ambassador from the North Pole.


“No,” she persevered.  Mother wore a scarf over her brittle hair, a long coat, and galoshes over her good shoes.  She carried her pocketbook like a secret.  We both rolled our eyes when the kid in front of me cried, his terror no doubt at the prospect of the man who knew whether he was bad or good..


My time came.  I marched up the stair to the gilt throne.  In the back of my mind, I heard the song, “You’d better not pout, you’d better not cry.”  With a smile and a slight bow, I plumped myself down on his lap, awestruck by the living saint, but determined to achieve my goal.  As I sat, I noticed that Santa sweated a lot, and that his beard was attached with string.


“Ho!  Ho!  Ho!” he bellowed, a little less robustly than I had heard him on television shows.


“Ho!  Ho!  Ho!” I bellowed back letting him know that we spoke the  same language.


“What a cheerful young man!  What’s your name?”


“Kevin.”  I looked across the aisle, saw my Mother smiling.


“Well, Kevin, have you been a good boy this year?”


Unsure of whether or not he knew about the pinching incident in Kindergarten, I said, “Of course, Santa.”  I mean, he saw me when I was sleeping, he saw me when I was awake, he ought to know if I was bad or good, for goodness sake.


“Then what can Santa bring you?”


“A Barbie doll.”  My mother dropped her pocketbook.


“An army ball?”


“Barbie Doll.  As in Barbara.  Blonde, not brunette.  But you can get me any kind.  Candy Striper Barbie.  Spotlight Solo Barbie.  Mother and I will make the rest of her outfits.”  My mother clutched the handle of her pocketbook, looked around to see if anyone else was watching me.


“How about a toy truck?”  Santa counter offered.


“No thanks, but if you have an extra Barbie Malibu Corvette lying around, I’ll gladly take it.”


“How about a baseball bat?”  the old man persisted.


“How about you listen to what I’m saying?  Listen, I’ve been good all year because I believed that you were coming to town, and don’t think I haven’t been tempted.  And what I want for it is a Barbie doll.”  Mother closed her eyes.


“A Barbie doll.”


“This is not rocket science.  I want a Barbie doll, like the kind they sell downstairs.  Barbie.  Not Ken.  Not Midge.  And definitely not GI Joe.”


By this time, the whining kids in back of me had kicked up quite a fuss, and Santa had become visibly anxious.  “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Will you promise me a Barbie?”


“I promise you that if any little boy gets a Barbie this year, it’ll be you.”  The photographer snapped our picture then.  I still have that shot, him looking red-faced and tense, me smiling without my two front teeth, the gap in my gums an omen of things to come.


We stood in line for hours to see the Radio City Music Hall Christmas Pageant, as we did every year.  The movie as I recall was Hayley Mills’ masterwork, That Darn Cat.


The rest of that month, I spent a lot of time visiting Lisa Mangels and the Morlock sisters.  I traded marbles, records, baseballs, whatever I could get my hands on so that I could get the Barbie carrying case, and a few simple accessories.  After all, I wanted her to be comfortable when she arrived.  I cut open scarves and made them into ponchos.  I went through five of Pop’s good handkerchiefs making her a wedding dress.  I planned our life out.  I would grow up to be a fashion designer, and Barbie my super model.


It was cold that winter, cold in a way New York doesn’t get anymore.  On Christmas eve, a blizzard hit.  Pop drove us to Aunt Rita’s in Hicksville  The deejay on the radio kept breaking in over the Nat King Cole lyrics, announcing where the radar had last spotted a miniature sleigh and eight tiny reindeer.


The drive home seemed endless.  Pop smoked a cigar the entire trip, which completed the nausea I acquired from Aunt Mildred’s Heavenly Hash.  I laid on my Mother’s lap, hanging my head out the window, gulping snowflakes and looking up in the sky to catch a glimpse of Saint Nicholas.


Santa had not arrived by the time we got home, but I allowed for the fact that the snow may have held him up over Canada.  Nevertheless, I left out the Barbie pajamas and chaise lounge which I had wrangled out of Irene Morlock for a pack of my Mother’s Kent cigarettes.  After all, I wanted Barbie to be warm if she had been out riding a sleigh all night. 


The next morning, I woke to the brightness of sunlight reflected on snow.  I ran down to our Christmas tree, the perfectly green kind, where the limbs were on wooden dowels inserted into a central stem.  It twinkled underneath the golden garland, the aluminum ornaments and the clothespins painted to look like the Magi.  The little train set beneath ran through the town of Plasticville.


Immediately, I spotted the parcel, just a little smaller than a shoe box.  The gift wrap had bright red peppermint sticks dancing across it, and a red bow on top.  The card read: “To Kevin, from Santa.”

As soon as my parents stumbled down the stairs, I tore open the wrapping.  And there, under a layer of clear plastic, was a gray Smith and Wesson toy revolver, complete with a set of caps.  The box read, “For Boys!”


I looked up at my Mother, ignoring Pop, as he ignored me.  I stared at her until her chin trembled.  Then I said, “There is no Santa Claus, is there?”  The tree had become tacky and the cards strung up on the walls looked pathetic.  I ran upstairs, took out the collection of Barbie outfits, and the hard earned carrying case.  I flung the chaise lounge out the window, ripped the wedding dress to shreds and threw it into the toilet.


By the time I went downstairs, Pop had lit up a cigar and had turned on the first of many football games.  Mother had moved to the kitchen, and was clumsily pulling out the insides of a turkey.  Sewing was her forte.  She always was a lousy cook.  She dropped her dishes and fumbled.  I had embarrassed her.  I could imagine her then standing in the toy store, not daring to tell Pop what I wanted for Christmas, not daring to tell me that little boys didn’t wish for Barbies.


I took the toy gun an sat on the stoop outside.  I decided to become what they wanted, mostly out of spite.  I grew up to become a police officer, the best shot in my academy class.  Since then, I’ve worked most Christmases, ostensibly so that other officers could spend time with their family, but really so that I could avoid my own.


Last fall, my mother and I had the talk.  She asked me why I was 38 and still single.  I told her I was gay.  “What do you mean gay?” she asked.


“Well, Mother, it should be obvious, but if  it’s not, then let’s try this.  I’ve slept with several men, and I really liked it.  I’ve slept with several women, and I didn’t really like it.”


“That has absolutely nothing to do with it.  I slept with your father for over forty years and I never once enjoyed it.”


“Well at least I now know where I get it from.”


“What did I do wrong?”


“You bought me that toy gun.”


“The gun made you gay?”


“No, I was gay for as long as I remember, a nelly little boy who liked needlework  better than baseball, and who made the basement staircase into a Paris runway for a Barbie I never got.  Do you know, that I think the happiest time in my life was when I was in Kindergarten, and you and I sewed all the outfits for the Nativity Pageant.”


“Then what does Barbie have to do with the gun?”


“You see, you gave me a gun, not a Barbie, so I made a Barbie up in my dreams.  She and I led a secret life together where little boys stitched  taffeta, and didn’t worry so much about how tough they were.”


“Did I make you gay?”


“Well, you did make me, but whether or not you made me gay is debatable.  But you made me a policeman, and I don’t know if I ever reconciled that to my childhood.  I never wanted to be a cop when I grew up.  I was what I was.  You taught me to act like someone else, to be ashamed of what I am, to keep my Barbie secret.”


“I just didn’t want you to grow up unhappy.”


“You had a nelly son who was happy.  You wanted a butch son who was happy.  What you got was a butch son, with the memory of throwing an armful of Barbie clothes out the window one Christmas morning because everyone else in the house on Sutter Avenue was ashamed of him.  I stopped believing in Santa the day I got that gun, because I realized that you didn’t believe in me.”


That was my last trip east.  I live in San Francisco now, a city without seasons, or maybe just one:  fog.  Without winter, the residents put little emphasis on Christmas.  It just doesn’t read.  There are few  homes gaudily decked out in a thousand lights.  And that ‘s all right for me.  Christmas no longer means snow storms and Santa.  It means double time and a half, and a few more arrests for DUI”s.  Or so I thought, until  the morning of December 25th, when I received a radio call: “3 Tango 17.  3 Tango 17, this is Sheriff 9.”


“Go Sheriff 9.”


“You’ve got a package just delivered here.  Federal Express.”


On my lunch hour, I drove back to the station to find a white parcel, just a little smaller than a shoe box.  The label read:  “To Deputy Kevin Wise, from, at long last, Santa.”  The handwriting looked a lot like my Mother’s.  Inside was a Barbie, blonde, not brunette.  And she did not wear a store bought outfit.  Nothing pret-a-porter for the glamorous super model.  She wore a home made police uniform.

