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This creative nonfiction dissertation is a memoir that probes the complex life and death of 

the author’s father, who became addicted in his late forties to crack cocaine. While the primary 

concerns are the reasons and ways in which the father changed from a family man into a drug 

addict, the memoir is also concerned with themes of family life, childhood, and grief. After his 

father’s death, the author moves to Las Vegas and experiences similar addiction issues, which he 

then explores to help shed light on his father’s problems. To enrich the investigation, the author 

draws from eclectic sources, including news articles, literature, mythology, sociology, religion, 

music, TV, interviews, and inherited objects from his father. In dissecting the life of his father, 

the author simultaneously examines broader issues surrounding modern fatherhood, such as 

cultural expectations, as well as the problems of emptiness, isolation, and spiritual deficiency.  
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PART I 

CRITICAL PREFACE 
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Memoir: Who Cares? 

Making a book of this was never the intention. In 2010, the assumption was: there wasn’t 

enough material, and also that the story did not warrant a book-length explication. However, in 

the years that followed, I learned that writing memoir was not the simple act of arranging 

memories, but an interactive, dynamic process whereby the writing taught me about my subject, 

posing always more questions that needed answering. I began to see patterns needing further 

investigation, connections needing elucidation. The project grew. 

Still, I had apprehensions about this thing called “memoir”--my assumption was that only 

exceptional, unique stories warranted a memoir. Because: while some aspects of my story are 

unique, much is overwhelmingly ordinary. When I recall this assumption, I realize what I have 

learned about the genre. Memoir is not about the extraordinary or the harrowing, but about 

honesty. Annie Dillard’s memoir An American Childhood stands as testament to this ideal. The 

book is not “about” anything other than a fairly typical American upbringing, but because of her 

precision and honesty, it is hard to put down.  

I was hesitant about memoir also because it has become known as the self-absorbed, 

narcissistic genre, but this reservation has faded, too. While I don’t deny that memoirists can fall 

into narcissism, I now see the act of writing about oneself as an attempt to better deliver the same 

kinds of truths that inspire poets and fiction writers. Ideally, memoirists write about themselves 

only in order to access universal truths, thereby using the self as a tool rather than an end in 

itself.  

With that said, however, I do feel the facts of my story are somewhat unique and 

therefore help warrant the story’s telling. To begin with, my father’s life was atypical. In his late 

forties, he, who had until that point been an exemplary father and family man, became addicted  
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to crack cocaine. At fifty-four, he passed away, still addicted. While many memoirs deal with the 

alcoholic or addict parent, I do not know of any that deal with one who became addicted so late 

in life. Furthermore, while many memoirs focus on the harrowing experiences that result from 

drug or alcohol addiction, mine is concerned much more with the dramatic way my father 

changed as a person--investigating the arc of his life and the reasons behind it--rather than 

simply detailing what it was like to live with him as an addict. For this reason, while the book 

does concern addiction, it cannot be classified as “another addiction memoir”--it is more 

interested in the themes of family life, childhood, grief, dealing with changing family members, 

and also, finding meaning. Finally, his situation was unique too in its contradiction of 

assumptions about drugs, class, and race: while crack is generally associated with poor, African 

American users, my father was white and well-off.  

 

Honesty 

Indeed, when I look at early drafts of the memoir, it is easier to see my early 

misconceptions about writing. Specifically, I did not know what honesty meant. I knew what 

fabrication was, but honesty was a concept that eluded me until I stumbled upon it. And in these 

fortuitous moments, I understood that memoir was not a game--it was not the art of design--but 

rather the art of truth-telling, of articulating experience as it exists in my memory. In an interview 

with Identity Theory, Nick Flynn once said of his revision process, “I edited [these parts] out 

mostly because when you look at the stuff on page it doesn't ring true, actually. It does feel like a 

diversion from the essential state. Which, hopefully if you can get to it, is a little purer.” This 

idea stuck in my mind as a reminder of my aim as a memoirist, helping me eliminate parts of my 

writing that were “diversions” from what “rung true.” 
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Many of my early drafts were novel and playful, but I realized later that the writing itself 

was taking the reader away from the essence of the experience. Judith Kitchen has said that the 

“memoirist is interested in the essence of the experience on its own terms: the sensory details, 

the flavor of the conversation, the scene reenacted. The trajectory of memoir is a slow 

accumulation; the successive scenes take on weight and significance as we begin to gain 

perspective on the whole.” Indeed, I began to notice how I was failing to let the experience 

accumulate in its own terms, instead playing linguistic games and turning quaint metaphors, 

which ultimately was not “pure,” as Flynn says.  

I realize now that there had been a performative aspect to much of my writing, and I 

realized that if I were “performing” the writing, I was not being honest. I wanted the writing to 

appear innovative and clever, but did so with a heightened awareness of my audience’s 

expectations--in a sense, prioritizing readers’ expectations over the truth of the experience. 

Where performance entails a deliberate, calculated effort--usually with intent to impress--I 

realized that honesty entails an appearance of effortlessness, a tone that implies, I don’t care if 

this is what you expected: this is how it happened, and I can’t change that.  

Something else I learned about real honesty is that it requires that I am in fact truly 

attempting to discover or confirm something. While my father was still alive, and shortly after he 

died, I wrote a lot about him in my journal very casually with the sole intent of fleshing out my 

thoughts and feelings, hoping that I might clarify whatever impulse began the entry. Years later, 

as I began to write about him more “formally” in graduate school, I noticed that the writing was 

of a very different genesis than were my journal entries years earlier. Because I knew professors 

and peers would read my writing, I was constantly trying to anticipate their reactions. What I did 

not know at the time was how much I was ignoring what has come to be for me one of the most 
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basic premises of creative nonfiction: that the writer writes to discover, and the reader reads to 

learn that thing the writer is discovering--and often, will only continue reading if there is 

evidence early on that the writer has something to teach.  

 

Becoming Mindful 

When I think now of “being a writer,” it is not the image of sitting at a computer that 

comes to me, but the idea of awareness. We tend to think of “writing” as arranging words on a 

page, but I think it would be more accurate to think of the enterprise of writing as “observing.” 

When I read Joan Didion, I may think: what a great writer, but what I actually mean is, what a 

great observer, what a great way to synthesize and arrange these observations. 

And so I realized: if this is what great writing means, then writing well begins with 

awareness, long before you sit down to write. Writing well is the result of making the deliberate 

choice to alter your everyday consciousness to be more aware of the aliveness around you. This 

can take many forms. Some people carry notebooks with observations, some people simply try to 

be more observant, some others practice mindfulness meditation.  

“Mindfulness dramatically amplifies the probability that any activity in which you are 

engaged will result in an expansion of your perspective and your understanding of who you are 

(94),” writes Jon Kabat-Zinn, who helped bring mindfulness to Western culture in the 1970s. 

“Much of the practice is simply a remembering, a reminding yourself to be fully awake” (94). 

This ability to learn more about yourself by simply paying attention struck me as a valuable tool 

for writing: if memoir is about reflecting on memories, wouldn’t it help to be more aware while 

those memories are being created? “If you are cultivating mindfulness in your life,” Kabat-Zinn 
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writes, “there is not one thing that you do or experience that cannot teach you about yourself by 

mirroring back to you the reflections of your own mind and body” (149). 

Mindfulness also helps with connection-making, which I’ve learned is vital for virtually 

every memoirist. “Exerting our intelligence means making connections, linking ideas and 

concepts and coming to conclusions,” writes Christophe Andre, another mindfulness expert and 

author of Looking at Mindfulness. “But it also means seeing that these connections can or do 

exist. So being intelligent means starting by observing what is, rather than trying from the outset 

to impose our presence on reality. Intelligence is first of all connecting with the world, before 

linking its different elements….” In other words, via an attitude of non-judgment and curiosity, 

look first at what is (external or internal realities)--and cultivate an intimacy with these realities--

before distorting them with our defense mechanisms, emotions, biases, etc. If we can do this, we 

might be more aware of those tiny connections and resonances that would have otherwise gone 

unnoticed. 

While my father was still alive, I was not as “aware” as I am today, and when I started 

writing seriously about him, my fear and challenge was that I had not recorded enough, wasn’t 

aware enough--too much would be forgotten. But after encountering such advice, I thought about 

memories and objects from my father’s life in a new light, with the understanding that the value 

and meaning of a resonant image is not limited to is superficial qualities. “Try to see it as merely 

a threshold,” advised Nick Flynn in a Bennington commencement speech, “a signal from your 

subconscious that you should enter into this image more deeply, follow the thread, deeper into 

the mystery, into the unknown, into the subconscious realm.” Which I’ve tried. For example, the 

composition about snowdrifts that he wrote as a child, or the tools he left behind at my mother’s 

house. Both of these items are mined in my memoir for much more than their face value.  
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Another misguided notion I had when beginning this project was that it would be a matter 

simply of collecting notes on memories, writing about them, and arranging them into a book. For 

a while, this helped to forge much of the book. However, in the very late stages of revising and 

polishing, I noticed that I was still jotting down new ideas. Why was this? I wondered. How 

could I still be generating new ideas after years of working on this project? How was it that these 

ideas on the same subject took years to find me? 

It was not that I simply happened not to think of them in the early stages, I realized, but 

in many cases, I couldn’t have. I realized that as time went by, my continually-shifting life 

experience, coupled with my heightened everyday awareness, allowed me to better understand 

who my father was. For example, one of the opening scenes in the book describes sitting on a 

bench with my mother--six years after my father died. For me, the experience brought into 

sharper focus not only what my father meant to my mother, but also the lingering effects of the 

choices he made. That summer, I had been staying with my mother at her boyfriend’s house, and 

she asked me lightheartedly, “Did you ever think we’d be living in this house with this strange 

man?” The question lingered inside of me because I understood why he was strange. He was 

strange because he was not Dad. Strange because: she never suspected she’d ever be living with 

someone who wasn’t Dad.  

With such comments, such experiences, the meaning of my father’s life and the impact of 

his death become clearer. Such experiences help me to understand that writing memoir is not a 

matter of culling notes, but a continual, ongoing relationship between past and present, author 

and subject. Each one seems always to have yet more light to shed on the other. Even with the 

book now “completed,” I do not feel as if my true vision has been executed. What I have down 

on paper is only an “outdated” version.  
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Well-Worn Territory 

Father-son narratives are some of the oldest in literature. The Odyssey, Oedipus Rex, The 

Prodigal Son, the myth of Icarus and Daedalus, to name a few. Carl Jung has written about the 

father as archetype; Kafka has written about him as God; Turgenev as the political establishment. 

Today, fathers-and-sons is one of the most dominant memoir tropes--which poses an interesting 

question. Does the world need another son writing about his father? Hasn’t it all been said by 

now? 

I suppose the reason this question doesn’t concern me is that (eventually) I saw the 

project not as a challenge to do something new, only to produce something honest. In one sense, 

the course of my father’s life was fairly unique--which might have nice marketing appeal--but 

these events of course comprise only what Vivian Gornick would call the “situation” (13). What 

I have learned is that the actual story--that of my perception, the movement of emotion--is like a 

snowflake, a fingerprint. Because my perception is colored by the countless, unreplicable 

textures of my upbringing, the truths that emerge are just as unreplicable, even if they are kinds 

of universal truths. In other words, it matters little that the theme is well-worn territory--as 

readers, we seek honesty, truths that ring true, even if we’ve seen them articulated in different 

ways a thousand times over.  

Recently I read Alice Munro’s new essay “Night” (originally in Granta), which deals in 

part with her father’s parenting, and how her perception of him has changed over time. Whereas 

once her father’s ways were inscrutable, a deeper empathy for him renders them less so today. In 

a word, you could call it forgiveness. By empathizing, a daughter forgives her father for being 

too hard on her. So the question is: if this story has already been written, if the universal truth has 
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been referenced before, why did the essay leave me with the sense of having learned something 

valuable? 

As a reader, I have to think that we make comparisons to our own lives to test for value--

i.e. how can I place the substance of this story in contexts I have seen in my own life? I have to 

think that her particular articulation--her perception, her voice--acts as a kind of evidencing of 

some way in which the world works. In this case, we could say empathy. If we sense her 

honesty, we will accept her testimony, which serves as a reminder to us about how empathy 

works. But of course none of this works if we don’t “buy” what the writer is telling us--if her 

journey does not strike us as genuine. 

And so, I have come to worry more about the question of honesty than about that of 

treading over well-worn territory. I’ve learned that deep truths, when you are lucky enough to 

strike them, have a way of transcending subject matter. The writing of my section “Bridges” led 

me to remember the period of my life in which I felt that my father knew everything--something 

many sons have written about--but my particular articulation I hope is honest enough to capture 

what it felt like, allowing the reader to share my perception, inhabit the experience as I did--and 

if I am successful, the reader re-lives the truth, lives it again in a new way.  

But also, I think well-worn territory is well-worn for a reason. That my subject matter 

follows a heavily-trod theme actually appeals to me, I think because it offers the chance to write 

in the tradition of something bigger than my own story. And as such, the chance to layer my own 

narrative with meaning. In writing about the way our modern narratives resonate with the early 

epics, the psychoanalyst Luigi Zoja claims, “The grandiosity of epic implies...that it can never 

narrate a single thing…. Its tragedy implies that it can have no happy end and must always skirt 

desperation: as it reaches one goal, it has to move away from another…. In true narrative, the 
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language is always new, the story always an archetype….” (209). In other words, there are only 

re-workings of archetypal stories. Mircea Eliade has said that our own creative possibilities are 

limitless today because "the possibilities for applying the mythical model are endless” (Eliade 

141). In telling the new story, you are also re-working the archetypal story--and so the echoes of 

your story’s meaning will always extend beyond your own narrative.  

 One apparent echo, for example, can be seen when comparing Odysseus’ nature with 

that of my father (as alluded to in various places in the book). While Odysseus does take risks 

and indulge impulses throughout his journey, he also takes precautions and devises plans in order 

to ensure the single goal of his return to Ithaca. While my father was very cautious during most 

of his life, his risk-taking and impulsivity in the end were very much at odds with his 

commitment to his family, as was the case for Odysseus. In the Odyssey, his plan works; 

Odysseus returns to his wife and son, slays the suitors, and there is peace in Ithaca. For my 

father, of course, the ending was different--it seems that impulsivity won over patience.  

Yet it is useful, even satisfying, to situate the character of my father in the context of such 

a long-standing, established narrative. Bryan Doerries wrote recently in the New York Times, 

“Eliade called this basic human impulse--to connect our quotidian existence, through ritual and 

myth, with the lives and struggles of the great heroes of the past--the ‘eternal return.’ In the 

telling and retelling of the ‘Iliad’ and the ‘Odyssey,’ we imbue our insignificant lives with 

meaning, transporting ourselves to a mythical time, while bringing the heroic age into our 

own.”  In relating my own narrative to The Odyssey, it makes me feel as if my story is not some 

“freak mistake” of modern times, but a variation on an archetypal story that for millennia has 

been imbued with meaning and significance. 
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Situations, Stories, and the Mortar of Memory 

In his book, The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and Remembers, Daniel 

Schacter says that the seventh “sin” of memory is distortion. When we learn something 

significant later in life, he says, it may cause us to interpret the past through a certain framework 

(147). For example, if a wife discovers that her husband has been cheating on her, she might 

remember him as harsher or more distant than she otherwise would have.  

Throughout the writing of this dissertation, of course, I found myself wondering if I were 

interpreting my father’s earlier life toward a specific end. “And now I have to think his changing 

was not by mistake,” I wrote early in the book, “only waiting for him, the result of some need 

that he would learn was never filled, one that worked on him over the years, inching him ever 

further away from what he had, and closer to what he didn’t” (38). As I wrote this, I realized that 

I was not “certain” of this conjecture, but also that this is how the story feels to me. Knowing my 

father and having lived the experience with him, this is the story that has accumulated inside of 

me.  

But it’s interesting that had he never smoked, I probably never would have seen his life in 

this way. That is, I cannot deny that the smoking in his latter years caused me to comb carefully 

through his history and make a conjecture that would add meaning and sense to the outcome of 

his life--one that would make a story of his life. And one of the things I learned while writing 

this was how to hone this kind of conjecture. I learned that the conjecture was the story, not 

because I did a lot of research and found it to be empirically true, but because this is how the 

story has come to live inside of me.  

It’s interesting also that Linda, my father’s old girlfriend, claims he was very happy 

before the drugs, while my sister Chrissy claims he was miserable. I can only imagine that the 
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discrepancy is the result of two people interpreting the facts within very different frameworks. 

To Linda, my father was the love of her life who left her to pursue other women, and perhaps her 

interpretation of my father as “happy” aligns nicely with her sense of victimhood. To Chrissy, 

my father was the husband of her mother, who’d died tragically in childbirth, leaving him for the 

rest of his life without the woman he was “supposed” to be with, which explains why he would 

be miserable.  

Another form of distortion can be caused by trauma. Maria Konnikova recently covered 

in The New Yorker a study that concluded that “memories of emotional events do indeed differ 

substantially from regular memories. When it comes to the central details of the event, like 

[when] the Challenger exploded, they are clearer and more accurate. But when it comes to 

peripheral details, they are worse.” By this logic, we would have very good recollection of what 

we were doing on the morning of September 11, 2001, but not so much on the subject of what 

we ate for lunch that day.  

The reason for this is simple. “While the memory of the event itself is enhanced,” 

Konnikova explains, “the vividness of the memory of the central event tends to come at the 

expense of the details. We experience a sort of tunnel vision, discarding all the details that seem 

incidental to the central event.” In other words, our brains tend to focus so much attention on the 

central event that little is left to observe the surrounding details. However, this deficiency is 

generally something we’re not aware of. “The strength of the central memory seems to make us 

confident of all of the details when we should only be confident of a few. Because the shock or 

other negative emotion helps us to remember...the explosion...we think we also remember 

the...call to our parents [afterward].”  
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This study has interesting implications for the memoirist. While there isn’t any severe 

trauma in my book, there are several scenes that at the time were plenty shocking. The details 

from the night my father dressed up as the Wolf Man is mostly gone from my memory, but the 

one moment that has always remained vivid is when one of the girls took me by the shoulders 

and asked whether the Wolf Man was my father. I do have other images in my head--my father 

in his red flannel shirt, the stocking pulled over his head, his ax in hand--though in truth it is hard 

to know if these images came from my imagination or from memory. They have been confirmed 

by my mother and sisters, but what’s interesting is the question of why certain details take 

precedence over others. It would have made more “sense” to remember the image of the Wolf 

Man, but for some reason it is the girl and her question that I remember instead.  

While some might see this imbalance as a liability, I argue that the imbalance should be 

embraced. If we recall only certain details, I think there is reason for this. In her essay “Memory 

and Imagination,” Patricia Hampl says, “Stalking the relationship [between image and memory], 

seeking the congruence between the stored image and hidden emotion--that's the real job of 

memoir” (30). In other words, it matters little which images you remember, only that you figure 

out why you remembered them. Herein lies the crux of your story. In the example above, I don’t 

know if there was any rational reason I remembered the girl’s question, but of course, when I 

place this question in the context of everything that followed, it takes on special significance, 

resonating with the question of who my father was and what “masks” he might have worn at 

various times in his life.  

The bigger phenomenon illuminated by these smaller points about memory distortion is 

how our hindsight can act as a kind of mortar. As writer and professor Wendy Fontaine wrote, 

“If memories are the bricks in memoir, then hindsight is the mortar.” In other words, all we have 
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to work with while writing a memoir are individual memories; the shape in which we arrange 

them is determined by how the past looks from our current perspective. Sven Birkerts agrees, 

but has his own articulation of how the process works: “Through its careful manipulation of 

vantage point [memoir] simulates the subjective sense of experience apprehended through 

memory and the corrective actions of hindsight” (190-1). What’s interesting is that they are 

“corrective actions of hindsight,” which points to a divide between the way we process the 

experience now and how we did in the past. Hindsight, he implies, has a wider range of vision 

and therefore corrects the way we processed an event at the time.  

One of the interesting evolutions in the project--due in part to the “mortar of memory”--is 

my father’s “story.” When I began the project, I thought of his story as the story of irony: a man 

so intent on planning crashes and burns in those final years that he had planned for so carefully--

perhaps because of that very tendency to always plan ahead. And early on, I felt like there must 

have been a breaking, that he went on like this for as long as he could and then finally broke, or 

snapped. But after years of excavation I started to feel as if it were not a story of irony, but a 

story of spiritual deficiency. As I examined my father’s life, I saw more and more evidence of 

his profound lack of spirituality, his reluctance to turn toward any Higher Power, or inward at 

himself. It was said that he was not a spiritual person, not very acquainted with who he was, or 

what he was, and so was always doing and planning and figuring out, but looking inward, rarely, 

if ever. He’d relied always on external factors, and when these factors failed him, the project of 

himself could only collapse in on itself. He’d been spiritually hollow, and I see now that it was 

more this kind of collapsing than any breaking or snapping.  

My own “story” seems also to have solidified as the book was written. It is interesting 

that I could “feel” my story most when people asked about my father and I had to explain. And 
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so in my writing, I mined this feeling in order to articulate my own story. When I explained to 

someone about my father, I became acutely aware of an earlier version of myself, one that never 

would have suspected the things I was now explaining. And in this awareness of my earlier self, 

I can feel the full weight of what happened and how I’ve changed. When people express their 

surprise, I sense one crucial way in which we are different: they are still liable to be surprised by 

such stories, whereas I am much less so. I tell the story as if telling facts from a history book, but 

they listen with bewilderment.  

And so my own story feels now like the story of learning to forgo expectations and 

deserts. Regardless of who the person is and how long you’ve known them, the story goes, don’t 

assume anything about what he’s done in the past, or what will happen next. In a more general 

sense: a loss of innocence, loss of naivete. Things are more existential than they seem. In the 

end, there will be no system to ensure the proper deserts.  

 

My Choices and Theirs  
 

By my count, I see seven different memoir tropes: Father-Son or Mother-Daughter; War 

or Military; Confessional/Spiritual (I lump travel memoirs in this category, as these are often 

spiritual); Coming-of-Age; Vocational; Meditational; and finally Personal Hardship, which 

includes sub-tropes such as Addiction, Sickness, Grief, Abuse, etc. As most memoirs do, mine 

overlaps into multiple categories, but the primary two would be Father-Son and Addiction. Some 

of the better-known writers in these categories are J.R. Ackerley, Geoffrey Wolff, Paul Auster, 

Calvin Trillin, and more recently, Marcos Giralt Torrente, Nick Flynn, Bernard Cooper, Andre 

Dubus III, David Sheff, Dave Itzkoff, Karl Ove Knausgaard, and Domenica Ruta. Below, I 

compare my authorial choices with those of some of these authors, as well as other authors who 
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have influenced me, in regard to composing an opening, excavating experience, and also crafting 

authority.  

 

Composing an Opening 

I hadn’t thought about the book’s opening sections until most of the sections were 

written. For honesty’s sake, I felt it was better to let the “driving necessity” inside of me decide 

the content, nature and scope of each section rather than some predetermined structure. Similar 

to the way Abigail Thomas composed Safekeeping, I wrote down ideas for sections as they came 

to me. “The pieces came flying out of me,” she said. “The pieces came willy-nilly, one often 

spawned the next.” As did she, I assumed the sections would find their own order in time. They 

eventually did, but only because the act of writing them taught me some vital aspects of the story 

that later informed the structuring. For example, while writing I began to see my father’s 

changing much more as a kind of loss of faith, rather than a breaking or snapping, as I had 

previously thought. As a result, I saw the need to establish this “faith”--values in which he 

believed--early in the book.  

This was one of the reasons I eventually decided against opening with the “Wolf Man” 

anecdote. Because the experience feels very much at the core of who my father was, and because 

it contained the seeds of so much of what played out in coming decades, I assumed it should 

open the book; however, given that my goal had become establishing his “faith,” I realized that 

the anecdote worked against this goal, as it portrayed him as somewhat scary and perhaps 

unbalanced. Furthermore, this anecdote was hard to appreciate without knowing anything else 

about him. In the latter stages of drafting, I moved the anecdote to Part Two of the book, and 

dedicated Part One mostly to his portrayal as a family man. 
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This “family-man” portrayal in Part One was a result partly of reading David Sheff’s 

Beautiful Boy, a memoir that details his efforts to help his meth-addicted son. The first thing I 

noticed early in the book was how careful Sheff was to tell us about his son’s compassionate 

qualities: how affectionate he is with his younger siblings, how polite he is with his mother’s 

friends. They call him “lovely” and “delightful” (6). The story then goes back in time and starts 

with his son’s birth. We learn of the decor in his baby room, and the songs they sung to him. An 

anecdote from his kindergarten days, etcetera, right up until his drinking and pot-smoking begin 

in adolescence. In this way, we see how contrary the drugs are to his nature--it was not the case 

that he was a rebel at heart who would lie, cheat, and steal even if he weren’t on drugs. This 

portrait of Sheff’s son helped me to appreciate the importance of showing my father’s “nice” 

side and true nature before he began using drugs.  

In the midst of this portrayal, I inserted a couple of scenes from the final days of my 

father’s life, as well as after his death. This juxtaposition can be seen in many memoirs. 

“Nothing is really chronological, past and present melt into each other,” Thomas wrote of her 

writing process. This “melting” is abundantly evident in Safekeeping: scenes that happened 

decades apart are juxtaposed without transition or explanation. The overall effect is that we live 

her present-day consciousness and understand that today is not simply today, but an 

amalgamation of lived experience. Just because an experience happened in the past does not 

mean it remains there. In the same way, I juxtapose scenes in Part One to show that certain 

memories are still very much a part of my consciousness.  

But of all the openings I’ve read in my life, I feel that mine harkens back most to Paul 

Auster’s opening in The Invention of Solitude. When I think of my father, what strikes me first is 

the logic (or lack thereof) of how life works, and in my opening I found myself fumbling to 
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grasp this reality, just as Auster does in his opening: “One day there is life…. And then...it 

happens there is death. A man lets out a little sigh, he slumps down in his chair, and it is 

death….[A]s if this death has owned this life all along” (5). Mortality is not news to anyone, but 

what I learned from Auster’s opening is that the information is not valuable as information, but 

as evidence of his struggle to accept and find meaning in his father’s death. As such, it helps 

convince the reader of the writer’s journey of discovery. For the same reason, I think, I found 

myself writing, “This is how it goes for so long, and then in a day--not even a day but an instant-

-the void is there…. After a while, this becomes the norm. What was once so hard to imagine 

becomes the norm, and the reality once so assumed seems now only a dream” (7). 

Another similarity I see in the beginnings of our books is that we both write about 

writing. (This choice can be traced back even to Thoreau and Montaigne, as each explains, at the 

beginnings of their seminal works, the reasons for writing.) “So great was my need to write,” 

Auster wrote, “that I thought the story would be written by itself. But the words have come very 

slowly so far…. I have begun to feel that the story I am trying to tell is somehow incompatible 

with language” (32). This is only a small sampling of his writerly angst--but again, this 

information is valuable not for the facts we learn, but because we feel the stakes. We see how 

important the story is to him. Similarly, I venture guesses as to why I feel compelled to write 

about my father, which also helps to unfurl the basic elements of the story: “Or perhaps,” I write, 

“my writing is a kind of reckoning--with the thing inside of him that steered him away from us, 

caused him to leave” (5). 
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Excavating Experience 

One of the challenges    of this project was finding ways to “excavate” my father’s life, 

part of which meant trying to empathize and inhabit his inner life. Along the way, I discovered 

various “tools” for doing this. Some of the more obvious tools or research methods were reading 

through his files and emails; examining the possessions I inherited; and also interviewing family 

and acquaintances. However, the reason I wrote about my experiences in Las Vegas was largely 

to mine for similarities between our “crises” and therefore better understand his.  

     The first time I encountered a similar technique was while reading Jon Krakauer's Into 

the Wild. I remember being struck when, after 150 pages of telling Chris McCandless’ story and 

mentioning virtually nothing of himself, Krakauer spent an entire chapter detailing a climbing 

expedition from his early twenties. At the end of the chapter, we learn the relevance: “When I 

decided to go to Alaska that April, like Chris McCandless, I was a raw youth who mistook 

passion for insight and acted according to obscure, gap-ridden logic” (155). Krakauer then 

explains how death was an abstract thing for him at the time, an unappreciated concept, but still 

he couldn’t resist the mystery of it, “stealing up to the edge of doom and peering over the brink” 

(156). After the McCandless story broke, many dismissed him as having a death wish, but in 

reading Krakauer’s own story, we come to accept that perhaps McCandless did not. We’re better 

able to empathize with McCandless. “In my case--and I believe in the case of Chris 

McCandless,” Krakauer wrote, “that [curiosity about death] was a very different thing than 

wanting to die” (156).  

     Similarly, in an effort to better understand his mother’s suicide, Nick Flynn inhabits an 

earlier persona in his memoir The Ticking Is the Bomb, while overlaying his life at that time onto 

his mother’s. In doing this, he empathizes with his mother, and her suicide becomes less 
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mysterious. “I used the same way my mother did. For both of us there were no fireworks...it 

merely eased us into the night, into our private oblivion…. Maybe what I’m trying to say is that 

[my girlfriend’s] words…made me realize I hadn’t been so clean myself…. [A]fter two years of 

getting high again, off and on,” a voice began to murmur that “everything would be better off if I 

were dead” (153-4). The suffering would end. He says that he brought himself to the same 

“door” his mother did, but didn’t pass through, like she did. The excavation here is part 

conjecture, but the technique allows us readers access to his mother’s experience via proxy of her 

son’s direct (authoritative) access to his own, rather than via an attempt of his to simply guess 

how she was led to kill herself. 

    In the same way, I tried to inhabit my Las Vegas persona in order to empathize with my 

father. “Now the desert stands in my memory as a place from which I was able to return, but my 

father was not,” I wrote (214). “There had been an unnamable longing for the dark grittiness, the 

anonymity, the freedom, the getting lost…. It seems now that I had gone there...for...the comfort 

of knowing I could hide from myself.... I have to wonder if it was like this for my father, if his 

reluctance to come home was a way of avoiding the reality of what had been lost, filling some 

space that had been hollowed out” (208). Again, this is partly conjecture, but at the very least, 

the comparison does two things: details my perspective--my version of story--and also lends the 

reader the benefit of the authority I have on my own experience, which acts as yet another 

pathway into my father’s.  

     Another book that helped to orient my excavation efforts was Dave Itzkoff’s Cocaine’s 

Son. I read Itzkoff’s story because it was the only memoir I knew of in which a son was writing 

about his father’s cocaine use. Ultimately, the book was a letdown, not only for the writing but 

also for the story: his father’s drug habit was so occasional that Itzkoff hadn’t even known until 
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his mother mentioned it (24). Furthermore, my overwhelming sense was that Itzkoff was trying 

to make something of nothing. Increasingly, it seemed he wanted to write the book for the sake 

of writing a book, rather than to excavate something about himself or his father. Because scenes 

and dialogue felt generic, there seemed little driving necessity behind his words, and when I 

compared his memoir to say, Annie Dillard’s An American Childhood, I understood why hers 

was more compelling--even if its premise was less so.  

One reason is that Dillard’s past experiences exist in her head as precise, private 

conjectures of their own kind. As such, it seems that they warrant their own excavation. In 

Dillard’s recollections, we see, by use of vivid recall and sometimes metaphor, how childhood 

works. “Like any child, I slid into myself perfectly fitted, as a diver meets her reflection in a 

pool…. Whenever I stepped into the porcelain bathtub, the...water sent a shock traveling up my 

bones…. [R]emembering it all drew a swinging line, loops connecting the dots, all the way back. 

You again” (282). Here, we are learning not what happened, but how it happened. It is 

excavation qua how--and it seems she would not have been able to detail the how had there been 

no private, pre-existing conjecture inside of her.  

From Dillard, I learned the importance of sharply defining my own private conjectures 

(even if they seemed amorphous at first) so that they would not feel generic, as many of Itzkoff’s 

did. Perhaps one of the hardest but important conjectures to make was that of what my 

upbringing felt like--not what it was, but what it felt like, to me. As Dillard defined her self-

awareness with the diving metaphor, I tried to define my upbringing by articulating the “theme” 

of my childhood, which was, “We’re getting all of our ducks in a row” (37). I then give 

examples of what made it feel this way. Such conjectures, I found, represent important tools in 

the work of excavation, as they help to reveal the nature of that long-ago time. 
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Crafting Authority 

Because I wrote the book in my late twenties and early thirties, I am granted little 

authority because of my age. When I say, “Back then, X, but now, Y,” the reader is liable to say, 

“Who cares about now? You’re only thirty.” While older memoirists derive some of their 

authority from their decades of experience, I’ve noticed other ways in which a younger writer 

might garner authority.  

When Geoffrey Wolff wrote Duke of Deception (in his late thirties), what earns our 

respect for his authority to write about his father are his swift, profound characterizations of his 

father early in the book. “This much was clear: my father mattered in the world, and was 

satisfied that he mattered, whether or not the world understood precisely why he mattered” (7). 

Or, “He preferred to stiff institutions: jewelers, car dealers, banks, fancy hotels. He was, that is, a 

thoughtful buccaneer, when thoughtfulness was convenient” (8). Or, “[F]or my father there was 

nothing he possessed that was “just” something. His pocketwatch was not “just” a timepiece, it 

was a miraculous instrument…” (5). Because these are not superficial observations, we’re 

immediately convinced that Wolff has known his father long enough to understand something 

that will prove this story insightful.  

Similarly, Joan Didion wrote many of the essays in Slouching Toward Bethlehem in her 

early thirties. More than anything else, her authority is earned by her self-awareness and intimate 

self-knowledge. Razor sharp observations about vague, emotional nuances--that for most people 

remain unnoticed or amorphous--suggest her authority to write not only of herself, but of life. “I 

had the feeling that if I needed money I could always get it. I could write a syndicated column 

for teenagers under the name ‘Debbie Lynn’ or I could smuggle gold into India...and none of it 

would matter…. I could make promises to myself and to other people and there would be all the 
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time in the world to keep them. I could stay up all night and make mistakes, and none of it would 

count” (229-30). After reading such deft articulations of that feeling that was at the time so 

intangible, fleeting, and perhaps confusing, we understand that she has observational powers 

beyond the average human being. We understand that she might be worth listening to.  

Because his best novels were not yet published when Speak, Memory was, Nabokov’s 

authority was not as assumed as it is today. But if I were reading this memoir back then, I would 

have still been taken by his careful methodology, the ethic with which he approaches his subject 

matter. Early in the book, he takes us through some of his very first memories, beginning with 

his first “awakening of consciousness as a series of spaced flashes,” but before doing so, details 

his efforts to see if there was any consciousness before his birth, to “distinguish the faintest of 

personal glimmers in the impersonal darkness on both sides of my life” (2-3). We understand his 

ethic immediately: “my mind has made colossal efforts…. I have journeyed back in thought…. I 

have ransacked my oldest dreams for keys and clues…. Short of suicide, I have tried everything” 

(2). He seems obsessed, but to no avail. He begins instead with his first memory: holding hands 

with his mother and father when he was three, and realizing that it was his mother and father 

who were holding his hands. As he proceeds from here to his other earliest memories, it is 

because of his ethic that I find myself enthralled. From his descriptions (“the sun-spangled 

river...the dazzling tin of a can”) we feel his sense of awe for these memories, and this awe 

seems to be the driving force behind his ethic (11). As a result, the feeling is of being with a 

great mind at work who will take no shortcuts. We remain eager to see what is discovered. 

 These strategies for crafting authority can be seen here in my own work, too. As Wolff 

did with his father, I tried to think of ways to characterize mine that went far beyond superficial 

qualities, into the heart of who he was. The characterization I feel is most effective ends one of 
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my early sections: “If you want to understand my father, you need to understand...that he thought 

of this prank months beforehand--maybe years. Understand that it began the same way 

investments begin, with a desire to provide something for posterity…. Understand that it began 

silently, my father telling no one” (36). When I read these words to myself, they do seem to get 

very much at the heart of my father’s nature.  

As Didion characterized her intangible longings from her life in New York, I tried to do 

the same from my time in Las Vegas. “There had been an unnamable longing for the dark 

grittiness, the anonymity, the freedom, the getting lost--the distinct desire to be absorbed by 

something big and whirling without anyone knowing my coordinates on any given night” (208). 

While this doesn’t exhibit the observational prowess of Didion, it does imply that I have come to 

understand something about that time.  

As Nabokov earned authority with his ethos, I tried to be aware of my own. In the first 

section I say that “there is always some home video I think I missed, some box...I did not vet 

thoroughly enough. In the basement I find myself again sifting through everything. This time 

there was a note I found to him from my mother...that video of my grandmother’s surprise 

birthday that I’ve seen--but watched again because maybe I missed something my father said” 

(4). My hope is for this to show the project to be not some whimsical undertaking but one that 

has been years in the making, one for which the author has put himself through a fair amount of 

angst.  

On Being a Writer 

After finishing this memoir, I have to wonder: will I write another? 

I hope not. 
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Not because it wasn’t worthwhile, but because the project has not simply been one of 

writing a book. Instead, it has been a project of sifting through what feels like every memory in 

every recess of my mind in the hopes of arranging whatever details might communicate what 

feels like some truth of my life. Never had I anticipated how exhaustive the project would be.  

My path in becoming a writer was fraught with turns I had not anticipated. In high 

school, I avoided writing as did most of my peers. And even in the years that followed, as most 

of the events in this book played out, I was not a “writer.” At the time, I wrote only college 

papers and haphazard journal entries. I was a philosophy major and much more interested in 

ideas themselves than in writing about them. Even as I went on for a master’s degree in 

Journalism, I was more interested in being a journalist than in writing itself. In all this time, I 

never understood what writing was capable of. It wasn’t until my mid-twenties, as my father 

died, that I became a “serious” writer--but even then, I knew nothing about what that meant, 

even if I thought I did.       

My father died shortly after I finished my master’s degree, which is when I took three 

years to travel around the country and work odd jobs. During these years, I began to write in 

earnest, began to understand what writing was. I felt the power behind it, and not only in my own 

writing, but in the writers I began reading. When I encountered something that truly moved me, I 

found myself dissecting it, trying to figure out how it worked. How did this writer create this 

feeling inside of me? I wanted to know. In this way, even to this day, I find that my reading 

habits gravitate more toward depth than breadth. I don’t know that this is a conscious choice so 

much as a compulsion, but in any case, when I think of writers who influenced my writing, three 

always come to mind before anyone else.  
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The first is Dillard. I had come across her in an anthology of the “best” hundred essays of 

the century, and in the table of contents, it was next to her Total Eclipse that I drew the most 

stars. I still remember the opening: “It had been like dying, that sliding down the mountain pass. 

It had been like the death of someone, irrational, that sliding down the mountain pass and into 

the region of dread. It was like slipping into fervor…” (477). We do not know what “it” is, and a 

great sense of mystery had been created. We know she’s been through something unique and 

awe-inspiring, and if we keep reading, we’ll see her make sense of things. As she did this, what 

struck me was her confidence and boldness in tying together such disparate material (and with no 

apparent need for transitions). Overall, I was overwhelmed by how she could make discoveries 

simply by juxtaposing various “sections” of the essay and connecting unlikely material. In the 

very early drafts of my memoir, this influence could easily be seen, but eventually I saw that this 

strategy left my writing feeling abrupt and performative. Therefore, I decided to leave this 

strategy to more deft writers, though the project does still contain traces of this early influence.  

The second is Didion. I could say a lot about what impressed me in her writing, but what 

I learned most from her was observation--how powerful a tool this is for writers. And she’s not 

only a keen observer, but also miner. “[B]ut certain images do shimmer for me,” she wrote in her 

essay Why I Write. “Look hard enough, and you can’t miss the shimmer. It’s there. You can’t 

think too much about these pictures that shimmer. You just lie low and let them develop. You 

stay quiet. You don’t talk to many people and you keep your nervous system from shorting out 

and you try to locate the cat in the shimmer, the grammar in the picture.” This echoes what other 

writers have articulated--Hampl, when she talks of stalking the relationship between image and 

emotion, or Flynn, talking of our “closed-image systems,” the threads of which should be 

followed into the mystery. They all seem to be pointing at the same practice, though I learned it 
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first from Didion: writing, she taught me, is much more about careful observation than about 

making sentences that sound nice.  

The final writer is Nick Flynn. When I read his first memoir I was taken by his voice, and 

also his authority, which I think stemmed mainly from my sense that something profound had 

settled in his memory, a story that would simply tell itself as he remembered various scenes and 

images. The opening scene of his father in the ATM vestibule still stands vivid in my 

imagination. It is here that Flynn’s level of investment becomes clear. Nothing “important” 

happens in the scene, but through Flynn’s description, we see that he knows something we don’t, 

that he has something to show us. The next section is called, “The Inventor of the Life Raft.” It 

runs only six sentences long but is just enough to crystallize Flynn’s perspective, his perception 

of the events surrounding his father. Reading this book, I felt the power behind such sharp 

perception, and some years later at an AWP panel, Flynn would call this perception “tension”--

and define it as the gap between what happened and how the writer perceived it. Today, Another 

Bullshit Night in Suck City seems to be the book from which I learned about narrative tension.  

Due in part to these three writers, I applied to graduate schools and started my PhD in 

2010 at UNT. During coursework, I found the workshops to be incredibly useful, especially in 

revealing to me some of the basic, textbook principles of which I hadn’t been conscious. The 

workshops’ most useful benefit for me was how they made me a more discerning critic of my 

own work. I became more aware of my “blind spots,” and also learned reader empathy. One 

effect of this, for example, was grounding my narrative more in scenes and dialogue than in 

analysis, which tends to be my natural proclivity as a writer. In this way, I made strides, but also 

learned that workshops would take a writer only so far--and were certainly no substitute for 

writing itself. I found that only playing with the nuts and bolts of sentences alone in a room will 
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reveal the profound nature of language and all of its possibilities--in ways that the workshop 

format cannot. In these moments alone, I glimpsed just how deep the well of meaning can go. 

Sitting alone in a room also taught me: writing is hard. It takes a long time. During my 

dissertation hours, I worked most days from 9:00 a.m. until 3:00 p.m. In this time, I began to 

understand the risks involved in such a project. I found myself investing huge amounts of time 

on a project that came with no guarantees of publication, no assurances it would be read by more 

than a few people. Publication had always been the ideal, but I was never truly convinced of that 

probability, even today. And even if it were published, how meaningful would it be for the small 

readership it finds? What impact would result from the thousands of hours I’ve spent? 

Of course, there were other ends: I learned a lot about writing. I earned a degree. 

However, as I spent day after day on the project, I felt almost a twinge of guilt in spending such 

time and energy on a seemingly self-contained project. I asked myself if my energies would not 

be better spent on projects that offered more of a benefit to the world, literary or otherwise. 

Perhaps I should be very careful, I thought, before choosing my next project.  

In any case, such a project does come with a sense of fulfillment. I have the assurance 

now that even if the book never sees the light of day--stays buried in the sock drawer for 

decades--at least these few truths of my life have been articulated. At least the story of my father 

no longer feels mysterious to me: I understand the pattern of his life, and where he went wrong. 

The story now feels: dealt with. In learning all I could about his life, I feel I have combed the 

wreckage and salvaged those few truths worth remembering.  

Mostly, though, it is my appreciation for the present moment that has changed most, 

largely because of my awareness of it from the future. I think this is bound to happen from 

working for so long with old memories. It is what Paul Auster has called “nostalgia for the 
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present” (76). Today is not simply today, but it is also “twenty years ago,” or thirty, if I am lucky 

enough to live that long. If I make it to my sixties, What was it about my thirties that is now so 

irretrievable? I will ask myself. When I see my sister’s children playing, I am acutely aware of 

the ways in which they will remember their childhoods decades from now. I find myself taking 

as many pictures as I can for them. I am reminded of my own childhood, of course, and how at 

the time I had not an ounce of awareness about how I might remember those days. I am 

reminded of my father and his camcorder.  
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Prologue 

In 1993, I was ten years old. The movie Alive had just been released--the true story of the rugby 

team whose plane went down in the Andes. In those days I helped my father pick movies at 

Blockbuster--VHS cassette tapes we brought home and played on our VCR. 

In his recliner my father’s feet are up, bowl of ice cream in hand, and as the team 

members scavenge the wreckage for food, the spoon pauses midway to his mouth.  

Ha, what about the cameraman?  

My mother and I, on the couch, do not appear to hear anything.  

I mean heck, if you’re really starving, he says, finishing the spoonful, I’m sure the 

camera crew has food in their trailer! 

My mother and I may have in fact heard nothing. 

Later in the movie, the surviving characters, frail and emaciated, resort to cannibalism, 

unearthing their frozen teammates, sawing flesh from their backsides.  

OK, my father says to himself, hands behind his head.  

But I bet those chicken sandwiches in the trailer are more tender. 
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Part 1 

The Last Time I Was Home 

What I know about my father is perhaps not as much as what I don’t know, though I do believe 

in what I know. There is a picture I looked for the last time I was home, though I could not find 

it--or maybe I am imagining the scene. In his cheap vinyl recliner he is asleep--his “brown 

chair,” my mother called it--in his faded jeans, blue flannel shirt, a terry cloth bib on his chest. 

On top of him, in a diaper and yellow Notre Dame shirt, I lay unconscious. “He loved to lie there 

in his brown chair and fall asleep with you,” my mother says.  

It must be for good reason that so many books begin with the words “my father.” When I 

go home for Christmas it seems there is always some home video I think I missed, some box of 

family pictures I did not vet thoroughly enough. In the basement I find myself again sifting 

through everything. This time there was a note I found to him from my mother. There was that 

video of my grandmother’s surprise birthday that I’ve seen--but watched again because maybe I 

missed something my father said. I have to think that looking for him like this when I am home 

is for the same reason I write about him--in the hopes of finding something that might settle that 

thing inside of me, that unanswered question of which story to tell myself.  

The last time I was home, we stopped by our old house to see the remodeling, my mother 

and I, on the way to dinner. My mother’s friend had bought it years ago, and since then her 

husband has been working tirelessly to replace every decorating decision I grew up with, it 

seems--though the garage, this was untouched. The shelves my father built, still there. The spot 

on the wall where he tested paint colors. On the workbench, the same nailheads, knicks and 

grooves, battle scars he made so many years ago. He’d moved out seventeen years earlier, and 

he’s been dead for seven, but still the workbench was his.  
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The reason I write, perhaps not so much to learn about him as my own need to look for 

him. An attempt to explain: why I was still in the garage after my mother and friend had gone 

inside, still there with my hand on the workbench.  

The last time I was home, the holiday chaos, yes, but still my father hung over us, as always. I 

saw the Trent Road house, yes, where he took our heights, and the workbench. And Mom’s letter 

to him--“but sweetheart I couldn’t love you any more,” she wrote. And the video of my 

grandmother’s 60th birthday, when he was only a few years older than I am now--in those tube 

socks and short blue khakis and tucked-in striped shirt, setting up folding chairs in the family 

room with no lack of diligence. He wouldn’t have even been that old if he were still alive. It 

would be entirely normal and expected for him still to be alive. He would have been turning 

sixty-one.  

“But sweetheart I couldn’t love you any more.” This was the line that stuck with me, I 

think because the reality it refers to seems hard to imagine now. “Pat, I know I don’t always say 

& show how much I care for you. But sweetheart I couldn’t love you any more.” 

Or perhaps my writing is a kind of reckoning--with the thing inside of him that steered 

him away from us, caused him to leave. These notes I found from my mother remind me of what 

it was like beforehand--he’d kept them all--some, written while he was away on business: 

“Pat, it really meant a lot to me when you called me twice yesterday and told me how 

much you miss us & love us. It really made my day feel so meaningful…. It wasn’t only what 

you said to me but how you said it. I sensed so much feeling in it. I know you love us all so 

much.... I am so proud of you. Everyone tells me how lucky I am to have such an ambitious 

husband.” 
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Yes, I do believe in my sense of who my father was, but only now can I appreciate the 

complexities in him that just precluded any foresight about where he might end up. I understand 

now what that word means, complexity.  

“Dear Pat, I was thinking of you today. I guess I was thinking how much I love you and 

how good you make me feel. I picked up the phone to tell you but sometimes I know how busy 

you are & hate to disturb you if you are in the middle of debugging something (ha-ha).... I am so 

lucky to have someone who cares so much about me & his family. You made me feel better last 

night when you really listened to me. I hope I can be as good a listener. Sometimes I forget that 

you love me. So please remind me once in a while. --Your Scooch.” 

At the time, especially for a child, it was easy to take displays at face value--to believe 

that at the very least, a man would remain basically the same for the length of his life. Any 

problem, any mood he might have had, was taken only as that, never as the work of some 

deeper-lying problem that might one day might come out.  

“I know I sounded very angry with you on the phone, but it’s just because I need you so 

much & I feel I have so little of you & your time anymore. It’s been so hard for me being away 

from you…. As I have said to you so many times before I need to talk to you about things that 

are going on…. I just need your comforting voice; it makes me feel better.” 

“Hon...I need a little more of your time,” my mother wrote. It seems she suspected that 

fixing their problems was a matter only of communication. “Just little spurts here & there, if you 

could try to remember. I also need you to tell me some positive things--once in a while. I need to 

be held. I need you to kiss me more.” 
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When I was young, I remember thinking: what would that be like, if he were gone? That void left 

by his absence. What would life feel like without him? But of course, these thoughts were only 

ever fleeting. If it ever happens it won’t be until far into the future.  

This is how it goes for so long, and then in a day--not even a day but an instant--the void 

is there. “A man lets out a little sigh, he slumps down in his chair, and it is death,” wrote Paul 

Auster of his father. “The suddenness of it leaves no room for thought, gives the mind no chance 

to seek out a word that might comfort it.” After a while, this becomes the norm. What was once 

so hard to imagine becomes the norm, and the reality once so assumed seems now only a dream. 

There was nothing special about my father. I think of him now as entirely ordinary. He 

worked “with computers,” as my mother put it. In the 80s he wore big plastic glasses and had a 

mustache and always tucked his striped shirts into his khakis. When I say I believe in what I 

know about him, I mean that regardless of how he changed, what I’d witnessed of him in the 

early years was not a show. In those days he believed in insurance and long-term investments 

and safety first. More than anything he loved his family.  

The irony of things going well, I learned--of a man living an ordinary life--is that it may 

very well have nothing to do with where he ends up.  

Now, if my father were resurrected from the dead, if he were next to me, what would he say? I 

wonder. If I could restore him to health, what would he do? Would he still go to work every day? 

Would the same things still matter? At the dinner table each night, would he still look up, 

interested in segments of the nightly news? Or would things be different. Maybe he would just 

stay home and organize the garage. Maybe this would become a daily ritual, a kind of prayer. 

Maybe he would mow the lawn on the weekends in the summertime, over and over.  
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Our tendency is always to discount the ordinary as unimportant, to instead anticipate that 

greater thing on the horizon. I miss my old life, my father said tearing up, a year before he died. 

The irony of living an ordinary life is that you necessarily cannot even conceive of what had 

been there until things have become less than ordinary.  

Tomorrow 

In his Hanes underwear, holding open his front door, my father watches a girl in leather boots 

descend the stairs from his apartment. OK then, he says. Watching her turn the corner: See ya 

next time, he calls out. 

Throwing the deadbolt, he pauses, his head against the door, finding his balance. 

In the light filtering in from the bedroom, he begins making his way back, holding the 

wall as a guide. At the couch he has to sit down.  

What’s tomorrow? he thinks, his silver hair wisped in all directions.  

Taking off his glasses, he rubs his eyes with his palms. Those heavy, golden glasses he’d 

fixed with electrical wire. 

Do I go in tomorrow? 

Did I lock the door? he says out loud, blinking his eyes.  

On the mantle, pictures of his granddaughter, a cheeky smile and golden curls--my niece. 

A golden clock from his company engraved with his name for his twenty-five years. Graduation 

pictures of me and my sisters. A framed shot from a family reunion over a decade ago, him and 

his seven siblings, arms around shoulders. 



39 

His belly has become bloated, as if packed with Jello, and deep into that sofa he sinks, 

that dainty, baby blue floral piece my mother had given him from our living room, his naked 

hairy thighs jutting up in front of him. 

Staring into nothing, his eyebrows are raised but eyelids heavy. In front of him, an 

ashtray and Bic lighter on the coffee table, charred pockmarks burnt into the veneer, glass pipes 

and copper mesh filters, a torch, a scale, an Exacto knife, like a chemistry set. Needlenose pliers, 

one of the tools I’d given him from the house.  

In the upholstery around him, there are now only a few of the singed holes that in the 

oncoming years will breakout over the couch like a skin disease, this couch where we sat on 

Christmas mornings--some holes the size of lesions, one the size of a lung, exposing the cottony 

filling inside, like a Santa Claus beard.  

And that feeling again, what it feels like after they leave. Like switching off music. A 

return to himself, his condition. It is the feeling of wanting only to end the day, to deal with life 

tomorrow.  

Where’s that blanket? he mumbles, looking side to side. 

I’ve seen my father high only a few times, but coming down was much more familiar to 

me. There was no mistaking it. It was like the sleeping world was pulling him under with an 

inescapable gravity. It happened sitting up usually, his head falling limp onto his shoulder.  

Now, with his eyes closed, his body starts making itself horizontal. Until he feels: his 

glasses sticking into his side. Groping for them, his eyes still closed, he flips them out from 

under him.  

Now, blanketless but halfway to dreamland, some small part of him is still awake, the 

real him, flickering in the fog. It’s just for a while, he thinks. 
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He thinks, another week, tops. 

I’ll figure it out tomorrow.  

He thinks, what’s tomorrow?  

Can I Get You Anything Else? 

Psst, I say. Dad. His toes are like tent poles under the hospital-bed linens—I take one, wiggle it 

back and forth, like a switch wired to his eyebrows. I let go, but the eyebrows stay alive, dancing 

with the fits of his dream. Psst, I say.  

I draw the curtain, and my sister Kelly fixes his hair in the sunlight. Pappy, she says. His 

cheeks are a week unshaven, grizzly—no longer the gray of middle age, but snowy now, as if 

time had caught up while he was away. Pappy, she whispers.    

He had few requests in those final couple of months, fewer than I expected from a man who 

knew he was dying. He asked for chocolate milk, and also a DVD player. He asked for twist ties, 

too. It was important the wires hanging from his bed hung in a neat bundle. He asked for pain 

medications when the nurse came in, and when she hadn’t been in, he asked if we could find her. 

Would we mind? We left newspapers, but the next day found them untouched. We brought 

DVDs, and he watched one of them over and over, the Discovery Channel’s Planet Earth. In the 

beginning I thought he’d ask for family pictures, a notebook to write some thoughts before he 

went.  

He knew I was there to make up before he went, knew I had come back to Jersey from 

Central America to see him off, to sketch out some semblance of what existed years ago. 

Nothing came naturally in these months, but I could at least play my role, ask questions about 

what he could eat, when the next chemo session was. In his better moments there were traces of 

his old self, his old conscience—he asked questions about my travels, how my car was holding 



41 

up, how many miles were on it now. Other times he would stare out the window, as if something 

were turning in his head, and I remember his whiskers, how white they’d become.  

He liked to brag about his stomach scar, Isn’t it cool? lifting up the side of his gown. It wasn’t 

cool, but we played along, smiled at jokes that weren’t jokes. In those latter years, he had the 

habit of joking about his problems to make them seem less serious. The nurses played along, too. 

Ralph, Kathy, Anthony. We knew their names because my father used them. He asked them 

questions, how many kids they had, where they were from. In his better moments it seemed he 

wanted nothing more than to feel normal again, to go back a decade to his 40s when such a 

comment would have been typical, Oh, two daughters? And what are their names? Ralph called 

my father buddy. Another pillow? You got it, buddy.  

One time, the nurse brought him pain medication.  

Can I get you anything else? she asks.  

You got any crack? my father says.  

It’s me and Kelly in the room, the nurse and my father. Everyone laughs but me, Kelly 

and the nurse. She looks at us, confused, and I want to take her into the hallway to explain, but 

all I can do is force a smile.  

It was usually the chocolate milk that came first. We show up for the visit and he asks if we think 

it might be possible to get him a chocolate milk from downstairs. Would we mind? Could we do 

him a favor? This is how the routine began, and how it ended: Why don’t you guys go into the 

hallway so I can do this, he would say, sitting up, pointing to the door, the institution-pink vomit 

bucket in position. When Kelly showed up with the milk and the ice, whatever words hung 

between me and my father gave way to the ritual. She learned quickly that she needed to crush 
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the ice in the Ziploc bag, that he needed to see it emptied into the Styrofoam cup, the milk 

poured over it, that it was part of the liturgy, a prescript from one of the religions that had grown 

inside of him. He wasn’t allowed to eat or drink—the surgery made him vomit whatever he 

swallowed—and so the scene always ended the same.  

A sub-drug, they called it, what addicts do when their drug isn’t available. It was the 

main event of every day, the motivation for waking up. The chocolate-milk high. Mmmmmmmm, 

he would say, the iciness trickling through his insides. Ralph knew what our sorry faces meant in 

the hallway. He must have been used to such things, I told myself. I didn’t know if normal 

patients needed their vomit buckets emptied every day, but I would remind myself that this is 

what they are paid to do, they’re used to it.  

Finally he wakes up. He says he feels OK, but there’s no mention of chocolate milk. He says he 

didn’t know we were there, and then there is mumbling. He says he’s almost done, closes his 

eyes again, if we’ll just let him finish, his voice trailing into muffle. His eyebrows start dancing 

again, and Kelly looks at me--we sit at the foot of the bed, watching him, watching each other.  

I remember what came next as a kind of silent, one-act play. A man on a hospital bed, 

eyes closed, his fingers fumbling some invisible object. A test tube he’s cleaning? It is like a 

game. No, a pencil he’s sharpening. Kelly stands up, tiptoes over to him, studies his act. She 

looks at me, cinching her nose. The old striking-a-wet-match routine. Some final evolution of the 

scenes that had played out over the past decade, as if the institution had finally crushed the 

flower, a sad scene from Cuckoo’s Nest. 

He reaches for his hip as if his gown has pockets, and back comes his hand with the 

invisible lighter, over his stomach to meet his other hand, his thumb, striking mid-air. I don’t 

know if the thing ever lit, but Kelly finally understands. We shut the curtain, keep quiet and 
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leave him alone, exactly as we’d found him, just as the act began, as if the scene will keep 

repeating. In the elevator she wants to know, But wasn’t that so funny? Did you see how careful 

he was not to spill any? 

Yes, I saw. We pass the guard on our way out, the white-haired Barney Fife who knows 

us by now. He greets us every day on our way up, makes us sign the logbook. Today he nods on 

our way out, and through the automatic glass doors we go, out of the stale pink smell, into the 

February bluster. It can’t be much longer until it’s over with. I don’t know if I will see him again 

before this happens, the real him, if the real Dad will ever come to, but I know I can visit each 

day and say my lines—sit next to his bed in the vinyl chair, listen with open ears, my hands 

crossed on my lap. When he’s sleeping I can watch his eyebrows dancing. I can take his glasses 

off the nightstand and hold them in my hands.  

I like knowing I can go whenever I decide, even if he’s sleeping, I can just watch. When 

he’s transferred into Philadelphia, I will ride the train most days, twice a day, back and forth over 

the river, though the going won’t have to be decided—it will be automatic, like an association. 

My mind will begin to associate consciousness with hospital cafeterias and corridors. Some days 

it will feel like I woke up by the train window, the icy swells chopping in slow-motion miles 

below.  

I remember flipping through the logbook every day, looking for other visitors of my 

father, names we didn’t recognize. The guard must have wondered what we were doing. One fear 

was that my father would call his dealers, that the hospital would not keep him clean. Another 

fear, that he’d find a way out. That he’d rip the IVs from his arm, the suction cups from his chest, 

hop the train for Camden. I remember the medical tape on his arm as he slept, imagining what 
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his arm would look like when he ripped everything off—the bruised and bloody IV holes, the 

bald patches of skin where the tape yanked out his arm hair. 

Facts 

The facts of the story are: we lived at 104 Trent Road. Me and my two older sisters, my mother, 

my father. Our house had pale green aluminum siding. There was a strawberry patch on the right 

side. There was a front yard and a backyard, oak trees and pines. From the outside, our house 

was hard to distinguish from any other on the street.  

My father’s name was Patrick Flanagan. He worked as a systems analyst for a chemical 

company called Rohm & Haas on the top floor of a big, bustling building in Philadelphia. My 

mother cut hair in our basement, in a shop he’d built for her when we moved into the house, 

complete with shampoo sink and hydraulic barber chair. 

My father was a master of parlor tricks and practical jokes, brain teasers and problems of logic. 

Most of his parlor tricks revealed the unique, quirky construction of his body. There was 

the finger on his left hand that he could yank off at will. There was an accident when he was 

young, he said. From my angle, it appeared as if he were in fact sliding the tip of his pointer 

finger on and off. Let me try! I would say. 

 Well it’s starting to hurt now, he would say. We better leave it on. 

When I was very young, pressing his nose would make his tongue pop out. Yanking on 

each ear flipped the tongue in that direction, and pressing his nose again returned it to center. His 

eyes, wide and surprised, followed his tongue wherever it went, and how amazing it was, the 

power I had. When I was finished, it was important to pull the tongue back inside by pulling the 

skin on his Adam’s apple: thurp! 
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    Some nights, when he came home from work, Ryan! he’d call to me. The first thing he did 

when he got home was change out of his suit. Then he would come down the stairs in his faded 

jeans and flannel, socks and sneakers in hand, and sitting at the kitchen table would tie them on. 

Come in here a minute, I need your help. 

I’ve had to burp ALL day, he’d say. Then, holding his stomach with one hand and 

extending to me the pinky finger on his other hand, Help me out? My stomach’s gonna explode! 

A smile creeping over my face, I deliberated about how I wanted to do this. I knew that 

the advantage of pulling in spurts meant that I could control the relief in the form of short bursts, 

whereas one long pull would purge the vexing gas only in one continuous stream.  

After some mix of the two, That’s so much better, he would say, his face playing out the 

mock relief.  

At my father’s fiftieth birthday, my Uncle Jim wrote on his card, “To my kid brother, the 

only guy I know who can burp on command for extended periods of time.” 

When I become a teenager my father would move out--twenty minutes away into an apartment 

with new, hunter green carpets. He would live there alone for the final decade of his life. At first 

he was like any other newly separated middle-aged father. He bought a mountain bike and tried 

online dating. Before he went on dates, he would arrange items in his apartment according to 

how he wanted the woman to see him in case they ended up back in his place. Organized but not 

too organized. He would position a jacket so that it appeared casually tossed over the arm of the 

couch. On the coffee table, an open issue of National Geographic. 

At first I’ll see him once or twice a week, but by the time he turned fifty-two it will have 

been months. By this time, people will start to notice the air of neglect. His apartment complex 

will seem to have gone downhill, too--and when I have to go there, I will notice the weeds in the 
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parking lot, weeds that will seem to me the perfect complement to his life, the changes he’d seen 

in the preceding years.  

When my father changes, he’ll turn into that other kind of father--not a dad but simply a 

man who got my mother pregnant--and I’ll take part in the ritual of sons reassembling their 

fathers’ lives, trying to learn something about where I came from. In the process, I’ll understand 

that this story would have to be about him, that any story to have disoriented me so thoroughly 

would need to begin and end with the man who spent years showing me how the world worked. 

When we found him out, it was surreal to think he was an addict, smoking crack in his 

free time--but for him, surreal only that we’d found out. It must have become routine for him 

long before--the waking up late, the pouring of daylight through the shades, prying his eyelids. 

The lying there in his underwear, sheets at his ankles, the question of how to get out of bed, 

ceiling fan rocking away. He missed a lot of work in those years, and we wouldn’t hear from him 

for months at a time. He stayed inside mostly and kept the lights out--the light coming through 

the dysfunctional vertical blinds was enough to let him move through the apartment when he had 

to. He answered the door with the chain on it--not for me but for everyone else--squinting in the 

daylight, usually in gym shorts. His torso was white and flabby, and he wore heavy, golden 

glasses. Most addicts lose weight, but my father started living on junk food--his face became 

bloated in the way you see someone after a while and notice the weight gain. His body took on a 

certain heft, and when he dropped himself into my car, sinking the chassis, knocking his knees 

together in the passenger seat like a kid, there was the feeling of being confined with a large 

animal.  

When I think of the place this started decades before, 104 Trent Road--when I think of 

how a man’s life can devolve like that--I think of him coming home from work, and his flannel 
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shirts. The thunderstorms he liked to watch, the smell of ozone. I think of raking leaves in the 

backyard. I don’t think of fishing or playing catch--we did some of these fatherly-son things, 

took trips and watched baseball--but raking leaves seems infinitely more relevant, a kind of 

starting point, the resting pulse in my father’s life. If my father ended up at point B, this was 

point A. Or, him in his grass-stained sneakers, emptying the grass from the lawnmower bag. 

How it fell out in moist clumps. The smell of it, thick and moist in the bridge of my nose.  

These are the facts of the story. 

That Van  

Jostling the chassis of the van as he loads the luggage, my father struggles not to wake us inside. 

Through the shades, we see the creeping twilight. We see his shadow passing back and 

forth out the window.  

Deep under the pillows and blankets: my sisters and I bury ourselves. 

In a couple of hours we’ll wake up to some dumb country ballad playing on cassette, 

rubbing our eyes. Turning down the music, my father will ask, Do you know what state you’re 

in?  

In DC, there would be museums and monuments. There would be miniature golf at the 

hotel, an indoor pool. My sisters would order virgin Shirley Temples from the bar.  

But that morning my father is alone with four sleeping bodies--three in the back, and my 

mother next to him, her head against a pillow on the window. That morning it is just him and his 

coffee, him and his map, his tee shirt tucked into his faded jeans, his white Nikes.  

The sun creeping up behind him, he flips the visor down for his clip-on shades. 
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It’s funny that it takes decades to understand what this had meant. At the time, my father was 

intent on planning. Life was about things like taking vacations. Doing things and taking pictures. 

Decades to understand why: of all the things we must have done on those trips--we went 

to the Poconos, camping and fishing, to Vermont, to Virginia, horseback riding--we saw and did 

everything there was to see and do on the eastern seaboard--those guided cavern tours, the 

difference between stalagmites and stalactites--why I think first of lying in the back of that van 

half asleep, the sense of my father outside, passing by the window.  

He seems now hard to separate from the idea of early morning. All of my first memories 

of waking up before dawn had been with him. There was always a crowd to beat. So on these 

trips, of course, it made more sense to simply put us to bed the night before in the van, and this 

way he could leave as early as necessary--5 a.m., 4 a.m., whatever it took.      

That time we stood by the Washington Monument in our winter coats, waiting for him to 

take the damn picture--hands in pockets, scarves around our faces, fringes blowing in the wind--I 

have no memory of. At the time it was assumed my father took these pictures as a kind of 

souvenir, a documentation of this place we’d been to. But he must have known also that we 

would look back on it not as a souvenir, but as an era.  

Decades to understand why, when I think of that era now, I can’t recall much of anything 

pictured in the photos, but instead: that van, those early mornings, those country songs he played 

the whole way there.  

On those mornings, there was the feeling of knowing him as we heard his footsteps pass 

lightly outside the van, the rustling of bags behind me--there was the feeling of trusting him 

wholly: burrowing back into a dream under a heap of blankets, knowing I’d wake up in some 

other state. 
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Seven Years After 

On a bench next to a pond with huge goldfish, my mother sniffles to me through her tears, It’s 

just not normal.  

Do you know what I’m saying? she asks. 

She’d been getting chemotherapy, and now we’re taking a break by the hospital’s pond--

though her tears have nothing to do with cancer.  

She wears a baby blue chemo cap and yellow terry cloth jogging outfit, oversized 

sunglasses, and a surgical mask because her immunity is down. I have learned that sniffling 

means the crying is almost over. 

Yes, I know, I say. 

Moments earlier, when I could hear that she was turning emotional, I put my arm around 

her. I squeezed her shoulder, small and bony. Still I’m not used to this kind of contact with my 

mother--that her shoulder feels small and bony was something I just learned.  

It is now seven years since my father has died, and I have to think that I’m doing my 

father’s job--that if things had gone differently, he would be here, not me--I might be back in the 

hospital room, or in another state. He would be used to her shoulder, familiar with her body in a 

way her son cannot be.  

People are supposed to--on birthdays, you get together--you know, you celebrate, all 

together, she says. She’s talking about my sister’s failing marriage, and more generally, her 

immaturity, her neglect, the way family has become only a pretense.  

I know from her recent emotional breaks that it’s more than this--that at the root of her 

tears is a bigger loss, that of the tradition and security that years ago was rich in her life.  
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When she met my father in 1979, she had a vision. At retirement, they would buy a travel 

trailer. This wasn’t so much a dream as an assumption. They would drive it to North Carolina, to 

Florida. We would be grown and married with children, but they would call to check in, ask to 

speak to the grandkids. 

Instead, my mother has taken up habitation with a kind of boyfriend, one who is very nice 

but whose quirks she can hardly tolerate. Did you ever think we’d be living in this house with this 

strange man? she asked me once while I was staying with them. She still cuts hair part-time at a 

local shop, and with the rest of her time, takes care of my grandmother. My one sister, Chrissy, 

she sees only on holidays and is closer to her AA family than ours. My other sister, Kelly, is not 

only a “bad mother” to her kids but also has a boyfriend--in addition to her husband, who seems 

to be fine with it. “It’s just not normal.”  

To add to the chaos, one day last year my mother goes into the hospital with pneumonia, 

only to be sent home by the doctors with blood cancer, pamphlets on how to cope, schedules for 

support groups.  

It was one of the first things she mentioned when learning of her cancer. The travel 

trailer. I look at my friends, she said. They’re traveling all over the place, you know? I always 

thought these would be the years when me and Dad would be, you know, in North Carolina or 

something, in that travel trailer.  

Some people with her diagnosis last only months, but somehow this is the least of her 

concerns. During these emotional breaks, she might point to some topical grievance, but then the 

grievance is always generalized--at the root seems to be a basic bewilderment about how she 

ended up here--on this bench with a surgeon’s mask, for example, when she was supposed to be 

in that travel trailer. With my father.  
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Most of these things, my father could have done nothing about--but I know that his 

presence would have made all the difference. He was a lead to follow, and this has been absent 

from her life for some time now. His logic was always sound. When we’d been afraid of the 

mouse in the basement, he insisted that it was more afraid of us than we were of it. When my 

sister wouldn’t get on an airplane, he insisted that statistically she was a thousand times more 

likely to die in a car accident than plane crash--and you’re not afraid of cars, are you? 

There is no mention of him, of course--he’s been gone for so long--yet still I have to 

imagine I’m occupying his space, taking over for him.  

In moments like this, sitting on the bench, I understand: who my father was to her. Even 

if the travel trailer never happened, she would feel at least as if she had some equal partner, 

someone with whom to shoulder the chaos around her.  

In moments like this, I cannot speak for my father. I have no explanation to offer her. We 

can make only that silent concession--yes, Dad was wrong. Even with all of his careful ways--he 

was close, yes, but in the end: no, he couldn’t be trusted after all. In any case, now it’s just us. 

“I find it very weird that I dream about Dad on average once a week,” she would write to me a 

year later. “The dreams are not bad but usually not wonderful either.” This was the sole topic of 

the email. “Like last night he was sitting at a desk and told me he had to work on something for 

England so we had to go there for 6 months.” We had lived there for a couple of years while I 

was in grade school, due to a project he was running. “I was so excited,” she wrote. “Or, 

sometimes he is just in the background.” 

At least we got a nice day out here, huh? she says. I know I can remove my arm now. 



52 
 

She says: Oh, we forgot the bread again--next time. She gets up, walks to the bank, peers 

into the water at those golden animals gasping at the surface.  

Walking back to the hospital, I happen to look up at its windows, and attempting to take 

her mind off things, I try to calculate which room is ours. Pausing, I point to the corner window 

on the sixth floor. That’s our room there.  

Oh my gosh, she says. That’s like something Dad would say.  

 

Wolf Man, part I 

Outside the kitchen window, a stocking over his face, a man clinks an ax blade on the pane.  

Gasping, my mother turns, hand over her heart--but night is falling. She sees only a dark 

figure moving away, the flash of a blade.  

At the kitchen table we were about to sing happy birthday to my sister--me and my 

mother, my sisters, all of their friends. I was five, and my sisters, ten and twelve. Even at twelve, 

it was still a privilege for Kelly to light candles, a rite of passage--Kelly, in her oversized bubble-

gum glasses, her long blonde bangs teased into the bird’s nest that the 80s required.  

But now--it has begun.  

Oh my God it’s the Wolf Man! she screams, pointing at the window--her face lighting up 

with excitement.  

    Oh my God! scream the girls in their mock terror, failing to contain their smirks.  

To make sure they got the prank, my father primed them at the door, told them be 

careful--a strange man was spotted outside earlier today--could be the Wolf Man. He knew they 

were the perfect age--too old to be truly scared, yet young enough to indulge their imagination.  

His face is smashed-in! one of the girls says. 

He’s got an ax! 
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Lock the doors! 

AHHHH!!! Oh no!!! they eek, scrambling in all directions, bumping into each other, 

giggling as they take refuge behind the recliner, under the computer desk.  

My father could have staved off this beast, but unfortunately had stepped out moments 

earlier for milk.  

 
It was very diversified, my father told me.  

When I saved up money from shoveling driveways, he said he could invest it for me in 

the Vanguard Index 500 mutual fund. He explained how the money would go into five hundred 

different companies, so it was very safe. When I was older I’d be glad I did.  

Whenever I hear anything about investing now, it is this Index 500 fund that I think of. 

It’s designed to track the S&P 500, the benchmark for US stocks--perhaps the most standard, 

regular, normal investment possible. To invest in the Index 500 was not to be greedy, not to ask 

for anything more than the average.  

I read something by a famous investor once and had to think of my father. Someone is 

sitting in the shade today, it said, because someone planted a tree a long time ago. My father had 

only ever lived for the planting of trees, certain that one day it would all pay off--every decision 

was seen from thirty years into the future. He borrowed money from his parents and in-laws in 

order to pay cash for our house, my mother said, though they could have had a much nicer house 

if only they got a mortgage.  

If you had seen him in those days, you might have guessed the kind of guy he was. 

Maybe your daughter played softball with my sister, and this is how you’d know him, as Kelly’s 

dad. At the games you’d see him pacing the sidelines in his high khaki shorts, his tube socks, 

tucking his clipboard under his arm to clap after each play. He seemed nice enough, though 
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maybe a little square--his shirt tucked in, mustache trimmed, drugstore clip-on shades over his 

aviator glasses.  

By the time I was born, he’d learned to think of life in terms of right angles and logistics 

and outcomes--systems for anticipating the future. Now I suspect this was part of the problem--

his notion that life could be converted into a problem of logic, one in which he need only 

consider hard corners, discounting anything emotional, unproven. For a long time, this was OK 

because the current of family life had been strong, and he belonged. But as we grew up, the 

current slowed, and I see his life now as a kind of case study: what happens when the current 

slows down and you find yourself floating, not belonging anywhere, when all your life you had.  

Two decades after he bought that house, this feeling of having nothing to hold onto 

would sneak up, and in his new apartment he would find a solution. Maybe not one the world 

understood, but his own private answer, one that seemed to work, something his new best friends 

had shown him. His apartment would become his own little haven, a shack in the woods no one 

could discover, a meeting place for these friends, just let them in and lock the door--they weren’t 

real friends of course, but there was intense euphoria and intense belonging, and if no one found 

out, it would be like it never happened. For years his plan worked, allowed him to carry on as if 

everything were fine, but of course it wasn’t temporary, as he planned, and of course, after years, 

became him, who he was, and now I have to wonder who was inside that body in those years, 

whether he’d been there at all.  

Decades earlier, when we moved into that house, my father had a vision of the perfect 

household. In the spring he fertilized the lawn. He mowed, religiously. I remember how quick he 

was to pull weeds in the driveway. Our property was marked by the tree line of towering pines 

out back, the split rail fencing on each side. Every tool in those bounds had its place, its nail in 
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the garage, or over the workbench. He was always glad to buy good tools--he said they would 

last forever.  

 
But if your daughter went to Kelly’s birthday party in 1988, you would have learned more about 

him. When you picked up your daughter, she would have told you what happened.  

Legend held that in a shack behind my house lived the Wolf Man. From my kitchen 

window you could see it, barely through the trees. Playing with my friends, we’d been afraid 

even to pass by it. In truth, it was an abandoned storage shed, and in truth, no Wolf Man--only an 

old man with a white beard who walked his huskies through the trails, from whom us 

neighborhood kids conjured myths. For my father, though, our belief in this myth was an 

opportunity. 

It would have been the first thing out of your daughter’s mouth--how the Wolf Man had 

ravaged their party--and when you sensed how delightfully thrilling it was, you’d think back to 

Kelly’s dad. You’d never guess it from such a square guy.  

And you’d be right--he wasn’t the type to play dress-up--he was a quiet, logical man. But 

at the same time, he understood the opportunity before him. He understood: the memory that 

would take root. Only for the sake of the memory would my father remove himself so far out of 

character. He’d gone to Catholic school and learned to hate the nuns, learned to make logic his 

religion instead, and it was logical to play make-believe for fifteen minutes if the memory would 

last forever.  

My father was not only logical, though, I can see now, but Logical. In this case, it was 

necessary the trick be played not just on an audience (my sister and her friends), but on the 

universe. Like a magician enamored of the theory of magic, my father required the most perfect 

illusion possible, and so told his assistants nothing (me, my mother, my other sister). It was 
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necessary that the audience marvel not at the trick but at its entirety, the absoluteness of the 

inexplicability. 

What I remember vividly happened just after the Wolf Man left the house: one of the 

girls took me by the shoulders, asked whether that was the Wolf Man, or my dad. I’m sure it was 

only part of her performance of fright, but in her question was the assumption that I knew my 

father better than could the girls--he wore a stocking over his face, but maybe I recognized his 

flannel, or the timbre of his grumbling, or maybe just his nature in pulling such a prank. I 

remember feeling some authority in the matter, but at the same time having no certain answer to 

offer. I remember real doubt--the girls’ apparent uncertainty only doubled mine.  

 
I see now what this girl knew intuitively--it was my father with whom I had a silent 

understanding, a shared nature. We were the men in the family, and it was understood that we 

knew each other in a way the girls couldn’t. Sometimes we’d go into the woods, maybe to dump 

the leaves we raked, maybe just to walk. I had a Davy Crockett hat from an amusement park that 

I wore everywhere in those days, especially in the woods, and there was the feeling that we were 

men, outside. Sometimes I belly-flopped into a pile of leaves, wait for him to drag me out by a 

limb.  

I remember walking with him one time deep into an area I’d never gone before--I had 

stopped but he kept on. When he noticed, he looked back, confused.  

What’s the matter? 

This is where the Wolf-Man goes, I told him. 

He, in his faded jeans, his brown and orange flannel, me in my red E.T. hoodie and Davy 

Crockett hat.  
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Well, when he comes after us, he said, walking back to me, crouching down, and 

switching to a whisper: I’m gonna kick—his—ass. 

I remember this as the first time I heard my father curse—“ass” was a bad word. I 

remember smiling, and understanding that my father was bigger than the woods.  

 
Once in a while, he checked on me after bedtime. He never stayed long, but I remember his 

signature question--my “best thing and worst thing.” Sitting on the edge of my bed, his hand on 

my leg, So what was your best thing and worst thing today? he’d ask. It was the question I knew 

was coming, the one that made the day feel officially over. My answers were everything you’d 

expect of a five-year-old: my best thing was I didn’t have school today, my worst thing, I had to 

brush my teeth.  

Sometimes he asked if I said my prayers--Say your prayers yet?--but in my mother’s 

voice, a loving joke on her. And we understood: it was my mother who read to me, tucked me in, 

but my father and I were the “men” in the family--we understood something, shared something 

none of the girls could. When he left, I remember the grizzle of his cheek on mine--I remember: 

Door open or closed? Closed meant opened only a crack.  

It was around this time in my childhood that the Wolf Man laid siege upon my sister’s 

birthday party. It was around this time that--I would discover years later--the core of my father 

would be captured in fifteen minutes of chaos. Years later I would discover also that if you want 

to understand my father, you need to understand, before the details of that night, just one thing: 

that he thought of this prank months beforehand--maybe years. Understand that it began the 

same way investments begin, with a desire to provide something for posterity, to plant something 

that might appreciate unseen for years but one day come to light.  

Understand that it began silently, my father telling no one.  
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The Beginnings of Things 
 
Now it is many years later, but the writing continues. Even before the questions about my father 

is the question of why the son does this, writes about his father so many years after, when time 

has sequestered all of it into the past, when it could be boxed away, forgotten.  

Even with so many other stories to be told, more deserving stories, this is the one that 

keeps coming, that needs attention. 

Though even the word story feels dishonest--the memories in my head seem to amount 

only to a turn of events with no explanation or moral principle, yet one that had been in the 

making for years--one that turned only after it was too late, a gust that blew, and then dropped 

the leaves all at once.  

 
Calvin Trillin wrote that upbringings have themes. “The parents set the theme, either explicitly 

or implicitly, and the children pick it up.... The theme may be ‘Our family has a distinguished 

heritage that you must live up to,’ or ‘We are suffering because your father deserted us,’ ...or 

‘We have worked hard so that you can have the opportunities we didn't have.’” 

My family’s theme was: “We’re getting all of our ducks in a row.” For most of my 

upbringing, this is what life felt like. There was my father’s retirement account, and savings 

bonds for Christmas. There were prohibitions against tattoos and smoking. There was sunscreen. 

There were family meetings to plan our next vacation. Pictures were taken. Home movies locked 

away in the steel filing cabinet in the basement. The future was coming, and when it arrived, 

we’d be ready.  

I learned that this is what fathers did--plan for the future. Fathers made the investments, 

or looked at the map to determine the best route. It was the father who took pictures. Our only 

job was to pause for a moment, look up, smile. It was the father who drove, who always knew 
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the best way to go--mine was especially good at this. I remember how my maternal grandmother 

was amazed at this, how he didn’t even look at the map.  

Mine was also a firm believer in Murphy’s Law. Anything that can go wrong, will go 

wrong. He liked the joke of it, but also recognized its reality. From my father I learned the word 

contingency. Whatever the plan, there were always contingency plans, too. Maybe the movie 

would be sold out. Maybe it would rain.  

And this is how it went. For so long--and he was so good at it. The future was coming, 

and he knew this, and it worked for us. But then he changed, of course, and with him, our theme, 

and now I have to think his changing was not by mistake--only waiting for him, the result of 

some need that he would learn was never filled, one that worked on him over the years, inching 

him ever further away from what he had, and closer to what he didn’t.  

But a man who lives in a world only of logic, I learned, will stick steadfastly to the 

method be believes most logical. My father never consulted anyone, sought therapy, never even 

second-guessed himself. It was always assumed that his own logic should take precedence. It 

was in his way that his options dwindled, it seems, that he embarked upon his private process of 

elimination.  

Eventually there was an isolating of himself, and with it a freedom he’d never seen 

before. Eventually, the giving of himself to that dark, gritty pull, the world telling him this was 

the thing to do.  

 
There was nothing that happened to my father that does not happen every day. This feels 

different, though, because: he was my father. And so it is not a matter of what happened to him, 

but that it happened to him. To my own. What happens to strangers is not real, but immediacy is 
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given to one’s own--the reality of it is clearer--it presents itself not as possibility, but probability, 

the way the world works. 

Already I am saying happened to him, as if he had no hand in it. I am saying happened to 

him, as if he were a victim, as if I could do enough delineating to locate the cause. 

He was never religious, but it seems he was looking for something in those final years. It 

seems he’d lost a kind of faith, something he once had at the Trent Road house but never 

regained. In the 80s, he believed in the future, and all of his careful planning held us together as a 

family, as a household, but years after he changed it seemed we’d been holding him together as 

much as he was us. 

Joan Didion has said that it’s “easy to see the beginnings of things, and harder to see the 

ends.” Which now I understand. The beginnings of things are very clear--a few truths I keep, like 

coordinates.  

There were woods out back where I played, certain trees I learned to scale in seconds, 

branches I can still feel in my hand. Somehow this is where things began. I had a pair of 

camouflage cargo pants I loved to wear in the woods, and I’d try always to impress him by 

climbing some new tree I’d been practicing on. 

Be CARE-ful, he’d say, looking up in his brown and orange flannel, hands on his hips, 

ready to catch me.  

I remember the turtles in those woods, how their shells stood out in the tall grass, bright 

black and yellow. Or, coming inside with him to aromas from the oven, how my hands were cut 

with the sharp, green scent of pine, how I’d wash them in the bathroom but the sap never came 

off. 
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The five of us sat on Windsor chairs for dinner, all at the same time. There was creamed 

corn, there were chicken crescents. After dinner, my sisters took turns each night washing the 

dishes--there was always arguing about who had done them the night before--and in the fall, 

sometimes my father and I walked into the woods to see foliage. Then homework at the kitchen 

table, and my father watching Peter Jennings, and every so often, me bringing him math 

problems.  

As I lay in bed, Say your prayers? my mother would ask. When she left--the hallway 

light under the door and TV talking downstairs--I remember the feeling that everything was 

taken care of. My father was still awake beneath me, and also, I had prayed--said all the words 

and crossed myself. In those days I believed in the power of this act. I remember believing, 

pressing together my palms, pointing my fingers upward to make sure the prayer flew off in the 

right direction.  

Some nights I lay awake late enough to hear the TV go silent, some dishes clinking in the 

sink. Then my father’s footfall up the stairs--heavier than my mother’s, slower. Then I’d hear the 

creak of my bedroom door and think to myself that I need only lie still with my eyes closed. I 

knew it was too late to be awake. I couldn’t hear his footsteps on my carpet, just the slow 

whispering of pant legs, and when they reached my bedside, a moment of pause.  

In a few seconds he would retreat--I would hear him pull that cheap metallic doorknob 

softly behind him and be free again to move. But in that pause, I could feel his presence. Even 

without seeing him, I felt his gaze. 

And I felt safe--it seemed this shadow wanted only to protect me, see that I was lost in 

some dream world, this presence, hulking over me just a moment. 

 



62 
 

When they gave me that blue plastic urn, I put it in my mother’s basement where I store most of 

the things I own. All of his things are down there, too, in a separate pile from mine--his golf 

clubs and fancy beer glasses, paperbacks and framed pictures of baseball stadiums, his tacky 

souvenirs from business trips--but I put the ashes with my things, not his. I realized later it might 

have been more “logical” to put them with his things, but I didn’t--I think because I felt 

responsible for their safekeeping. I was their guardian.  

I was guarding what was left of him, yes, but in truth, this felt like only a formality. It felt 

like the least I could do. I do not feel that he’s in that urn. The only place he lives anymore is 

inside of people who knew him, in the stories we know. Even when I sprinkled some of those 

ashes into the Gulf of Mexico some years ago, it felt like only a prescription, some kind of 

closure to the things we’d done there. We’d gone down there a few times in the late 80s while 

the girls stayed home with my mother. We watched the Phillies’ spring training games in 

Clearwater, Florida, and at night fished from that pier. In the mornings we ate breakfast at the 

landmark diner Lenny’s. I slurped chocolate milk through a flexible straw. I remember the 

hundreds of model airplanes dangling from the ceiling the owner had made from aluminum beer 

cans, each with its own intricate propellers.  

I was twenty-five when they gave me that urn, and now in my thirties I notice that it’s 

been down there untouched, ever since. When I say my father now in conversation, this is what it 

feels like--as if I’m alluding to someone whose story only I am keeping safe, guarding, or at 

least, the parts of the story I know. It feels like praying again--as if talking of some long-ago 

prophet, one whose story no one knows.  

His college transcripts, his acceptance letter to Drexel--he kept everything. It’s all in the 

basement with that urn. The pink carbon copy of his tuition aid application, so thin, delicate--he 
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wrote the letters of his name in all caps, a box for each letter. And then: the typewritten letter of 

hire from Rohm and Haas, and also the results of his physical for his life insurance policy. In one 

fell swoop, I thought, I could dispose of every keepsake, swiftly into the dumpster. And what 

would remain? How was it that the only hard record of a man’s life could be contained in a few 

cardboard boxes? 

People do know the story--our friends and neighbors, my aunts and uncles, his 

coworkers--but when they think of his life they think always of the ending before any other part. 

When I think of his life, I think of the way things happen and then end. The way we forget, as if 

it doesn’t matter anymore anyway, how sometimes you end up the story’s sole guardian.  

 
Throughout the 80s, when my age was still a single digit, Saturdays meant chores. My sisters and 

I were paid allowances for vacuuming or dusting. Saturday meant I could watch my father with a 

can of Barbasol in his bathroom. I loved the smell of his Old Spice in the morning--it was the 

smell of a new, clean day.  

In the summer there were frequent thunderstorms, and they seemed always to roll in as 

my father was mowing the lawn. I remember him explaining to me that if it rains, the grass will 

be too slippery to cut. Usually I putzed around in the garage as he mowed. Every so often I came 

onto the grass barefoot--I remember the humidity of approaching storms mixed with the scent of 

fresh-cut grass and two-cycle exhaust, the sky darkening above.  

When it rained we were forced into the garage. I always felt a secret pleasure as we took 

shelter--the thunder rumbling in the distance, the sense that something dark and all-mighty was 

coming. My father cleaned his glasses with his t-shirt, and there was the smell of ozone, the 

feeling of surrender as we stood there watching. I have to think it was in moments like these that 

I knew my father best, when we were connected by that same feeling of awe. Over the 
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thrumming of those drops there was no speaking--we could only watch as the water surged from 

the rattling downspouts, swelling along the curb, flooding the sewer drains. 

 
Or the woods. Not the trees themselves, but the smell of pine, my father’s flannel coat. After 

dinner there had been that window of grace--before Peter Jennings came on, before homework. 

We might drag a branch off the path, the sky growing dim above us.  

Someone’s gonna trip on THIS. You wanna grab that end?--come on, I need some more 

muscle here, can’t do it alone. He was infinitely bigger than me, but I wore boots and felt as if I 

helped.     

I’d wear my hat too, and sometimes he employed his faux baritone to sing the song, 

Davyyy, Daaavy Crockett, king of the wild frontier. I might pick up a stick and skip ahead, 

waving it to his song, kicking up the sandy soil behind me.  

The woods were a place mostly of danger, a place where I had to be vigilant--though him 

it was different. Skipping ahead, I felt only the exhilaration of the cold on my face, the sheer 

abandon that came from knowing I was under his aegis.  

Watching me, he knew the future was coming, that life was simply a matter of planting 

trees. He knew I had no understanding of this, but that was OK--he had a vision, he knew the 

seeds had been planted.  

Coming inside, we heel-off our boots on the mat, grateful for the warmth. There was the 

feeling only of having done exactly what we’d done--gone into the woods to take care of 

important work. Our cheeks rosy, we tossed our coats on the sofa without looking. My father’s 

coat, that brown and orange flannel with tortoise shell buttons, that black satin, diamond-stitched 

lining. The smell of pine on our hands as we blew warmth into them, our fingers stiff from the 

cold. 
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Loss Prevention  

Boredom, says my father. 

Loneliness, he says, leaning back in his computer chair, his face turning limp.  

In his late forties, my father started smoking crack cocaine, but this has little to do with 

the story. People like to use it as a handle, a way to think about my father because it makes the 

story easy to hold--out of desperation he turned to drugs--but that this is how things ended seems 

now only a detail. 

What seems more relevant are these two words, and the shape they made of my father’s 

life. At one point he had it all together, and eventually did not. At one point he was here, but then 

that slow distancing, and in the end, that dropping off: that disappearing act. 

It’s easy to think of crack as his breaking point, the thing that began his descent. But I 

have to think now that the turn downward began long before any drugs, and that there wasn’t any 

breaking point until my father told me these words. Boredom and loneliness, the reasons he 

started smoking.  

The breaking point because: this was the point at which he stopped pretending--

pretending not that he was clean--for some time we’d known the truth of the situation--but rather, 

pretending that he had it all together. The point at which the last defense had been pulled: when 

his inner life became public. 

Until he told me these words, even as an addict, there had always been the pretense that 

he had things under control. Even when he was far gone--when we heard from him only once 

every month or so--he gave the impression that things were fine--maybe he’d hit a few speed 

bumps, but in the grand scheme of things, everything was fine, he was on the mend.  
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My father was a humble man who kept his inner life to himself, which means that when the time 

came--when he noticed a problem--he wouldn’t say anything about it, he would just carry on. 

And from the outside, it seemed to people only that he was changing, that he was perhaps 

choosing a new direction. That this is what he wanted. And this is the shape his life made--a line 

of progression, but then a turn downward and a fading away, a slipping out of view with no 

explanation, no note. And what do you think if say, he worked in the office next to yours? If after 

thirty years, you began to notice some latenesses, which soon turned into absences, which then 

turned into failing to show up altogether?  

If his office it was empty, but you knew he was still out there.  

For thirty years he made a name for himself in that office, but even after all that time, he 

let them come to their own assumptions. It began as gossip because there was never a bang, just 

a slow fading, a seamless transition. Instead of getting fired, he was only demoted, his 

responsibilities, eased. He’d been there so long, and after all, what proof did they have? 

After he’d been out on medical leave for a while, they began to take the rumors more 

seriously, and eventually: the consideration that maybe it was for real. And maybe: he wasn’t 

coming back.  

Months later, his coworkers get the funeral notice from HR, but it was no surprise.  

That was a shame what happened to Pat, wasn’t it?  

 
It didn’t feel much different for us.  

When he left my mother, she was confused, angry, heartbroken. But over the next 

decade, the shape his life would start making its turn, and with it, so would my mother’s feelings. 

Even before the smoking, she noticed how unkempt his hair was when he came to visit, the 

silvery frayed ends eclipsing his ears. 
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You want a haircut? she’d ask him. Just touch it up a bit? She could tell by the way he 

kept himself, the way he stayed quiet and tired, that perhaps he wasn’t thriving on his own. Some 

years after he left I could tell that her anger had cooled into compassion. She’d come to see his 

leaving her as a symptom of a problem, something he couldn’t control or understand, and now 

she couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.  

At Christmas, dividing her cookies into tins, Should we give these to Dad? she said once. 

He would love these. She knew no one else would be giving him cookies.  

Something hadn’t been communicated to us in those final years--it felt as if he’d simply 

lost interest in our company, as if he always had something else to do. We were left only with the 

shape, the feel of that fading-away, but felt more sympathy than resent. All of his life there were 

friends and family, but in the end, only people who needed something: prostitutes and dealers, 

other addicts he called friends. 

Negligence about his hair turned into negligence about other things, of course. He was 

forgetting appointments, forgetting to renew the registration on his car. At this point the 

dropping-off was beginning to accelerate--about a year after we found out he would give up the 

show entirely--Boredom, he would say. Loneliness. 

 
Some months later, he totaled his car. We don’t know how--it was something he mentioned only 

briefly. And then downplayed, as he did with everything in those days. Instead of buying a new 

car, he rented one by the month. When he died shortly thereafter and we had to sort through 

everything in his condo, it was the same feeling, again--that dropping off. Everything we found 

hinted that maybe he knew he was leaving, that he’d checked out before his body did. On his 

kitchen table, a note from Budget Rent-A-Car: 
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10/11/2007 
Dear PATRICK FLANAGAN: 

 
Our records indicate that on 09/07/2007 you rented a(n): 

 
        Make / Model: MERC MONE 
        Vehicle Identification #: 1MEHM42147G615123 
        License Plate #: USPAGCW5426 
        Due to return on: 10/05/2007 

 
According to our records, this vehicle has not been returned. You are hereby directed to 
return our vehicle immediately to the BLACKWOOD, NJ BUDGET location. Please note 
that BUDGET has the right to demand return of the vehicle at any time pursuant to the 
Agreement. 

 
This demand takes precedence over and supersedes any and all oral representations, 
including extensions or modifications of the Agreement by phone. It is also unaffected by 
your ability or willingness to pay for the continued use of the vehicle. In addition, BUDGET 
is required by law to notify you that failure to return the vehicle listed above may subject you 
to prosecution. 

 
Should you have any further questions, I may be contacted at (800) 504-0248, ext. 2479. 

 
Sincerely, 
Tonya Ferguson 
Tonya Ferguson 
Loss Prevention Agent 
BUDGET Rent-A-Car Systems, Inc. 

 

Much earlier, as we began to notice the descending, we tried to protect what we could--and he 

didn’t stop us, as if he too saw the shape but could do nothing about it. We happened to be 

selling our house just as we discovered his habit, and he managed to show up and sign the 

papers, but never asked for any money. He was entitled to half, but my mother never offered it, 

and he never asked.  

    Not long after that, my mother met with him and asked that he transfer his condo title into my 

name in case it was seized. He agreed immediately.  

“Get the papers and I’ll sign them,” he said.  
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You Just Changed Your Mind 

After we found out, I moved in with him so I could babysit--naive, I suspected, but the fear had 

been so intense. If he smoked one more time, we reasoned, he could die. We’d known that 

alcoholics and addicts couldn’t be helped, but my father was different, we assumed. He couldn’t 

be one of them. He was an addict, but his own private version of one--none of the same rules 

applied. We would in fact be able to save him.  

I just had to follow him around, make sure he didn’t do anything stupid. A few days after 

I moved in, he said to me on the train: So, I have some friends. Just down the road, he said. He 

wanted to check on them tonight, and would I mind driving him there. The electric and gas had 

been shut off and neither friend had a job anymore—he was worried.  

Would you mind swinging by there—my friends’ place—remember I asked you this 

morning? he said, getting into my car at the end of the day. We were headed home from the train 

station. Remember the girl who was over the other night, Fallon? Well it’s her and her 

boyfriend, Matt. They actually went to Holy Cross, too. Matt played baseball there.  

They were a couple in their mid-twenties, friends of my father, who was fifty-two. If they 

all went to the same high school, my father reasoned, the friendship might seem legit.  

Why do you need to go there? I say.  

I just wanted to check on them. Make sure they have food and water, all that stuff.  

Can’t you just call them? 

They don’t have a phone, remember? 

Well, I don’t know if we should. 

    It’s not what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I’m going there to buy or something. Well I’m 

not—you can watch me—you can watch everything I do. 

No, I just don’t know if it’s a good idea. 
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OK, then I’m not asking you. I’m telling you. We need to check on them.  

 
To avoid a red light, he told me to cut through a gas station, but didn’t want me to get a ticket for 

cutting through. OK, good, just pull up to this pump like you want gas, that’s it…but oh, you 

know what? You just changed your mind—turns out you have enough gas, OK, let’s go. Their 

apartment complex was what I had pictured. Weeds in the parking lot, blinds that hung diagonal. 

After the third ring on their bell, just before my father gave up, I cupped my hands on the 

window. No furniture, just clothes and soda bottles strewn on the floor, candy wrappers.  

 
Soon I would move out, and in the months that followed, my father would sometimes call late at 

night. He was in trouble, he needed a ride, or his spare keys, he was locked out, etc. Eventually I 

learned to just let it ring. I didn’t want to enable him, as they said. I didn’t know how long this 

would go on, but I always assumed there would be that point at which he was declared better, 

and we would look back and say phew. We might even laugh about it.  

Early on, I saw we would need to start over. We would do it together, when he was 

ready--the reassembling--and it took only one NA meeting to learn about our new future: one 

day at a time, the pamphlets read. I found myself trying to convince him he did belong at those 

meetings, and here, take this pamphlet home--but I couldn’t make him read anything, of course. 

So some nights his voicemails would accumulate on my phone, one after the other. 

Other nights I would drive to his apartment because he said he didn’t trust himself alone, or 

he would come to my sister’s house. Some other nights I found myself in the same house as him 

but refused to be in the same room.  

When it began, it was plenty confusing, but at least I could see him sometimes, in that 

body, my real father. I had the feeling he was only on vacation--and I clung to this. He’d forgotten 
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that the future was coming, but I still remembered, and if I were patient, if I followed the rules--

everything from the meetings--he would have to come home: the future would arrive, just as we’d 

imagined. 

Until then, follow the rules. One day at a time. That quietness between his phone calls, for 

example, as I lay in bed--one moment at a time. Keep the blanket over your head. Soon he’ll give 

up. It won’t be much longer until he’s better, but for now, do not enable him. I learned early on 

that just the familiarity of his voice softened my resolve. Even if I played his message I could ruin 

it all, I might spoil everything he’d planned for.   

 
In two years he told us to come over--said he had something to tell us, me and my sisters. I 

hadn’t been talking to him, but when we showed up he said the word cancer. He went through 

the numbers, told us that five percent of those with stage IV lived five years or more. He was OK 

with it, said he’d had a good life, that he was only concerned for our sake, etc. I remember him 

saying something about a Disney cruise--he’d take us all away.  

    I remember being touched that he wanted to spend his remaining time with us, though years 

later I’d learn from his old girlfriend that he’d been ignoring symptoms of his cancer for months-

-maybe years.  

I left his place that night with five years smoldering in my head, and in four months I 

found myself back in the same condo, all of the furniture gone, the carpet freshly vacuumed. The 

realtor, an older blonde woman in a skirt, seemed practiced at establishing rapport. Oh, losing 

your dad—hmm—that’s tough, she said, inspecting the countertop. The place was immaculate. 

She walked through the rooms and I followed her, answering questions. Those burn marks on the 

vanity, where did they come from?  

Who knows, I lied.  
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Phone Calls 

It ended on a Friday night, and on Monday I called HR to say my father wouldn’t be coming in 

anymore. He worked there thirty-two years, I told the woman. The funeral is tomorrow.       

She will send an email through the building with the service details, and before hanging 

up: Again, you have my deepest sympathies. I remember having to swallow. There was a 

difference in what we knew, the secret life I knew of that she didn’t, yet it seemed her deepest 

sympathies were unconditional, as if to say: regardless of who your father was, of what he did, 

you still deserve my sympathies. 

The relief, sounding through me—I’d waited all weekend to make the call. Relief, the 

end had come, that it was Monday, the first business day since his death, and now forms would 

be filled out, bulletins sent, all the loose ends, tied up. The show was over—there would never be 

another cover-up, another charade, another question of any kind: who was calling so late, or 

where he was on the weekends, or on a Wednesday night. There would be no more decisions—

whether or not to talk to him. Whether to tell his boss and have him fired, or to call the police, 

have him arrested. Whether to buy the handcuffs myself, cuff him to the copper pipe over his 

water heater until he turned human again.  

In the early days I had these kinds of thoughts, but now it was all over with. When we 

discovered his habit, I had just read The Aeneid, and I kept picturing the scene of Aeneas 

escaping the besieged city of Troy with his elderly father on his back, fleeing for the hills--and I 

would do something similar, take it upon myself as the Son to do something drastic but heroic--it 

would be illegal to handcuff someone like this, but at least he would be safe. I could have 

stopped by once a day to feed him.  
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Until he died at age fifty-four, my father worked in a nine-story building across the street from 

the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, the historic part of town, the roads still paved with cobblestone. 

They called him a systems analyst, or sometimes, project manager—sent him to Hong Kong, 

Argentina, Europe, troubleshooting computer systems. When I think about it now, it amazes me 

that my father ended up smoking crack--yes, that when other fathers were buying sports cars 

during their mid-life crisis, my own was buying crack. But it seems more amazing that all the 

while, he held this job that paid six figures. The counselors and addicts I’d spoken to never saw 

anything like it.  

If it hadn’t been for cancer, he might’ve faked it a while longer, but not much. After he 

dies, I find performance reports from his boss. “Pat has agreed to a performance improvement 

plan to address basic performance issues such as attendance and his ability to focus.” Instead of 

losing his job, he’ll be diagnosed in November when I am twenty-four, hospitalized in 

December, ashes in March. 

We’d all thought it was such a rapid descent--the cancer must have been so aggressive, 

we thought. Years later I’d find out from his old girlfriend that because of the crack he’d been 

ignoring symptoms for months, maybe years.  

I had to imagine his coworkers reading the email from HR. He never said goodbye to any 

of them—just stopped coming to work a few months earlier. We found get-well cards in his 

hospital room from co-workers, but it’s hard to believe they bought the cancer story after they’d 

seen so many signs of something else—the dozing off, the latenesses, the forgetfulness. Those 

who didn’t work with him directly probably at least knew of him, and I imagined them stopping 

in the middle of their workday with a twinge of sadness, regret that someone who’d been around 
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so long had passed. I regret to inform you..., the email probably started. And somewhere: Mr. 

Flanagan had been a dedicated employee since he started in 1976.  

Until then, they knew he was on sick leave, but weren’t sure exactly why. But now I had 

fixed that uncertainty, and when his coworkers read the email from HR, the twinge they felt 

would confirm that my version of him wasn’t only some private truth, but a public one--their 

twinge would confirm he had in fact meant something to the world. And I would continue 

confirming this, calling every company, every agency, utility company that had him on file, 

hoping they might feel that same twinge, if only for a moment.  

I was anxious to cancel his accounts because it was an excuse to announce his death, 

share it with the world. When I called the cable company, the woman said she’d be happy to help 

me with that today, and I waited while she brought up the account. I found myself wanting her to 

know the reason--that the customer had died, and this was his son. For professionalism, she 

wouldn’t offer an outpouring of sympathy, but I wanted her to feel that twinge of sympathy, 

offer a word of support. She would assume his death was a tragedy, rather than a relief--the 

world had lost someone great, rather than an addict who’d been on his way out anyway.  

When the account finally came up, And the reason for the cancellation? she asked.  

Oh, the resident passed away, I found myself saying--as if I hadn’t even known him. She 

probably figured I was his son, but also saw how I wanted to deal with this--and did me a favor 

by pretending like I wasn’t the son, continuing on with her business-like tone, thanking me for 

choosing Comcast before hanging up.  

When I called South Jersey Gas, I avoided the problem altogether. The girl’s first 

question was whether she was speaking to Patrick. Yes, I said. I just need to change my mailing 

address, please.   
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OK, and what is the new address, Mr. Flanagan? 

So I gave her my address, and didn’t feel anything at all--it was easy to go into acting 

mode, pretend I was just some guy changing his mailing address, as if the call had nothing to do 

with my father.  

I searched his condo to make sure I hadn’t missed any bills. Before he started smoking, 

he kept them in a shoebox in his closet, categorized with rubber bands, each one marked PAID in 

his handwriting, and circled. As a kid, I remember seeing him do this, writing checks at the 

kitchen table and writing PAID on the bills, a safeguard to ensure he didn’t pay twice. Now I 

found bills on his kitchen table, but had to assume they were never paid--none of them were 

opened. 

The last call I made was to the Philadelphia Inquirer. He had a weekend subscription, a 

fat roll of news matter that came for years, every Sunday. At his place I’d seen the papers 

complete with ad sections, still in plastic sleeves, piled against his bookshelf. The agent asked if 

he was speaking to Patrick, and I said no, this was his son, that Patrick had passed away. I was 

sure he heard this every day. Oh, well—I’m sorry to hear that, he said, his voice, boyish. But I 

was glad I had a good reason to cancel, grateful for the authority it gave me. I’d canceled 

subscriptions before, and the agents always tried to dissuade me, offer promotions, package 

deals, anything to continue the subscription, but this time there was none of that.  

 
 
The Mattering 

The mattering will always happen in the future, he told me. Mattering is never happening now, 

but will happen a thousand years from now, maybe a million. In the grand scheme of things, he 

used to say, it’s not going to matter. Before seeing things in the present, he saw them always first 
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from the future. My mother yelled at him for forgetting the grocery coupons. Scooch, he called 

her, in the grand scheme of things, is it going to matter?  

The assumption: that any mattering incurred during our lives would accumulate, and 

then, some grand accounting as we neared the end of our lives. All of those things he said would 

not matter in the grand scheme of things would not matter, but there would also be things that 

would matter--our health, for example, or maybe the kindness we’ve shown others--but this is 

when the mattering would happen, in our old age, as we neared death. This is when the grand 

scheme would come into view.  

Growing up, I learned to see things in this context, to make decisions based on what 

matters now but what might years into the future.  

 
Women were a big part of the mattering in my father’s life, even if he didn’t understand it. Years 

after he died, I would meet one of his old girlfriends, and she would refer to the “complexities” 

of my father, and this is what I would think of--his women.  

He met them any way he could. In the beginning, through relatively normal avenues--

online or through ads in the paper, through friends or co-workers, or he’d date co-workers 

themselves.  

“Like yourself,” he wrote to a woman named Lorraine, seven years after leaving my 

mother, “I am quite content with my life right now. If I meet Ms. Special someday, great. If not, 

I'm doing just fine, and would much prefer to live this way than with someone that I ‘might’ be 

happy with someday…. Other than yourself, those are probably the only [three] women I have 

dated for more than a couple of months.  So, I ‘play it by ear.’  Exactly what do I want?... not 

sure!... but, I do have a strong feeling that I will know it when I see it.... And it does not bother 
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me that I am not sure - I am happy with my career, my kids, my grandkids! And although at 

times lonely, I do cherish my time alone and my freedom/flexibility as well at times.”   

But from knowing my father, I know this was only part of him speaking. The same part, 

and only part, he revealed to me and my sister. Information about his women was given on a 

need-to-know basis, and we didn’t need to know anything. In his mind, it didn’t “make sense” to 

tell us. Billions of people make attempts with the opposite sex, I imagine him thinking to himself, 

and so why is my story important? What makes my attempts worth telling? Aren’t they generic? 

Aren’t the attempts just a human function, like brushing my teeth? And I don’t tell people about 

brushing my teeth, right?  

Sometimes we’d invite him to dinner on a Friday night and he’d say sorry, he had plans. 

We didn’t know with who but were told what we needed to know—there were plans, and he had 

them. 

Five months before we find out, Kelly and I take him to dinner, a movie for his birthday. 

In the theater she likes his coat, asks where it’s from.   

Oh, I don’t know. 

What do you mean, you don’t know?    

    I don’t know—I forget. 

    How can you forget? 

A woman I used to see got it for me, OK?   

Oh. I see, I see. Which one? 

Oh! I forget, Kell. Don’t worry about it.  

You forget? Well how many were there? I feign interest in the coming attractions. 

Oh, I don’t know, Kell! Thirty, maybe? I don’t know. 
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Thirty! 

 
Somehow, a long time ago, my father learned this. There was much more inside of him than he 

let out, but to say he was lonely, tired, would have meant one of his systems wasn’t working. It 

would have meant he was wishy-washy, a term he often used. Whatever didn’t come in right 

angles was wishy-washy. Desire. Loneliness, feelings. They couldn’t be trusted, like geometry 

could be. There was a lot of wishy-washiness to be wary of in the world, tricks that others bought 

into, but not him. It would have meant the wishiness had gotten to him, if he called for help, or 

maybe the washiness. 

In 2005, he would would travel to Singapore for business, and beforehand arranged to 

meet a number of women, it seems. Through email, he got to know them, told them things. It is 

funny that he told strangers on the other side of the planet more than he ever told us. “You ask if 

I am happy with my lifestyle?  Answer is - sometimes,” he told one woman in Thailand named 

Bussy. “I enjoy my job and my family, but I do hope to find a special woman to share the rest of 

my life with someday - so, my life is not complete. Maybe someday?  :-)  What about you?  Are 

you happy with your lifestyle?” 

It seems odd that my father would look for a wife while away on business, but nor can I 

rule it out: 

“My expectations for a future wife?” he asked a woman in Hong Kong named Mandy. 

“Most important to me in a wife: She should be loving, tender, and gentle in our relationship. 

She should like to be affectionate – holding hands, hugs, or little touches that mean she loves me. 

I love to do the same. She should also be kind and show compassion for others, and not think 

only about herself and riches. Riches are not so important to me. Life is short. I want a woman 

who can live this life with me. Experience the joys and pains together. I must be the most 
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important thing in her life. That is the kind of woman I could fall deeply in love with. This kind 

of woman would then be the most important thing in my life as well.” 

When he came back from Asia in July, empty handed, it seems, his strategy must have 

shifted. Some degree of desperation, admitted, some standard, lost. Within a month of returning, 

the smoking had begun. In May we would find out, and he’d said he’d started almost a year 

earlier.  

By May, lady friend had become his blanket term. The catchall for any woman in his life, 

since he seemed to have so many--friends, party friends, girlfriends, hookers, hookers he thought 

were girlfriends. Lady friends. He never offered details, but Kelly asked. She had a knack for it, 

wasn’t afraid to like I was, and by the time we found him out, she came in handy. She had no 

problem asking how it happened, how he started, the question on everyone’s mind.  

He never yielded much about why he started, only that one of his lady friends gave him 

some. Then he said he didn’t smoke again for another two weeks, that he wasn’t addicted from 

one smoke. That wasn’t enough for Kelly, and when she beseeched for more as he lay on a 

hospital bed after our intervention, he asked her what’s the difference, it didn’t matter.    

 
In retrospect, they did matter, it seems--all of these feelings about women that he’d elected not to 

discuss. 

In retrospect, it seems women had been the sirens of his life, as if they’d been waiting on 

the rock all the while--but it is hard to know how aware he was of what was happening, if he 

kept things private for privacy’s sake, or because he couldn’t admit certain things to himself.  

It is hard to know the problem was women themselves--too many of them--or perhaps the 

lack of just one. 
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“I do feel a little pressure about meeting you,” he wrote to Mandy, “but it is a good 

one.  Many things that make people feel nervous are not good.  But this nervous feeling I have is 

a very good one!... I look at your pictures and your smile brings such a warm feeling to me.  I 

know you are very sincere, and that is important to me. I do feel we are getting closer to each 

other through our letters. The language barrier will not matter. You will see in my eyes how 

good I feel about you. And yes, we will have a lot of fun learning from each other…. I could also 

show you some western cooking. I must warn you, I am not a very good cook.” 

“Your last letter made me feel very happy. I, like you, am counting the days until June 

29!! I am excited about the chance to meet you. I can confirm that I will arrive in HK on June 29, 

stay for 3 nights, and leave HK on July 2. I will make my airplane and hotel reservations soon. I 

hope those days are still good for you!??? I will have business before June 29 in Singapore…. I 

only come to HK to meet you. I can spend all the time with you – is that OK?” 

“Here is one more picture,” he wrote, signing off. “It is a picture of the living room in my 

condo, the chair you see is where I sit right now - at my desk and computer as I write to you - my 

dear Mandy! Outside the window on the right is a small deck where I sit on a summer morning, 

reading the paper, drinking coffee, and watching the ducks in the lake.” Of course, this was not 

my father’s voice--it seems he was mimicking the syntax he’d seen in her letters--and the email 

is void of all idioms and slang. He wanted to make sure she understood. “Well, that is all for 

now. I must go shower and get ready as my granddaughter will be here soon.  Mandy, You are in 

my heart. I wish many smiles for you!” 

On his death bed, two-and-a-half years later, he got schemed by one of his lady friends. 

We had no way of distinguishing them. None of them had names. My lady friend this, my lady 

friend that. One of them had a daughter my father watched on weekends. An addict who couldn’t 
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afford childcare, I think it was her. I don’t know how she got the checkbook, but in his final 

weeks I open his mail to find the scans from the bank, the memo fields with generic labels. Car 

payment, in a woman's curlicue handwriting, $642. Rent, $850. Loan, $1,300. Over five grand 

total. We mention it the next day in the hospital and he knows, somehow, but doesn’t care to 

recoup any of it. Kelly asks why and he tells us not to worry about it--it doesn’t matter--but for a 

while we do. We consider pressing charges.  

 

So Funny 

Remember what he said at the movies? my sister says. About the women? Thirty of them?     

I don’t know when this talk took place, or how—maybe a week after the movie, maybe 

over the phone—but I do remember the words, almost verbatim.  

Yeah, I know, I say.   

She never noticed cues much—in this case, that I said “I know.” Which meant, Yes, I 

know, you don’t have to explain, I know everything you’re about to say. But it was such a 

foreign concept for her, what she had witnessed in that theater. By the time it happened, it was 

only natural to me. My father had taught me the rule long ago without my even noticing.  

But wasn’t that so funny? she asks.  

Yeah, I know.  

The reason it was so funny was that he’d never said a word about any of them until that 

point.  

I mean, you could tell by his tone that he didn’t want to talk about it, she said. But why 

would he say thirty if he didn’t want to talk about it? 

Yeah. I think he wanted to talk about it, I said, but didn’t want us to think he did. It’s like 

he wanted us to force it out of him.  
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I know! she said. Isn’t that so funny? 

 

Smoking 

If we graduate high school without ever smoking a cigarette, the deal went, my two sisters and I 

get a grand each. They could be called the old days—when he’d make such an offer—the days of 

the real dad we’d later recall, back when he wore those aviator glasses.  

They smoke one time because it’s cool, I can hear him, then they can’t stop for the rest of 

their lives. But if they never started, they’d never know what they were missing. It makes no 

sense, the logic of it—you start because your friends are doing it, you see it on TV, then you’re 

addicted for the rest of your life, which is gonna be 20 years shorter now because you have lung 

cancer. And the chuckle of disbelief, of absurdity.  

Kelly graduates a year before Chrissy and becomes a thousand dollars richer—Kelly, the 

overachiever, trophies on her dresser. Well, I put Kelly’s money in her bank account today, as we 

eat dinner, advertising his system to me and Chrissy. When he finds Marlboro Lights in 

Chrissy’s dresser she tells him she’s holding them for a friend, along with the vodka he found 

under her bed. He doesn’t punish her, but reverses the offer, says she can have the money if she 

quits by graduation and she never does.  

In twelve years they’ll be living together--her boyfriend will have kicked her out for her 

drinking, and in she’ll move with my father where she can drink and smoke as much as she 

wants because now she’s not the one with the problem.  

 
As Kelly graduates, my parents separate. I’m thirteen. It’s for the best, he says. From my 

mother’s wailing and his stony face I figure he doesn’t like her anymore. Instead of coming 
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home every night, he will stop over after work on Wednesdays and weekends. Then, just 

weekends, which turns into every other weekend. Etcetera.  

Before the moving out, what is clear is that our house plays by the rules, that it has rules, 

the kind against smoking, that ours is a house with hot meals, four bedrooms and a neat lawn, a 

lawnmower and fertilizer, the tire swing in the back, encyclopedias on the bookshelf, a boxy 

Macintosh computer. A fire extinguisher in the pantry and smoke detectors in all the rooms, a 

daughter, breaking the rules, smoking in hers. 

Just before I graduate, kids in the parking lot after school ask if I have a cigarette, and I 

say I don’t smoke. It would’ve been like calling an old friend for a favor, though, one I hadn’t 

seen in too long. Awkward, you could say, to remind him of the deal, to ignore the distance that 

had canyon’d between us and pretend the father-son bedrock had not been splitting over the past 

five years. I was in middle school, my mother says, when he started to change, became distant. 

By then he had new glasses, heavy golden frames, but it wasn’t until college that I’d notice 

anything—my aunt will describe him when he shows up halfway through her Christmas dinner 

as haggard, and I will know the unshaven face she’s talking about, the golf shirt that was tucked 

in but has come out, wrinkled around the waist, and onto the couch he goes, coughing, knocking 

his knees together. When it’s time for dessert someone asks where he went, and they find him 

back on the couch, asleep, using the couch’s arm as a pillow.  

If a classmate in high school mentioned his father the rockhead, Your father the what? I 

would have said. Your father the who? What does that mean? If he told me the story I’d say the 

guy must’ve been a bastard, a flop. I’d say he probably shat all over his kids, that he was not 

only no good, but never any good, a bad egg, rather than rotten. If I heard the story now, I 

wouldn’t say anything. I wouldn’t know any more about the guy than if any other descriptor 
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were substituted for rockhead—his father with a beard, or glasses, his father who played golf on 

the weekends, his father who was meticulous with his lawn.  

 

Wolf Man, part II 

Most of the details about the Wolf Man prank are foggy, but I do remember that girl asking me 

whether it was my dad, and me wanting nothing more than to believe it when I said yes. The fear 

was extinguished when he came through the front door moments later as himself, but in the 

preceding minutes, I remember a twinge of real fear.  

The morning after, my father sat on the couch with his paper. I told you, there is no Wolf 

Man, he tells my sisters, who are writhing with delight, pleading with him to admit his prank. 

But he never budges: I don’t understand--what Wolf Man? My father gives me a look--somehow 

I am in on the joke--and I can only smile as my sisters plead. 

 
These are the days my father teaches me about the world, the days I observe the logic that will 

provide for future decades. This morning, I see that my father will take this prank to the grave. I 

start to see the bargain my father has long understood. If he admits nothing, then he never did it. 

With only time and silence, the universe will pay him back, and the trick will be like a star, a 

coordinate that will always be there. It is like any other Saturday. There he is with his coffee 

mug, his feet up, engrossed in his paper.  

To this day, I still don’t know how my father did it. Where he changed into that flannel 

shirt, pulled that stocking over his face, tied that barber’s cape around his neck--probably the 

garage. The planning was immaculate, though. It was such a brief encounter, such chaos for 

those few moments, and when my father re-entered the house as himself, there was the jug of 

milk in his hand, as if he had just gone for milk.  



85 
 

What I remember is the chaos--the girls screaming as he circled the house, flashing his ax 

in the windows. How they scattered into closets, shrieking, the laundry room, the basement.  

My mother played along to heighten the fun. I think he’s gone, she says. Let’s see.  

    And as the girls creep up to the window, up he pops with his ax, roaring and grumbling, 

pounding on the pane--and the game continues--into the closets they scatter, screeching, 

giggling. 

    At five years old, it was hard to know their terror was only a game.  

 
When the Wolf Man broke through the front door, I’d been locked in the master bedroom with 

some of the girls. We could hear him climbing the stairs, hollering at the door, pounding. As he 

tried the knob we huddled in the corner, the girls, reenacting screams from movies they’d seen, 

me, covering my ears.  

After a minute he retreats--we hear his boots descend the stairs, the back door open, and 

we move to the window.  

A man in a red flannel shirt and wool hat, looking up in the floodlight, waving his ax, a 

stocking over his face. It could have been anyone--his face, just a roaring mass of dark brown. 

I’ll get you kids, he grumbles.  

And then off he floats, past the tree fort, the treeline, dissolving into the dark.  

We exit the bedroom, and one of the girls stops me at the top of the stairs, takes my 

shoulders and stoops down, panting:  

Ryan, was that really the Wolf Man or was it your dad? 
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Part 2 
 

Avid World Traveler 

There’s a song my father would sing, but only on hot pavement.  

In the summers my family spent weekends at my grandmother’s shore house in 

Wildwood Crest, and every afternoon we’d walk barefoot to the beach--my father to read his 

crime novels with his feet buried in the sand, and me to boogie board in the waves. The sidewalk 

was cool enough, but to get to the ocean, there were no less than three streets to traverse.  

Ouu ee, ouu ah ah, ting tang, walla walla bing bang! he sang, dancing over the asphalt, 

his beach chair in one arm, a cooler in the other, singing. With just my boogie board, I could 

always prance ahead of him. And it became a game: at every corner we paused, looking at each 

other, and then made a dash for it. 

I remember the exhilaration of flying on the balls of my feet over that hot tar, and then 

the relief of making it to the other side--the amusement of watching him from the other side, 

juggling all of our equipment as he sung that stupid song.  

I remember those amber aviator frames he wore, and those clip-on shades. Everything 

about him was so 80s--his shades, the perfect complement to his mustache, and the visor he 

wore, his opened button-down shirt and that too-short, blue bathing suit with green stripes 

running down the side.  

That’s what we’d sing when I was a kid. Whenever you’re walking on something hot, 

that’s what you gotta sing--it helps, he explained on the sidewalk. Ouu ee, ouu ah ah, ting tang, 

walla walla bing bang!--ouu ah, ting-tang, walla walla bing bang!--You try it.  
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Ouu ee, I would begin, but then mash the rest into a mess of syllables--ting tang bing 

bang bing. The song was too fast and intricate for me, but always caught my attention--it was a 

glimpse into his childhood, what it was like when he was my age. 

Atlantic Avenue was the last road to cross, the last crucible before our feet met the sand, 

that heavenly podiatric oasis.  

Almost there, he’d say, looking down at me. Ready?  

 
That my father was one of eight children never struck me as noteworthy--this many children was 

common in those days--but it’s been said that in dysfunctional families, children have been 

known to take on roles. There’s the Caretaker, who acts as a surrogate parent; the Rebel, who 

takes the blame for the family’s problems; the Mascot, who with comedy diverts attention away 

from dysfunction. I can see some of my aunts and uncles filling these roles, but also there’s the 

Lost Child. The quiet one. The one who tries only not to add to the family’s problems by 

remaining inconspicuous and exceeding expectations. As the fourth of eight kids, it was easy for 

my father to blend in.  

When he did something, he did it right, my mother says. His mother always said that. She 

said he was the only one of his siblings who took the trash out good or made his bed neat. She 

never had to remind him to do whatever chore he was responsible for...like when it was his turn 

to cut the grass. He would always go up and do his homework without being told, whereas she 

would say Tom and Kathy--they never wanted to do their homework.  

It’s easy for me to imagine my father as this child because it had been my role, too. I 

know what it feels like. When you see your siblings failing your parents, the idea is to earn their 

praise simply by falling in line, doing your chores even before you’re asked.  
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It’s not that the family was terribly dysfunctional, though both of his parents did like to 

drink-- “borderline alcoholics,” my mother says. My father would always have to get them a 

drink when they came over, regardless of the time of day. Neither parent was abusive, though 

even without being alcoholics, it would have been difficult to run a fully functional family of ten. 

When my grandmother was still a homemaker, staying home every day with the kids, she would 

sometimes stay at a relative’s on the weekends to take a “break” from the kids, my mother 

explained--and my grandfather would end up making Jim change the diapers, feed his siblings. 

As a result, Jim was angry with my grandfather for decades. In any case, if my father was the 

Lost Child, Jim was the Caretaker.  

Today, it seems that each sibling--with the exception of my father--has grown up with 

varying degrees of alcoholism, though none ever developed a drug problem (again, of course, 

with the exception of my father). On one end of the spectrum was Uncle Jim, who for decades 

attended AA after returning from Vietnam. The other siblings fall somewhere closer to the 

middle of the spectrum, though at any family gathering, alcohol needs always to be the main 

staple. At the other end of the spectrum was my father. I remember Dad always going for the 

junk food at those family reunions, my mother says, whereas his brothers and sisters went 

straight for the liquor. Even to this day, I can’t recall my father ever having one beer at home--

except perhaps if we’d been hosting some family function.  

 
As a child, his family crammed themselves into a wood-paneled station wagon and moved from 

Brooklyn to south Jersey (but remained Dodger fans) so that my grandfather could work for the 

state tax department in Trenton. His family had been typical, one with a father who’d been to 

World War II, who returned home to marry and father eight children. His mother worked off and 

on as a secretary, also for the state. They lived in the suburbs, and all of the expected pictures 
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were taken: on the lawn in Sunday clothes, or at Christmas, all of the children sitting on the 

staircase, tinsel on the banister. There was an older brother--Uncle Jim--in Vietnam. 

My father didn’t talk much of his childhood, but I have no reason to believe it wasn’t 

happy. I remember him describing to me once what a “pick-up game” was. When I was kid, he 

said, all the neighborhood kids would just go out to the fields after school, and you know, we’d 

bring our gloves and bats and balls, and whoever was there, we’d just form teams and start 

playing. And that was all, we’d just play until it got dark, and then go home and eat dinner. And 

I could tell that he was nostalgic about it, sad that the only baseball I played was in a league.  

And just like the “hot pavement” song, there were other songs from his childhood he’d 

sing in certain situations. Camp Granada was the rain song. Sitting at a red light, each of us 

staring out the streaming windows--Hello muddah, he’d begin, Hello fadduh…. I had no idea 

what he was talking about. It seemed to make sense to him, though, connect him to something 

from his childhood.  

As a teenager he worked at Robert Hall department store and the Fox movie theater--two 

institutions that, with his songs, are now long gone. When he died I found paystubs from every 

job he’d worked in those years, neatly categorized, notecards in between certain stubs that said 

Vacation Time with dates, to explain the gap in pay. In those years he knew nothing of how his 

life would turn out--only that he wanted to study business at Drexel. After completing a co-op 

for college credit, he answered a question on its evaluation form: 

 
Presently, I am...undecided as to exactly what my career objective is. 
I am still interested in a career in either Data Processing or 
Accounting. As of now, I have not received sufficient education in 
either of the two fields to have a thorough understanding of exactly 
what type of work is involved in both fields. However, my working 
experience at General Accident has increased my interest in the Data 
Processing field and it will certainly influence my decision on a 
career in the near future.  
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Two years later, 1976, he would do another co-op with a chemical company called Rohm 

and Haas. His supervisor would write on his evaluation:  

 
Very mature and responsible. Pat perceives and understands a task very well, asks 
appropriate questions and uses good judgment…. He approaches menial and difficult tasks 
with a high level of enthusiasm and industry. Achieves excellent results. High aptitude for 
computer programming. Have recommended employee for permanent hire upon his 
graduation.  

 
At the time, he knew nothing of what the next thirty years would feel like, but when the 

job offer came in, he felt the cusp of something great--his adult life, beginning.  

 
In episode one of Breaking Bad, we learn what it’s called when a square adult suddenly changes 

his mind--he breaks bad. And then we learn the story of this man, Walter White, the 

underappreciated, shat-upon high school chemistry teacher who’s diagnosed with cancer and 

takes to selling meth in order to leave his family with money. But in the end we learn this had 

never been his motivation. He’d been a master meth cook--the best in the country--became king 

of an empire, and what had been driving him was the prospect of being good at something before 

he died--revered, finally, for his genius.  

This was not my father’s story. My father had been good at plenty, especially at his job. 

The adult he turned into was everything you might expect of a Lost Child. For thirty years he 

made a name for himself, his company’s top analyst. At his funeral, his coworkers explained to 

me how it was. He taught himself aspects of the job far beyond anyone’s expectations, they said. 

They told me he was the easy-going, quiet man who made a habit of saving the day and then 

getting back to work. When nobody else could figure out the problem, they brought it to the top 

floor, knocked on my father’s door. They’d thank him again on his way out that night, and he 

would just smile and nod, tell them, See you tomorrow.  
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It’s hard to say that my father smoked crack because he was a Lost Child--that being 

quiet and doing his homework caused him to lose it four decades later. But it’s easier to imagine 

that having been a Lost Child, he’d gotten used to blending in and avoiding attention--tucking in 

his shirt and keeping his hair combed. Where Walter felt unappreciated at his job, I have to think 

my father felt unappreciated as a person--at work, people knew him only professionally. No one 

knew his empty apartment, no one saw him without his suit and tie. I have to think that all those 

years of blending in, remaining hidden, made him curious about something more dangerous, 

more rewarding. I see now it was never a deliberate descent, only some vulnerability that sooner 

or later folded in on itself.  

An outsider could think of my father as a cliche--the business exec who gets carried away 

with drugs and women. Who was only blowing off steam and got too caught up in it. But I know 

my father. It was not the case of getting carried away or caught up in it. He never liked to party, 

never even drank much.  

Because there was the crack, but also the lifestyle. And as I saw the kinds of excuses he 

wanted to use, I saw that he liked the lifestyle--the friends, the parties, the attention from dealers. 

This was all very different than the life he knew, the life he thought he was stuck with. Not long 

after his first relapse, he claimed that he’d failed because he wasn’t a “cold turkey kind of 

person.” Instead, he needed to wean himself off. He’d be done with it for good by the end of 

September, he said in August.  

People, places, and things, they say, get rid of them all if you want to get clean. Change 

your phone number, move into a new apartment. These things are easy to change: you cannot be 

addicted to a phone number, or an apartment. But my father never moved, and it wasn’t until a 

year after the intervention that he submitted to our request to change his phone number--and 
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when he was dying in the hospital I noticed that his new phone still had all the same contacts, 

Bird and Puff and Dee, they were all there, and the girls, Summer and Candy and all the rest.  

 
Some of the difficulty of being the son had been the difficulty of storytelling--of making sense of 

what it means to break bad, to work so hard for so long only to trade everything in for cheap 

thrills. At the time, I told myself only small, helpful stories because I didn’t know how the story 

would end. Narcotics Anonymous works--this was a story. It works if you work it so work it 

'cause you're worth it, they said--this was another story. A man at the meeting stands up, tells the 

story of his twelve years clean after using for fourteen, and I remember the story to tell myself 

over and over.   

Even when he died, I still wasn’t sure how the story had ended, what any of it had meant. 

I thought of how he was when I was young, the songs he would sung--on hot pavement, and 

when it rained--and how I took them as proof that he was good and wholesome and would end 

his days the same way. I remember putting his obituary in my wallet, wanting to think it held 

some truth, even if I couldn’t know it. Seventy-seven words were devoted to the date of his death 

and his survivors. Fifty-four to give details about the service. Sixteen went to his life story: Mr. 

Flanagan was a long time employee of Rohm & Haas and an avid world traveler.  

The sentence had been written a few days earlier, the morning after his death. I was in a 

funeral home, a woman in front of me, asking about the wording for the obituary. And it felt as 

though she were asking for his story--how best to sum up the story of this man’s life. My sisters 

and I looked at each other, our eyes communicating the conundrum of how to sum up all that had 

transpired in the preceding decades. Eventually she started asking about his interests, thinking 

out loud, suggesting generic lines from other obituaries she’d written. You said he traveled a lot, 

should we say he was an avid world traveler?--and we nodded, yes, that would be fine.  
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Quiet 

When my mother speaks of my father now, there is no wonder in her voice. She touches only on 

specific items--this phrase he used to say, or that thing he did once at a party. She mentions it 

because of something on TV, or something I said that reminded her, and the memory is dropped. 

I can see she’s not concerned with those latter years, and doesn’t attempt to understand: they 

were separate and distinct from her life with him, for someone else to worry about. 

In the time my mother had known him, my father passed through three lives. The first ten 

years: the wonder years. Followed by another six during which his personality changed, she says. 

And these, followed by his moving out, and the darker, isolated decade to come. Now, my 

mother says “was always” when talking about my father. He was the first one on the street to buy 

a VHS camcorder when everyone else was still buying Betamax, which was on its way out--Dad 

was always smart about things like that, she says. And when I hear these two words, was always, 

I know she’s talking about that first life. 

He was always very quiet in the early days, she remembers. I remember thinking when I 

first met him that he was not my type. He seemed too smart and serious for me. A little nerdy. He 

came home from work and ate and went in the living room to read the paper and watch the news. 

I think being a programmer, he didn't have to talk much. As time went on I admired his 

intelligence and realized what a nice guy he was and how caring he was. He was especially good 

to Kelly. No other man I had dated cared two hoots for Kelly. When he found out that I didn't 

have health insurance he insisted on getting it and even offered to pay for it. He wore big glasses 

and baggy khaki pants most of the time.  

For years I had grown up with the word quiet, and I always assumed this was a desirable 

quality. I was always so quiet, said my teachers to my parents, meaning I wasn’t a troublemaker. 
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But quiet was also the word that linked me to my father. After my mother put the perm rods in 

her customers’ hair, she would bring them up from the basement into the kitchen for coffee and 

biscotti. I remember that chemical smell, pungent and sharp in my nose, and they talked about 

me in third person as I played on the family room floor. The story went that Kelly took after my 

mother’s first husband--constantly needed attention--but Ryan, he’s like Pat, you know, he’s 

quiet, he’ll just sit there and play with his blocks.  

In regard to my father, quiet didn’t mean shy. It meant only that he was never more social 

than necessary--though I don’t know that people understood the reason why, even my mother. 

Perhaps especially my mother.  

When we first moved into the Trent Road house, the Murrays and McCarts and 

Haverkamps used to have us over a lot on Saturday nights. But as the years went by for some 

reason he didn't want to go anymore. Even at the pool--sometimes I forced him to go to the pool 

because all my lady friends and their husbands were there, but he was very unsociable with 

them. He would sit off to the side and read. I used to think, Why does he like those books so 

much?   

For my father, speaking was only a tool, a way to navigate the world, never an end in 

itself. All social interactions were seen in terms of their potential benefits--never done only for 

the sake of socializing. My father wasn’t a regular anywhere, didn’t know any waitresses by 

name--never talked to my friends’ parents for longer than he had to, never struck up 

conversations with strangers. My mother went to dinner with friends, but my father saw no 

tangible good in unpredictable social situations. Rather, he banked all social needs on a few 

select people--his family. He took pleasure in doing, rather than interacting. He saw purpose in 
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activities--when he moved out, he bought expensive hiking boots and a Cannondale bike, and we 

took a rafting trip once, and one time he took pilot lessons on a Cessna. 

I remember our first date, my mother continues. He came in for a haircut for the first 

time because his friend Ron Pollock who I regularly cut his hair told him about me. I was not 

interested in Dad that day and told him I was taking care of Granny, but he then came in again 

about a month later to get another haircut and asked to go to dinner so I said yes. He picked me 

up at Granny's because I left Kelly there and he left Chrissy at Bratelli's, which was convenient 

because they only lived about a mile from each other. I remember thinking, Why does he have 

that little car? It was a Toyota. It was a Saturday night and he took me to a steak place on the 

Black Horse Pike. He hardly ate anything from his plate. He seemed nervous and uncomfortable. 

He told me about Chrissy and the situation of what happened to his first wife. He told me he was 

living with Aunt Kathy but really wanted to get a place of his own.  

“The situation of what happened to his first wife” was that she died while giving birth to 

Chrissy, only six months earlier. I would later find out that he was notoriously quiet about the 

whole incident--never talked to anyone about it.  

He also told me about what he did at Rohm & Haas. I really wasn't excited about him or 

impressed with his job. I didn't know what that was. At the end of the night he dropped me off at 

my house which was in Hilltop. He left me off in the driveway but got out of the car and gave me 

a kiss goodnight. He seemed very shy and awkward. I think he called about a week later and 

wanted to take Kelly out with me on the next date. I liked that and said OK. He continued to call, 

and I started to like him more.  

I have to think now that what my father wanted then was no different than what he 

wanted in his latter years--not a social network, not friends--just one person. But this one person 
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needed to understand him, and completely, and his life would be a charade no more. In a world 

in which he pretended in front of family and co-workers that he was happy, that his life had 

meaning, the remedy was just one person around whom it actually did have meaning, who he 

was relieved to see when he came home, who knew him intuitively, understood for example why 

he might be less than talkative. Just as my mother couldn’t understand his work, nor could she 

understand his inner workings. In his final years, his money afforded him plenty of friends to 

smoke with, women to sleep with, but I have to think they were only escape mechanisms, ways 

of tricking himself into believing he had what he needed--if his body believed it, maybe the 

problem would go away. 

Sometimes I had a haircut to do at night. Dad hated having my customers come in when 

he was home so I tried not to do too many at night. In the earlier years of our marriage, Dad 

would be doing some project around the house like he made the shop in the basement for me. But 

then he’d want to go to parties at work. Like he would say somebody was retiring and they were 

taking him out for dinner. It was strange because it seemed to be happening frequently. He was 

jogging more than ever and buying lots of new clothes. But in the last few years of our marriage 

his personality really changed. He became cold, extra quiet, and withdrawn.  

A few coordinates remain in her head. Days after I ask about my father, certain moments 

surface, and she mentions them. For example, she says out of nowhere, I remember sitting next 

to him on the toilet as he was shaving--I mean, for years I did that, just to talk about dinner that 

night or the weekend or whatever--and then I remember one morning I asked him some trivial 

thing and he stopped and looked at me and said, Do you have to sit there every morning? And I 

was like, shocked.  
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There was another time, she said, at one of the get-togethers with his siblings when 

everyone decided they should all go drinking at some tavern in the city for their next get-

together. And my father, knowing my mother, leaned over to her and whispered that they 

wouldn’t go if she didn’t want to--and this made her feel so good, she said, so cared for. But she 

uses this now as a point of contrast. Soon he would neglect to make such gestures. Soon there 

would be the golden trademarks of the failing marriage--no longer would he kiss her before 

business trips. No longer would he settle for the old shirts in his closet, but instead came home in 

new ones, every week.  

After he moved out, he dated a woman from work named Linda. They happened to have 

gone to high school together. There was speculation that this is why he left my mother, but their 

relationship lasted only months--or so I thought at the time. I found vacation pictures from 

Puerto Rico: her in a pink bikini dipping her toe into the hotel pool. After their break-up, they 

remained friends because they ran into each other at work. Then another woman, Barbara, and 

another, and I am sure he had it in his head that he’d find the one, the woman he was supposed to 

have been married to all along. He’d agreed with my mother that they’d married for the wrong 

reasons, and now was his chance to marry for the right reasons.  

For me, quiet is now a word that describes people who might work like my father. My 

father was not a leader, but someone who smiled and fulfilled his daily obligations, working out 

his problems on his own time--not only to avoid burdening others, but also because all problems 

are problems of logic, and one should be able to solve them alone. He did ask for help, however, 

once his problem became undeniable. I think he got scared, and Linda was who he thought of. 

She’d been the closest he ever came to finding the one--she’d known him since high school, 

longer than either of his wives.  
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Much earlier, just after the intervention, he told me he was thinking of telling her about 

his problem. He said that maybe he would ask her to dinner, just as friends, and he would tell 

her, and maybe her support would help him, motivate him to get clean--but I could tell he was 

nervous about it. He wasn’t sure how she would react. I don’t think it was the support he wanted. 

I think the hope was that he wouldn’t need to explain himself--that without needing to justify 

anything, she might have understood.  

 
Scarecrow  

I always thought it awkward, that picture of my father dressed as the Scarecrow from the Wizard 

of Oz--my mother, next to him, as Dorothy--the other neighborhood parents in the background. 

Awkward I think because my father was never friends with our neighbors, only linked to them 

through my mother. Awkward because he not only had to talk to them, but talk to them in a 

straw hat and suspenders and jeans with oversized, cartoonish patches pinned over the knees. 

Even before my mother confirmed it, I would have guessed she had forced him to go.  

This was not a picture I saw recently, but long ago, one I couldn’t forget. I asked my 

mother about what my father was like that night--and weeks later there is a package in my 

mailbox, some bulging manila envelope.  

Since the party, twenty-eight years have gone by. Almost three decades. The 

Haverkamps, the hosts, have long since moved back to Kansas but are still in touch with my 

mother. I was friends with their son, Derek, but lost contact long ago. Mr. Haverkamp, though--

how eager he was to send me this footage from the party when he heard that I was curious about 

it. My mother had asked his wife something about it in an email, and then this mysterious 

envelope, twenty-eight years afterward, waiting for me in my mailbox.  
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Before my father came into view, there was only the din of the party, a bunch of adults 

standing around a kitchen with cocktails. And then his voice, coming through the din, his 

nervous laughter. I couldn’t make out his words, but his voice was still perfectly familiar, even if 

I hadn’t heard it in years.  

We see him in his flannel shirt, thirty-two years old, a bandana around his neck with hay 

coming out, and his belt made of rope, his one hand holding a beer bottle, the other half-inserted 

into his pocket, unsure what to do with it. His mustache was almost bushy, and he stood at the 

edge of the group, smiling, but not at anything in particular.  

Two of the fathers, one of whom is taking the movie, joke around and smoke cigarettes, 

tapping butts in an ashtray on top of the refrigerator, and I have to wonder if they even know my 

father, the non-smoker at the other end of the kitchen, at my mother’s side.  

The video reminds me that my father did indeed love jokes, but that his humor was of a 

very different brand. His jokes were not witty and spontaneous, but careful and planned, and 

often: silent. At one point, the camera happens to capture one of the wives bending over as her 

costume falls apart, revealing her backside for a second, her underwear. Mr. Murray, one of the 

smokers, quips: Oh! Did you get that on camera? Good thing you had a WIDE-ANGLE lens on 

that!--and everyone laughs.  

My father also told a joke that night, but not in so many words. A joke that could be 

controlled, that did not depend on chance. Later in the video, there are party games. Pass the 

balloon under the chin. A “Happy Halloween” banner hangs over the fireplace, a dangling square 

for each letter. Then a game in which a roll of toilet paper sits on the living room floor, hole 

facing up, and everyone ties a string to their waist with a tinfoil “turd” attached to it, and the idea 

is to see who can drop the turd into the hole in the least amount of time--a simulation of what 
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happens on the toilet. When my father finally executes the task, the time is called, but then he 

proceeds to whisk a newspaper from under his sleeve and read it, as if actually on a toilet, and 

everyone laughs, and my father continues sitting there, as if actually reading.  

My mother didn’t force him to go, she says, but nor did he want to go. Knowing my 

father, I guess that he knew she wanted to go, and so didn’t put up much of a fight--for her sake. 

I could understand Dad not wanting to go to the Halloween party because of having to wear a 

silly costume, my mother explains, but Dad was always cordial in those days, although he was a 

little more quiet than most of the others. Everyone went for the heavy liquor...Dad used to eat the 

pizza and pigged out on the desserts. I forgot Mrs. Haverkamp was a Milk Maid and kept 

squirting whipped cream at the men. When she squirted Dad he was a good sport, and I 

remember him grabbing the can and squirting her. Everybody roared.  

But why was Mr. Haverkamp so eager to send me this footage? I happen to also make an 

appearance in the video--my three-year-old self. I am shown briefly, running around with Derek 

before we disappear into the basement. But now I can see my thirty-one-year old reflection in the 

TV screen as I watch. Did Mr. Haverkamp know that I would watch with such intensity, with 

such purpose?  

When I see my father standing there, he seems at home in that flannel, but also nervous--

in someone else’s home. I don’t know why he chose the Scarecrow, but I am sure it appealed to 

his sense of practicality, efficiency. Of the Tin Man, Lion, and Scarecrow, the latter required the 

least effort, and he had all the materials: he wore his same old jeans, used rope from the garage 

as a belt. But also I have to think now the familiarity put him at ease, a way to convince himself 

he wasn’t really dressing up, wasn’t in fact part of the silliness. It’s interesting that the two 

costumes my father wore in his adult life (the Scarecrow and the Wolf Man) required the same 
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basic element: that flannel shirt--a tie to his essential nature, a way to anchor himself, as if afraid 

of what might happen if he gave himself to the make-believe.  

 
 

Tireless Worker  

 
1995 

 
Pat did an excellent job...excellent rapport with and was very well respected by his 
customers…. Customers as well as IT management always felt confident that Pat would 
find a solution to any problem, and he almost always did.  
 
While Pat’s performance has been excellent, there is one dimension of performance that 
needs to be worked on: he needs to develop stronger leadership skills. Owen Evans, 
Robert Dutrey and I have independently come to the same conclusion that Pat tends to 
work quietly in the background, responding to problems or requests, but does not take the 
lead in managing problems. Pat seems not to exert much influence on others in the sense 
of steering a group in some direction he thinks they should go, avoiding conflict even when 
he disagrees. 
 

1999 
 
Pat carefully explains the “big picture” to his subordinates and helps them see how their 
work fits in. Pat needs to be somewhat more forceful and generate more enthusiasm among 
his subordinates. His communication style is viewed as being honest and straightforward 
but he sometimes shies away from difficult communications.  
 

2002 
 
Pat is a good team member, highly reliable, high integrity and with profound respect for 
other employees. It is a pleasure to work with Pat...I appreciate that he does not “play office 
politics” and has his focus clearly on doing what is necessary to get the job done.  
 
Pat needs to be more assertive...he would be more effective if he could actively use 
persuasion and influence to bring the organisation with him. He gives the appearance of 
lacking decisiveness. He should always be looking to update both parties with progress, 
good and bad news. If there is a difficult message to get across, it is best to confront it in a 
constructive manner rather than delaying, watering it down, etc.  
 

2004 
 
Skills in working with people--engaging manner, always ready to help, inspires trust. Sought 
out by peers for technical advice. Always meets deadlines. Quiet, tireless worker.  
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When There Was a Plan to Believe In  

The chandeliers in the lobby of his office building I remember because of how they sparkled, 

how the translucent cylinders hung like luminous icicles and seemed to have spanned the entire 

ceiling, and how it seemed they were just aching to come crashing down. I was sure they were 

priceless.  

But what I cherish about that day was that feeling I seem to have forgotten, of walking 

with him in the twilight--not the early morning feeling itself, but that early morning feeling with 

him--it was a weekend morning, the city, sleeping in. The belief that my father was one step 

ahead of the others, and the feeling that I was therefore privileged to be in his company.  

Walking down Market Street from the parking garage to his building when the city 

seemed abandoned, only a street sweeper, the homeless man who held the door for us at the 

donut shop. My father needed his coffee, and for me, a donut. I had been young enough still to 

disregard the glaze that would leave my fingers sticky.  

My father was quick to wash my hands as we stepped off the elevator. We were about to 

enter his office, and he would show me a new program called Microsoft Paint to keep me busy. I 

still have the picture he took that day, me looking up from his clunky, almost yellow computer, 

his Post-It notes on the wall behind me, the countless binders on the shelves above me.  

 
Early on, I believed that my family was better off than other families, not because of money, but 

because my father knew tricks. We left baseball games in the eighth inning to beat the traffic, 

escaping the parking lot before gridlock. We used fishing rods to fly kites on the beach because it 

was easier to let the kites out, reel them in. And also, my father woke up early some weekends 

and went to work when everyone else was sleeping.  
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There were a thousand tricks like this, and I understood at an early age that, number one, 

other families didn’t know them, and number two, my father was responsible. My mother says 

today that coffee looked so good when my father was up early on a weekend--in his flannel robe, 

the steam rising from it--and somehow I know what she means, that the coffee wasn’t just coffee, 

but part of some private, holy ritual that was my father’s alone--something that allowed him his 

special powers. 

There was the feeling that it was all taken care of, whatever went on at work, and that our 

only job was to enjoy him when he came home. We were sure he knew what he was doing, and 

also that he was the boss of other people. He knew all the tricks--we knew this, but nothing about 

the work itself. We kids were too young to care, and though he explained the gist of it to my 

mother, she’d been a hairdresser all her life. She understood a promotion or performance review, 

but the more nuanced, technical problems from work, he took to bed himself.  

    “How’d your day go?” she would ask. 

    “You’re my dago,” was his reply--a play on my mother’s Italian blood, and afterward he’d 

kiss her hello, what’s for dinner?  

When he came home at night, we felt only a kind of completion, all members of the 

family, now present. I remember my mother massaging his shoulders at the kitchen table in his 

undershirt, how he’d roll his head with his eyes closed, and thinking he was tired, yes, but for the 

rest of the night, ours.  

Sometimes after dinner, I suppose from my excess energy that needed burning, I made a 

habit of attacking his leg on his way to the recliner. Most of the time he would only half indulge 

me, but sometimes: put down his coffee, roll up his sleeves, take off his glasses. When the 

glasses came off, I knew I had accomplished my goal.  
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Crouching, his hands poised like a wrestler’s, Are--you--ready--to--die? he would 

grumble in his monster-dad voice.  

This was the phrase, and when I heard it, I could feel only the thrill of knowing the 

switch had been flipped, that he was no longer just Dad, but some monstrous, angry version of 

him--and also: that he was now ready to take this wrestling match as seriously as I was. When he 

took the time to move the coffee table, opening up the whole family room floor as our arena, the 

thrill was only amplified, his attention, firmly mine.  

That it was necessary the match go on until one of us pinned the other for three seconds 

was well known--or, until one of us said “uncle.” This was the more shameful defeat, but often, 

due to my strength, the defeat that found my father. 

 
He understood his place in both worlds, and so rarely talked about work at home. But I 

remember seeing those notepads on our computer desk, his own private shorthand, just acronyms 

and arrows. It was clear that he understood something we didn’t, something we never would.  

One of the things I found after he died was his handwritten list on a yellow legal pad of 

salary increases. He worked on the top floor of a Center City building that had dazzling 

chandeliers in the lobby, and it seems reasonable that at the time he thought life would continue 

on like this, that he could keep recording these raises and keeping ahead of the masses and 

excelling on the performance reviews and one day retire with that motor home:  

 
1988  

 
Pat has just completed his first year as a team leader and his performance went beyond all 
expectations. He has exceeded in all aspects of his job. greatly respected by his fellow workers. 
 

1989  
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Pat’s performance in 1989 was outstanding. Pat works very hard and often comes in on 
weekends to make up for the work he has been unable to get to because of the heavy 
workload…. Pat also willingly takes on additional assignments whenever he is asked to do so. 
Special note is taken of the his excellent technical skills.  
 

Self-Assessment, 1990  
 
First of all, I look at what I do as a career, and not just something I do to 
make money. I enjoy the nature of my work. My current long range goal is to 
stay involved with Information Technology. I enjoy working in a field where 
technology is always evolving and providing a variety of technical and 
business challenges. I like learning new things. I sometimes have a concern 
that the variety of technical skills required reaches the point that I can 
only learn enough to get by, without gaining true expertise in any one area, 
such as IDMS-ADS/O, DB2, SAS and FOCUS…the old jack-of-all-trades/master-of-
none dilemma. I try to stay current by reading periodicals and literature. 
 
The quick-paced day-to-day activities does produce a pressure that I’ll 
probably be forced to address some day on a personal vs. professional level. 
I realize some of it is probably self-induced by the fact that I’m concerned 
about our image and trying my best to see the customer is satisfied.  
 

1991  
 
Dear Pat,  
 
We are pleased to award you a special bonus of $2,100. This award is given not only to recognize 
your continued outstanding performance in 1990 but also for some of your other accomplishments 
during the year. I want to cite two projects.... The first is the Product Status Memo for PR&M. This 
project did not even belong to you but because of the personnel losses I asked you to take the project. 
You willingly did so despite your heavy workload…. The second project was the work on several 
systems as mandated by the sale of the Tritons business to Union Carbide. We know how difficult 
and delicate this work was and you brought it off without a hitch…. This is the ultimate compliment 
in my opinion and you should be proud of your accomplishment.  
 
We are going to miss you greatly in Systems Support. Seldom do we have a person make the kind of 
contribution to the group’s success that you have over the past few years. We wish you much success 
in your new assignment with the OPIM team.  
 

                                                                      Yours Truly,  
                                                 Leo   

                                                                         Leo R. Tarkett 
 Manager, Systems Support 
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Along with the salary increases I found another list: family vacations we took during the 80s. 

Disney World, camping in Maine, renting cabins in Virginia. I have to think of these years now 

as a time when his vision of the future was crystallized, when there was a plan to believe in. 

It seems now: it was the believing that had been lost. Not only in the future, but in the 

little things. He believed in organization, for example. I remember our garage--he had all these 

systems--he hung the bicycles from the ceiling so they wouldn’t get in the way. He had a rack for 

the used newspapers, with a spool of twine so it was easy to bundle. When he moved out, things 

fell apart some--my mother put the newspapers in grocery bags and tossed them under the rack 

on the floor because she said it was easier. In the early years, though, it was different. It was only 

a garage, but something he believed in. He liked opening the garage door from down the street 

and being able to pull right in. I remember hearing the door rumbling open--you could hear it 

from anywhere in the house--the feeling of knowing he was home, rushing to the door to watch 

him pull in. And the sputtering of his engine echoing between the garage walls, fan belt ticking 

away--those blinding headlights coming at me, and I knew who was behind them.  

 
It isn’t surprising to me now that I didn’t know about my father’s first wife until I was maybe 

eight. I knew that she was my sister’s real mother, and that something happened between her and 

my father, but I had grown up with the impression that it had been dealt with long ago. I learned 

that she died only by overhearing Chrissy tell this to her friend. It seemed a secret. Why hadn’t 

my father ever told me this? Why did I learn it only from overhearing a phone conversation?  

After his wife died, he moved in with his sister and brother-in-law, who had just bought a 

huge house with cathedral ceilings. There was plenty of room, and they would help him raise my 

sister. But I was surprised when we first started dating and he told me his wife had died just 

months earlier, my mother said. Two years after his wife died, he was married again. She 
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speculates now that he never dealt with her death, and that because my mother had a daughter, 

too, my father was lured by the comfort of an instant family, as he’d later call it.  

Because he never mentioned it, I grew up with the assumption that everything in my 

father’s past was fine. I saw nothing wrong with the general lack of consciousness about it. My 

father never talked much to begin with, but this was especially the case when feelings were 

involved--not in order to be a man, but because what good would it do? The sharing of feelings 

could only burden people.  

Now, I see the same logic in the way he fought with my mother. While my mother’s 

moods were frequent, sharp and fleeting, his bad moods were rare, brooding, and lasted hours. 

My mother had a habit of losing her temper over mole hills, and usually my father simply put up 

with it, but every once in a while, he couldn’t take it. In his rare moments of anger, of actual 

retaliation against my mother, his attacks were surgical, done only when necessary and with a 

calculated goal, never as an outburst, never as an expression of emotion.  

When he’d returned home from business in England with a tin of biscuits that weren’t the 

ones she’d described, she didn’t take it lightly. 

THIS is what you got? she said. Pat! I told you--the ASSORTED biscuits, not the 

SHORTBREAD! I can’t believe this! 

Are you serious? I spent half an hour looking for these--is it that big of a deal? 

But Pat--I specifically TOLD you! Come on, I can’t believe this! 

YOU can’t believe it? I can’t believe it, he said, his voice getting louder.  

Moving into the hallway, my sister and I silently cheered him on. We’d been so used to 

seeing him subjected to her outbursts, it was fulfilling to see him stand up for himself.  
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OK. You don’t want them? he said, angry but controlled. Fine, then you won’t have to eat 

them, he said, opening the silverware drawer.  

What are you doing? she said, seeing the steak knife in his hand. 

But my father could only turn his back as he sawed at the seal on the tin. In desperation, 

my mother tried wresting the tin from his hands, but he kept turning away, at which point their 

feud turned into an upright wrestling match.  

At which point: our feelings turned simply to fear. They’d fought before, but now they 

were engaged in full-body contact--and of course, there was a knife.  

When my father broke free, my mother could only chase after him as he stormed into the 

garage. From the hallway, my sister and I tiptoed after them, entranced by fear.  

To this day I still remember them standing there over that 50-gallon trash can wrestling 

for that red tartan tin of biscuits. My father won, of course, emptying all of those ruffled paper 

cups into the trash. And now you won’t have to give them away as a gift, either, he said. I just 

saved you the trouble.  

Great--perfect! said my mother, marching inside. Throw them away. I don’t want them.  

And that was the end of it. Alone, my father went upstairs to finish unpacking, and my 

mother straightened up the kitchen, thinking out loud so he might hear her: I tell him to bring 

back one Goddamn thing. Does he listen? Can he follow simple Goddamn instructions? 

Later that night, my sister and I tiptoed outside and peered down into the barrel. At the 

bottom, smashed into fragments we saw perfectly good shortbread, the dented tin next to them.  

When I think of these fights, I have to wonder what a feud meant for my father. My 

mother was driven by emotion, but when he retaliated, it was because he couldn’t fathom her 

logic. It seemed that his way of relating to my mother was by understanding her, rather than 
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sharing himself with her. Because he didn’t trust his own feelings--because his world was guided 

by what made sense rather than what he felt--my mother piqued his frustration when she did 

things that were clearly irrational.  

The morning after the shortbread incident, he sat on the couch with his newspaper, and 

my sister asked, What’s wrong with Dad? He’d been quiet all morning. Oh, let him have his 

coffee, my mother said, bringing it to him. Still mad at me? she said, almost smiling. I don’t get 

mad at people. I just get confused by them, he said, returning to his paper. 

And I have to think it was in these moments that things began to sour--when he returned 

to his paper, staring at it but reading nothing, retracting into his private consciousness, his eyes 

glazing over. Wondering to himself: what had happened. How he arrived in this place--and how 

he might get out.  

 
I think of him now as always looking for answers.  

Solving problems, always--and when he’d realized something was wrong between him 

and my mother, it was a problem like any other.  

My father was not well acquainted with who he was, or what he was, and so answers 

were always on the outside. His life seems now a game of constant doing and seeking and 

solving, but looking inward, rarely, if ever. Life was never about knowing himself, but 

understanding how life worked.  

His job was perfect for such a mind, yes--his title was Systems Analyst, which means 

researching and fixing problems with his company’s computer systems--but I have all of his 

notebooks now, filled with numbers and flowcharts and spreadsheets, and I have to wonder if his 

work was ever more meaningful to him than solving a Rubik’s Cube. For meaning, I have to 

think that he looked solely to his family. Years after he sat on that couch wondering how he 
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might get out, I would find an email he wrote to a woman he’d met, explaining this part of his 

life to her: 

As a little background, we had each been married previously. We each brought a 

daughter into our relationship (my oldest daughter is actually my stepdaughter). She had gone 

thru a divorce, and my first wife died tragically when my daughter was born. So we met, dated, 

and had a sense of instant family. In hindsight and with the benefit of counseling in more recent 

years, we realized we married for the wrong reasons – which became much more evident as the 

kids grew up and became more independent. It became clear that although we had a lot in 

common in terms of raising a family, our personal values were quite different and our personal 

relationship was suddenly rocky without a family to raise. So, after the counseling, we reached a 

mutual agreement that a separation was in our best interests. The separation has been 

amicable.... So even though I was on the road a lot, the project that required traveling has ended 

and I have settled into a new job that will require significantly less travel. This gives me an 

opportunity...to focus on the one gap in my life, which is a personal relationship. I have never 

written such personal feelings and information...to someone I have not even met before.  

When I read this, it feels like a confirmation of what was suspected but never articulated 

to us. For a long time, yes, we had been enough, but I imagine the emptiness had been waiting 

for him all the while, that it was only a matter of time before it consumed him. The emptiness 

had been hollowed out unnoticed because he never had any need to look inward--work kept him 

busy during the day, and when he came home, we had been enough.  

When my father first made reference to his “friends,”  it was another sign that he’d 

become embedded in what my sister would later call his little druggie society--another solution 

he’d found, a problem, solved. I was introduced only to one of them, Fallon, but there was also 
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her boyfriend, Matt, and someone he called “B,” and  also Suzie, one of a number of women who 

were kinds of girlfriends to him, but also using him for drugs, money, a place to stay. In one 

case, childcare. I imagine he had found the same sense of instant family because he was able to 

provide for them--and that maybe he was able to open up around these girls in a way he never 

did with his own family, in the way it is easier to be naked in front of strangers than people you 

have to see again--and in exchange they required only this drug or that one, or bail money, or a 

ride, or--babysitting.  

He was careful to deal always in cash to avoid any real links to them. I remember seeing 

the bank statements after he died, thousands of dollars withdrawn from ATMs, every week. The 

hotels he charged on his credit card--the Rittenhouse Hotel, the DoubleTree--but everything else 

was cash, which showed up on the statements as only an ATM identification number and street 

name: Chestnut, Locust, Market.   

 
Three decades after he began these lists, it was New Years Day, and my friend and I stopped in 

that lobby on the way home from the parade. I noticed the exposed aggregate on the exterior, the 

angular vaulted archways of 60s architecture. The building was deserted except for two security 

guards, asking if they could help us. Ha, this place has memories for him, my friend said, seeing 

me preoccupied with the chandeliers overhead. Flanagan...said the guard. Worked on the ninth 

floor? I was touched that my father had been remembered.  

The guard told us the bulbs in each chandelier had to be custom blown to fit the fixtures, 

and that each chandelier was made of six sections. He appeared more interested in this process 

than in my father, but I had indeed been glad the guard remembered him. He must have known 

him only from seeing his ID badge as my father passed through each morning, but still the guard 
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probably knew him as a decent man, and I was warmed by this idea that five years later, my 

father was capable of being fondly remembered.  

As an adult, the chandeliers aren’t as impressive, but I’m sure the employees have a 

heightened appreciation--it turns out the “crystal” is actually Plexiglas, the company’s trademark 

product. The company commissioned an architect from MIT in the 1960s to design the building 

using the company’s products, and the chandeliers were meant to showcase of their prized 

product. 

But how proud my father was of that stuff. I could tell he felt responsible for Plexiglas, 

even if it was invented before he was born. He bragged anytime we saw it--as display casing at a 

museum--Ha! Look at that! Rohm and Haas Plexiglas, at work, he’d say smugly. At an early 

age, my sisters and I became well acquainted with its shatterproof qualities, how it was specially 

engineered to be crack-proof.  

Not for any sentimental reason do I take special note of the building when I pass--it is 

more a matter of duty, as if to look the other way is to forget my father, the work he had known 

so intimately, the future he imagined so vividly while he was there, that plan he believed in.  

 

Maybe Someday 

“Hi Lorraine!”  

“Sooo very nice to meet you (even if in a virtual sense).” 

For a while after he moved out, my father tried to meet women online. 

“Sense of humor? Although I don’t consider myself overly witty and the life of a party, I 

do have a very good sense of humor in that I find it so easy to laugh at anything. My kids have 

sometimes offered their unsolicited opinion that I laugh too easily – at silly things that they find 
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maybe stupid as opposed to funny. I work with a bunch of people who think like myself in those 

terms, so we have fun in the office.” 

For a while, it seems his life had been fairly typical, and from the outside at least, 

manageable.  

“Cooking?? Yes, I do cook. Am I good at it?? No :-( Do I enjoy it? Hmmm... 'Enjoy' 

would be stretching it, but then I don’t mind it either (but I'm talking basics here). I don't 

consider myself a fussy eater at all and have told I will eat almost anything–and although that 

may be true, I don't live on junk food and try to 'eat right' as they say. The 'dining out' experience 

is something that I enjoy as an event, as opposed to a need to find a quality meal somewhere.”  

Now it seems he might have just as easily never smoked anything. Had he simply 

continued living the way he’d been--would anyone have suspected anything was wrong? This 

email, written only a year before he began smoking.  

“I do enjoy reading. Today it will mainly the Sunday paper, but I am also sucker for 

Grisham novels. Also enjoying a Bill Bryson book at the moment. Like yourself, I seem to get 

caught up in bookstore browsing sometimes. A Barnes and Noble is such a great atmosphere to 

be exposed to such a great variety of topics that can almost become overwhelming at times.”  

“I am not as avid a sports fan as I used to be. In my 20’s my personal schedule would 

revolve around the TV-sports schedule, but it’s evolved to...watching sports is more something I 

do as a filler when nothing else if going on. The one exception is Notre Dame football. I do 

enjoy watching those games (as painful as it has been the last few years). I also enjoy taking in a 

Phillies game at the new ballpark. As a participant, it’s more like golf and bike riding these days. 

I do belong to a gym in the city that I go to at lunchtime, which is more of a fitness thing than 

sports thing.”  
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“I also enjoy traveling of all kinds – weekend trips or week long vacations. I enjoy both 

the sightseeing as well as 'chilling out' (sit on the beach reading) types.” 

“I think we may be in for a few good thunderstorms today/tonight, so we may get our 

wish. I live in an upper floor condo with nice private balcony that overlooks a small lake, but it 

doesn't have a roof, so it’s not the same. Guess I could just open the sliding glass door to let the 

sounds and 'summertime thunderstorm smells' in, but then it’s likely to let in a lot of rain too. 

Covered porches are the best for that. Maybe someday.”  

 

When It Started 

But to say when it started is like pinpointing the formation of a wave. The wave you see crashing 

onto the surf, where it came from. Waves come from the wind, but the sun and moon are also 

involved, they say. So when does a wave begin? Can we say it started with the earth, that it'd 

been in motion since the forming of the sun and earth and moon? I remember waves in physics 

class, but not anything about the point at which they begin. I remember that waves are forms of 

transferred energy, that all actions have equal and opposite reactions, but never understood how 

a reaction could be both equal to but opposite the thing from which it came.  

I had a plane ticket that May for the Mojave Desert--I’d been in a master’s program for 

journalism, and my plan was to live in a homeless shelter that summer in Las Vegas, to study the 

unique predicament of homelessness mired in the desert heat and casino politics--a project 

stemming from an idealism that would soon leave me and never return. The ticket read May 

26th, 2006--also the day my mother and I were due to move out of my childhood home. She 

would move in with my grandmother, and I with the homeless.  
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On the 25th, a Friday, my sister and I are out to dinner with my father at an Italian 

restaurant as a kind of farewell dinner, and we notice odd behavior--behavior that causes me to 

postpone the flight that night. The next morning my mother and I moved into my grandmother's 

house, and the day after that I found my father's pipes.  

This isn't when it started, but the weekend it took form. The weekend I would cancel my 

flight for good, throwing away months of preparation in an instant, the weekend I realized I 

would instead be living for the rest of the summer in my grandmother's basement. The weekend 

that explained the past couple years of distancing, of off-color remarks and no-call-no-shows.  

Over the next two years, I would become my father's father—I would live with him, 

babysit him, drive him to meetings, ignore him only to talk to him again, and then I would finish 

school, move out of Jersey, work odd jobs and he would die of cancer--and I would go to therapy 

and feel all kinds of angst inside me, which would compel me first to apply to grad school, and 

then, upon rejection, move around the country until at last I found myself living in a garage in 

Las Vegas.  

Four years earlier I had done meticulous planning to live with a notebook in the Salvation 

Army barracks just around the corner. I even underwent IRB certification, a weeks-long course 

in the ethical treatment of human subjects. When I passed the shelter four years later it was like 

glimpsing the other fork in the road, the track I'd been derailed from. I saw the men sitting out 

front, and instead of studying them I had become one of them, in a sense—I was a genuine 

inhabitant, drawn by whatever it is about Vegas that draws misfits from all over the globe. I was 

not an outsider looking in, but now giving myself to the city, enchanted by its sad charms, drawn 

not by any reason I could understand, but rather because I had fallen out of other orbits, because 

I was alone and no one could see me, because I didn't want to be seen.  
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How did your father die? some brave people have asked.  

Cancer, I say. But if he hadn’t been smoking crack, he would have gotten his scheduled 

colonoscopy. Crack, I correct myself. He died from crack.  

But if he hadn’t been desperate for something, he wouldn’t have been with the woman 

who gave him some. Desperation. Is this how he died?--the cause of death? 

I don’t know. The chain keeps going, though. Why was he desperate? He’d been lonely 

for so long, it seems. Could he have died of loneliness?  

Perhaps if he’d been alive I would have felt more integrated, more a part of some 

planetary system, and perhaps my only memories of Las Vegas now would be those of 

observation rather than of confusion. But if all actions have equal and opposite reactions, it 

means the desert would have found me sooner or later, in one form or another, that the laws of 

gravitation do not discriminate, and that we each would have found our nadirs eventually—it 

was just a matter of waiting for the right time to react. To talk about my father's descent into the 

underworld in his late forties is only to talk about the reaction that'd been waiting, needing to 

happen because of earlier actions, just as the self I found in Vegas was a reaction that years later 

seems to have been written all along.  

My father's descent seemed a freak thing, but when I ask myself now if my arrival in 

Vegas was freak, I'd have to say no. I hadn't decided on Vegas until I had dropped my temporary 

girlfriend at the Denver airport and started west on I-70. It was understood that our relationship 

would end once the summer was over, once I pulled out of the airport, and so in the freedom of 

the moment it felt like mere chance that blew me south to Vegas. Lying in the Desert Star Motel 

two nights later with the AC clanging, I would have said it was a freak thing. But I kept finding 

myself in the desert each day, wondering why I was there, why this freak thing had been 
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happening every day for months. And now, I can't imagine myself ever having lived this long 

without orbiting through this desert city, without experiencing that dark, anonymous grit—can't 

imagine the pull hadn't been in the path of my orbit all the while, just waiting for me to pass.  

And so to ask when it started is a more ambitious question than you might think. You are 

asking about the laws of physics, and also about the beginning of time. The tendency is to cite 

the moment it “started,” when the first domino fell. But now I have to doubt that any such 

moment can be the start of anything.  

By “equal and opposite,” Newton meant that when one body exerts a force on another, 

the second body will exert “equal” force but in the “opposite” direction. I could say yes, our 

directions were opposite—he’s dead and I’m not—and I could even make comparisons about the 

force of our “reactions.” But if you asked when it started, I would have to answer that some 

reactions seem only to be waiting for the right conditions, rather than caused by a body just 

before it—a process that has been in the making longer than I can imagine, more deeply 

embedded in stardust than I could have guessed.  

 
Joke Nobody’s in On 

Just before we found out about my father, my mother sold our house, but it failed inspection for 

safety issues. For weeks my father had been saying he’d fix them, but weekend after weekend 

failed to show up. Now, it was only a day before closing, the last day to make the repairs, and my 

mother had called to remind him. We thought it strange he’d been forgetting--it was so unlike 

him--but now it was a hot Friday in May, and I walked outside to see if he had arrived, and 

indeed, I found him dismantling the electrical supply box on the side of our house.  
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In the old days he fixed things as they broke, without my mother even knowing they were 

broken. I grew up thinking every house had a tool bench, a pegboard with hammers and clamps, 

that wrenches were always arranged neatly by size, in every garage on the street.  

That my father could fix anything never surprised me, it was an assumption that had 

always been with me. Years after the funeral, his longtime friend Joe Bruckner told me the story 

of joy riding my grandfather’s Karmann Ghia through the Pine Barrens when they were eighteen 

and tipsy. They never saw the stump coming, he said, the one that clipped off the tie rod. Your 

dad got the tools out of the trunk, got under that car and somehow reattached the damn thing, he 

said. I don’t know what he did under there, but the car got us home. The point was my father’s 

practical orientation: That’s just who your dad was, he said. He made things work.  

Now, as I walk over to my father, I see his screwdriver in the thick of it, in the maw of 

bare wires and connections. The wooden mounting board has rotted and needed replacing. I 

watch as he unscrews the back of the casing from the wood, the zinc connectors exposed, 240 

volts an inch from his fingertips.  

I stand for a minute watching him play with the casing. I am sure he knows what he’s 

doing. I watch the bareness of his hands working next to the live connectors. I fear for him but 

don’t say anything—I am sure he knows more than I do. I trot into the garage and bring back 

garden gloves, ask if he wants them. He doesn’t respond, and I toss them at his feet. His face 

contorts itself as he works in the sun, the sweat running off his chin.  

When he finishes he comes inside and lies on the couch, takes off his glasses, and he’s 

asleep. I pour a drink and my mother walks in and looks around.  

“Where’s Dad?” she says.  

“Sleeping,” I say, looking over at him, in plain view.   
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“Pat,” she says. “Hello?” 

“Huh?” he wakes.   

“What are you doing?” 

“Huh? Mmm. Mmmmmmmmmmm. Nothing,” he says, rubbing his eyes. 

“Did you do anything yet?” 

He stands up, takes off his sweaty shirt, baring his moist flabs of flesh.  

“Did you look at the basement window yet?” she asks. 

  He doesn’t respond, then leans his forehead against the wall. “Ohhh, fucking Christ.” 

My mother and I look at each other, stunned. We’d never heard my father utter anything 

close to this in his life. He goes down the basement stairs and I start to follow, but my mother’s 

arm stops me. What is he, on drugs? she whispers. What? I said. I thought she’d known him 

better than that. He was just in a bad mood, I told her. A really bad mood.  

In a minute he comes up from the basement after glancing at its window, whose bars 

needed to be removed for egress, as the inspector put it. I can’t do it right now, he said, I’ll do it 

later. And in speechless confusion my mother and I watch him walk out the front door.  

There were still repairs to do, and he’d been there less than an hour. I watched him pull out of the 

driveway and wondered about the bad mood, where it came from. 

He’d been acting odd in recent months, too—wasn’t returning calls, wasn’t showing up. 

On his fifty-second birthday, a few months earlier, my sister and I took him to dinner. We sat on 

his couch as he got ready. He came out of his bedroom and told us to go get the car warmed up, 

that he’d be out in a minute, he just had to change his shirt. We thought it strange but soon 

forgot.  
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I lay in bed that night thinking of how he’d fixed only one thing on the list. It was like 

some Twilight Zone episode. He seemed a different person entirely. I told myself he was stressed 

from work.  

At first I had seen myself in this man, a man who goes about his business and one day 

finds a rupturing in the everyday reality he knew so well. But now I realize it couldn’t have been 

very different for my father. A man who wakes to a new reality, who has a hard time figuring out 

who he is. A man who had been trying only to make it work, and suddenly couldn’t place these 

people around him, these people staring at him, asking that he perform certain acts. Almost two 

decades earlier, without any words, we had both been in on the Wolf Man joke--and now here 

we were again, still without words, in the middle of a joke nobody was in on. 

When I think of practical jokes, two come to mind. I remember walking across a 

suspension bridge with him once when I was young—one of the Philadelphia bridges, I 

assume—and he told me of the joke my uncle played on him in college. A collusive friend had 

dared my uncle to jump off into the water, miles below. And after much egging, my uncle finally 

crosses over the guardrail, climbs onto the railing, and looks back at the other two. My father is 

paralyzed with disbelief. Then my uncle peers down, lets out a great bellowing, and leaps. When 

my father rushes to the railing, my uncle is looking up, smiling from a ledge ten feet below.  

As a kid it seemed it had to be a joke. A man would not jump from a bridge for no reason 

at all. But no law of physics required it be a joke. My father could have rushed to the railing and 

looked down to find only the deep blue sea.  

The other joke I think of is the Wolf Man. My father never warned me about this prank, 

but still I was in on it. There was the sense that he knew I would know, that no warning was 

necessary. But two decades later, there was no such feeling. He said he’d be back to fix the rest, 
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but I ended up doing it all myself later that day and late into the night because we had to be out 

by tomorrow. Using his tools, I installed new outlets in the bathroom, I put a railing on the front 

porch. My mother pulled in the driveway that night and was so relieved to see the railing, she 

said. It was nothing because I’d grown up watching him. By now it was second nature. I re-wired 

the garage door opener, and with a hacksaw and crowbar worked out the bars from the basement 

window, for egress.   

 
Later that Day 

We’d been out to dinner, me, Kelly, and my father, an Italian place in a strip mall with a bright 

sign, Pasta Pomodoro, a cartoon tomato. Kelly had suggested a couple of better restaurants, but 

we didn’t go to any of those because he didn’t want to wait in line. 

I would leave for Vegas tomorrow and tonight would be the bidding of farewells, of be-

safes. This was seven years ago and so I’m trying to remember the details, but I remember that 

we must have driven our own separate cars because I remember worrying if my father was OK to 

drive home, and not because he was drunk. I remember calling Phil on the way home, my friend, 

hanging up for fear I’d choke up, and pulling into the KFC until I could breathe again. All I 

could get out was, I think my dad’s on drugs, and he says something and I don’t respond and I 

say I have to go, and then Kelly calls, What are we gonna do? Are you still going to Vegas? 

The instinct was to pretend the behavior was normal. It was an operation of sorts—if we 

let on, mentioned drugs, he might run, a lost dog who spooks before you can collar him. The 

idea had been offered from my mother, What is he, on drugs?—so we had the outline, and as I 

watch him push penne on his plate I know it will be a paint-by-number operation, a game that 

asks us to remember symptoms and do research and paint a portrait once we get home. I also 

know he ordered lemonade because I remember the condensation on the glass, the ice, how 
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refreshing it seemed at the moment. He ordered three before his meal arrived, and how Kelly 

looked at me when he asked for his third.  

“So let’s hear about this Vegas idea, he says. Where are you staying? And what is this 

for?” 

“There’s a homeless shelter…” 

“It’s for a school project, you said?” 

“Well, it’s called immersion journalism.” 

“So you’re staying where? A homeless shelter? Isn’t that dangerous?” 

“Well…” 

“I hope you got a knife or something. I mean they could rob you, right?” 

“Well I don’t think they let you bring weapons…” 

“In the middle of the night or something. You don’t know what they could do. So you 

have to dress up like a homeless person then? Are you gonna gamble while you’re there? You 

think the casinos let the homeless people gamble? Oh, a refill on the lemonade?” 

What were we gonna do, my sister would ask. I would pick up my phone on my way 

home, and What did I think it was? Did I see how he kept falling asleep on her shoulder? Did I 

see how fidgety he was? His legs? Can you believe he let us pay? He never lets us pay. What 

were we gonna do? 

I had no answers, and for the first time we couldn’t ask Dad. All I could say was I didn’t 

know. I wasn’t able to think of solutions, my instinct was only to understand, to allay my fear. I 

can’t believe you went to the bathroom and left me alone with him, she says. What was I 

thinking? Am I going to Vegas tomorrow? It’s funny that when we said goodbye there was no 

sense that I was going anywhere. There were no dramatic hugs, no I love you or Be careful or 
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See you when you get back. It was as if he had somewhere else to be. As if he knew he’d see me 

next week.  

She was talking about the shoulder-leaning, how he kept leaning his head on her 

shoulder, closing his eyes. I don’t know if he actually slept, but it seemed he was dozing off in 

the way old men do after a big meal—except he hadn’t eaten anything. At one point he described 

the night before, how he fell asleep with the window open, and the breeze felt soooo good. Did 

you hear how he was talking about the breeze? she would ask. Like he was describing sex, an 

orgasm. It was true—he sounded like a drunk describing some erotic massage. And the leg-

shaking, the knee-knocking, the energy, but I don’t remember if this was before or after the 

shoulder-napping, which one came first, or if they were interspersed, only that his legs jogged his 

torso as they shook, like something was under the table, a shark wresting his calves, pulling him 

under.  

 
Saturday  

The final night in my childhood home: my mother comes into my bedroom and sits next to me 

on my bed, like I am a child again. She has long since distanced herself from my father. What 

are we going to do about Dad? From her careful inflections, I understand: she is the mother who 

no longer cares for her child’s father, but doesn’t want her child to worry alone—she will affect 

some measure of concern. 

I told her that I postponed my flight, that I wouldn’t need the ride to the airport 

tomorrow. I would still do the project, but only after clearing up this misunderstanding with Dad. 

I was sure it was a misunderstanding—it’d be forgotten in a week. When she left I realized for a 

second that it’d be the last time I’d fall asleep there, the room I’d slept in almost all my life. But 

it was a vague, fleeting sentiment, recognized only out of duty rather than significance. My mind 
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was preoccupied with my father. Years later the feeling is still palpable, the feeling that 

something ended that night. We were moving only down the road, but yet I knew I was in a place 

to where I’d never return. I can still see my toes pointing up under the bed sheet as my mother 

sits down, the bed sheet pulled up to my chin.  

We would spend most of tomorrow loading the car, making trips back and forth to my 

grandmother’s house. I thought mostly of my father during the move, sifting through possible 

theories, solutions, fears, with the assumption that tomorrow my sister and I would figure 

something out, understand the misunderstanding. When my missed plane was landing in the 

desert, I was bringing my sleeping bag into my grandmother’s basement. Her retirement 

community was new and the basement smelled unfinished, like a carpet warehouse, the drywall 

just primed. It was cool and damp, and the carpet was the color of a swimming pool. I remember 

there was no padding under the carpet, and walking in my bare feet I could feel the hardness of 

the cement underneath. There was the tacky curio with fake gold trim in the corner that held her 

porcelain knick-knacks, a few boxes next to it, still unopened. The rest of the basement was 

mine. When the homeless shelter in the desert was saying lights out, when the industrial 

oscillating fan was trying to rattle away the hot musty body odors, I was sliding a mattress down 

the stairs into my grandmother’s cool basement, and the moonlight came through the hopper 

windows as I lay there—it was like sleeping on a raft at the bottom of a swimming pool.  

 
Cleaning People 

It took only a few minutes. We found everything in a cigar box in his desk drawer. There were a 

couple of pipes made from shooter bottles, some glass tubing, a glass cutter, copper mesh, a 

tablespoon, two electronic scales, one still in the box, a marijuana bong, some pills we guessed 

were ecstasy, a tiny butane torch, a pair of tiny pliers for fixing eyeglasses.  
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He had always been a minimalist. Prided himself on the few possessions he kept in his 

condo, how easy it was to pack for vacations. A week or so later it would occur to me: now his 

life had shrunken to the point at which all necessary possessions fit into a small wooden box 

tucked into his desk drawer. He could sit squarely in his computer chair and open that cigar box, 

an ancient tribal queen on the face guarding everything he needed, feathers and medallions in her 

headpiece, a spear in her hand, and laurels sashed across her body, one breast exposed.  

When we left, we made sure everything was as we’d found it. Putting our mop and 

bucket in the the car I asked Kelly if she was sure she hadn’t left anything behind. And you only 

locked the bottom lock, right? It had been a blur—no time for processing, only operational 

directives, precise executions for the mission, disregard everything else, we are looking only for 

evidence, whatever that might look like. And then we’d lock the door on our way out, walk 

coolly back to the car with the mop and broom—no thinking, no discussion, no registration, only 

acting until we made it into the car. 

We’d been to his place recently and he told us the toilet was broken, and that’s why the 

door was locked, and that’s why we should use the other bathroom. On top of the molding was 

the pinhole key for the lock, and I opened it and found what he said: a broken toilet. The lid to 

the tank was removed, and everything else in the room looked exactly normal, no “lab” inside, as 

we’d thought. 

There was a safe in his bedroom closet, one I’d never seen, and I found it wide open, 

empty. We searched his dresser, under the bed, behind the books on the bookshelf, all the 

probable hiding spots, it was all a blur, anyone could have walked in. We were about to give up. 

The more fruitless the search, the more we believed we’d been delusional, imagining things.  
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We would do it for his own safety, we told ourselves. He wouldn’t approve of our 

snooping, but if our hypothesis were true, his vote didn’t count. We seemed to have known 

instinctively that we could not simply ask him. It would constitute a betrayal to ask if our father 

if he was on drugs—such an outrageous idea that we’d lose his trust if we were wrong, and even 

if we were right, he would say no, we were insane, how could we think that? There seems to be a 

rule of human relations that says all such outrageous ideas must be proven with evidence before 

proffered, that the discovery must take place separately for each party.  

We were there to clean his apartment, an early surprise for Father’s Day, we could say. 

What if he came home—we can bring cleaning supplies, take the mop and broom, some rubber 

gloves. What if one of his friends walks in? Who knows what kinds of friends he has now. What 

if the neighbors see us going in? We’re the cleaning people, they won’t suspect anything if we 

have cleaning supplies. I do have a spare key. He gave it to me years ago—probably doesn’t 

even remember I have it. What if we ask Mom to call him and say she wants to meet him for 

something? Then she can call us when he’s pulling up, and we can go in. Well at least we’ll 

know one way or the other. What else can we do? Ask him? Are you on crack?  

You got a spare key?      

It’s gotta still be in my glove compartment.  

Why did he give you a spare key? 

He trusts me, I say.  

 
The Whiteness of the Whale 

We had been calling all night, but no answer. The intervention had to be tonight. He could 

overdose any minute. The hours grew on and we saw it would need to wait until the next 

morning. I lay on the couch, the chestnut floral embroidery. Every unanswered call was a reason 
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to think it had already happened. We were too late. At Kelly’s house I lay listening to her on the 

phone, describing to a friend the copper mesh we found in his apartment that day, the pipes he'd 

made from shooter bottles, his behavior two nights ago at dinner. She called friend after friend 

and described the same details, over and over, how he kept leaning on her, and she would mimic 

his inflections, how the breeze felt soooo good, how he said her name as if he were drunk, Oh 

Kelllllll. It was clear her method of coping was to tell in dramatic terms as many people as 

possible. I thought each telling would be the last, and then she’d call someone else and I’d have 

to hear it again--and my method of coping was to tell myself this would be the last time I’d have 

to hear it.  

Earlier in the day, after we found the cigar box, we convened at my grandmother’s and 

called a drug hotline for advice. At the time, I had still been coherent and task-oriented--I asked 

questions about what to expect and how to intervene, taking notes as if this involved no one I 

knew. Afterward, on the front lawn, we called my other sister to tell her the news, and even then, 

I felt nothing.  

It wasn’t until the car ride back to my sister’s house that the reality hit me--that this was 

my own father, and that my own father now “smoked crack.” I had never known anyone who did 

this. The full implications I could only imagine, but the shock came from knowing that he was 

involved with these white rocks at all, that he could even have something to do with them. On 

the interstate I began to feel entirely helpless, and small, humbled, naive. How naive I was to 

suspect I had known my father better than this, to suspect we were closer than that. I felt a 

distinct betrayal, as if he had made this decision on his own, in some other world, thinking 

nothing of his family, perhaps forgetting we even existed. I had been in the passenger seat 

looking out the window when I felt my eyes well up, the passing trees becoming blurry. My 
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brother-in-law was driving, and he noticed me wiping tears with the back of my wrist, and when 

I felt something at my shoulder, he was holding a tissue for me to take.  

 
This book will be open a long time, Chrissy says that night. Her hand, on my shoulder. She had 

made the hour-long drive to Kelly’s house so we could discuss things. Her words, not a response 

to my apparent paralysis on the couch, but her own confrontation of reality as she stared blankly 

into the room, an attempt at narration that could go only so far as a vague mention of time span. 

It was no help to know the book would be open a long time. There was something in its 

vagueness that scared me. It said the only thing we knew for certain was that the story would be 

long and hard. The story would go on and on and there would be no end to it.  

The fear came from the danger, yes, but also from the inability to place recent discoveries 

in context, to narrate what was happening. As if the fated story had been derailed only by some 

pebble. This didn’t need to happen, I thought. This happened to none of my friends’ families. 

And now, a new book would be opened, and for a long time. 

The impulse had been to try the narrative in my head. I remember wanting to skip to the 

epilogue of whatever book was opening. Would it be written that the past few years would be the 

good old days when Dad was still coherent? Or would we say years from now, Remember that 

time we found that stuff in Dad's apartment? Remember we were scared? It would have been 

much easier if I knew whether the question would begin, Remember that time, or if it would be 

such a central event in history that there would be no question, in the same way no one asks, 

Remember that time the Titanic sunk? 

We knew nothing about crack cocaine or anything else in that world my father had 

burrowed into. The first images conjured were those of homeless people, of grimy faces and 

ragged clothing, of crack whores on the street. Ishmael tells us he’s unsure about Moby Dick’s 
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whiteness--that it could mean good or evil, that it could be every color or the visible absence of 

color. Little was known about the whale, and its whiteness only added to its mystery. And on 

that night it felt like this--we had only vague ideas about this white substance, about its power, 

its destruction--and there was a great void of knowing that would be filled slowly in the coming 

months.  

It was haunting that my father had undergone this change alone, such a monumental 

change, all by himself. Now it seems ironic—how such a transformation of a person, a 

relationship, occurs privately rather than together. My father had changed on his own, without 

warning, without advertisement, and here I was a year afterward absorbing the shock of it, 

accepting a tissue from my brother-in-law as he weaved us through traffic on I-295.  

 
The book wasn’t open long. Less than three years later, I sprinkled his ashes into the Gulf of 

Mexico from that pier. It would have been easier had I known. There is something about 

imagined time spans collapsed into a single moment of fear, decades composed of nothing but 

the present moment, and in that moment you see that the gods of time and narrative do not 

coordinate, that they do not work in concert--maybe they’ve never been acquainted.  

By book my sister meant the story of my father's problem, of course, not the book of his 

life. She was saying that his problem would exist for a long time. At some point, the book would 

end, and the story of his life would pick up where it had left off. She did not mean to say the new 

story would bleed into his life, become his life, saturate his bones, and that in only thirty-six 

months I would stand on a pier and watch the dust of these bones hit the sea under a fluorescent 

lamp post.  

I fell asleep that night on the couch and woke the next morning with a blanket someone 

must have draped over me. I was nervous about the intervention, but told myself it needed to 
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happen, put myself through the necessary motions: sitting up, finding my socks, and it is 

morning, so I should eat breakfast, even if I'm not hungry, I should force myself, I should put the 

spoon into the Cheerios my sister has poured for me, put the spoon in my mouth.  

 
Easy to Beat 

The question What if he jumps out the window? was a serious one. But first the task was to 

explain everything to everyone, cite examples. We sat on leather couches under cathedral 

ceilings in Aunt Kathy’s living room, my sisters and I, most of my aunts and uncles. There were 

hardwood floors, oriental rugs, a marble top coffee table. I explained how he kept saying he’d 

come to fix the house, but wouldn’t show up, and wouldn’t call, either. And that’s not Pat, Uncle 

Pete said—not a question but a confirmation.  

“So if he does lock himself in the bathroom, we need to decide now--are we breaking 

down the door? I mean, what if he’s so ashamed he tries to do something to himself?” Kathy 

said. 

“Well, this is Pat. He’s not gonna do something that drastic,” said Uncle Tom.  

“I don’t know. I mean, who the hell knows. Who knows what he’s capable of now.” 

We went on like this for a while--odd behavior we noticed, and symptoms we read on the 

Internet. We guessed that it all began with a girl. And you know Pat--so easy going, he probably 

just went along with it, someone said. And there was the feeling of sharing the problem, that it 

was not just mine, but now, Uncle Pete’s, too. Now we would have the benefit of his experience, 

his help. Now there was less on my own shoulders. 

“Well wait a minute,” said Uncle Gus. “So let’s say he’s got this stuff in his apartment, 

and we’re all in there and the cops show up for some reason--what does that mean, we’re all 

gonna get charged?” 
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“Jesus Gus,” said Pete. “Is that what you’re thinking about?” 

“Hey I’m just trying to play devil’s advocate here.” 

We weren’t close to any of my father’s other six siblings—usually saw them once or 

twice a year on holidays—but here we were, Monday morning, Memorial Day. Uncle Pete 

cancelled his barbeque. My three cousins stayed upstairs. Nora came down at one point to 

whisper something unrelated to Aunt Kathy, then returned to her room. Some of us hadn’t seen 

her in a year, but there were no hellos, no recognitions, just a quick glance from her and blank 

faces from us. We paused our deliberations until their low tones were exchanged and then she 

went away with her head down.  

“I’m just wondering if maybe a few of us should go in rather than, you know, all twelve 

of us. What if he feels cornered or something,” said Tom. 

“Well maybe Bill and Pete, you guys stand guard by the door so he can’t run out,” said 

Kathy. 

I pictured my father wrestling with my uncles on the floor as they blocked his exit.  

“What if he jumps out the window?” asked Tom.  

 
It was hot and humid outside, and after discussing the plan we convoyed over to my father’s 

apartment. I led everyone up the stairs to his door, knowing he’d hear our footsteps if he were 

awake.  

My heart racing, I knocked quietly on the door. I looked at my aunts and uncles, lined up 

along the stairs, ready for whatever might happen.  

No response.  

Again, I knock--no response.  
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“OK, let’s try calling him,” said my aunt. “Yeah, give him a ring, see if he answers” said 

my uncle.  

There was the idea that my father was changed now, capable of yelling at me for showing 

up unannounced, that there could be violence. There was the idea that maybe other people were 

living there, too, that maybe someone else entirely would pick up. It was lunchtime, and my 

father answers, groggy.  

“Hello?” 

“Dad?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Kelly and I were just passing by--we wanted to say hello.” 

“Oh. What do you mean, you’re outside?” 

 
In the doorway, my father’s flabby white body appears in its underwear. Hey guys. And then 

seeing his brothers and sisters--oh, wow. What’s this? he says, combing his wispy hair with his 

hand.  

We file in, quietly, speaking with our faces, Sorry, we love you, and he feigns a look of 

confusion. Someone asks if he knows what this was about. Well, I think so, he says. We’re doing 

this because we love you so much, Pat, says Aunt Maureen. He goes into his bedroom to put on 

some clothes, and to make sure he doesn’t jump out the window, two of my uncles follow him. 

When he comes out, he sits in his suede computer chair, and we sit around him, on the couch, on 

green carpet, Indian style.  

Most interventions happen when an addict gets out of control, but the point here was 

simply to let him know that we knew, the assumption being that this alone would cause him to 

stop--and that would be it. What they told us on the drug hotline was that he needed to hear how 
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his using affected each one of us, but of course, we’d just found out, so could only try to show 

him how important he was to us.  

I read a letter to my father, the one he’d written to me before I went on my road trip 

journey after high school. Or I tried to, and Kelly finished it.  

“I remember Dad calling us his flock of geese, flying in a vee,” said Uncle Tom. “When 

one of us falls, the rest of us swoop down to save him,” he said, motioning with his hand, 

choking up.  

My father kept his head down.  

There was a lot of sentimentality going around. Stories from before I was born. 

Apparently the goal was to make him cry. Eventually he worked up a kind of whimpering, a kind 

choking up—there were no tears, but he was breathing as if crying.  

My father never tried to jump out of the window. My uncles stood guard by the door, but 

he never made a run for it. He was exactly the person we’d known. He sat there with his hands 

folded on his lap. 

Yes, I understand. Of course.  
 

Yes, I know. I do feel very ashamed. This feels very surreal.  
 

“Well we wanted to take you to the hospital to have you checked out.” said someone. “Is 

that OK? Will you come with us?” 

“Umm, well…” he said, “OK, I guess that would be fine.” 
 

There was some silence, some nodding.  
 

“Let me find my shoes,” he said. 
 

My father and I sat in the backseat of my sister’s boyfriend’s BMW with leather seats and 

glowing orange dials and I assumed the hospital would fix him somehow, that if we could only 
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get him into the hands of professionals, his problem would be no match for sum total of every 

healthcare innovation made over the preceding centuries.  

At the time I thought the reason Uncle Jim wasn’t there was because he lived a couple of 

hours away, but now I understand—he’d been a recovering alcoholic for decades and knew what 

an intervention was. He knew everything that was about to unfold, everything we would learn in 

the upcoming months.  

But I remember feeling relieved going to sleep that night, as if things were settled. There 

was only optimism. Other addicts who were on the street, gutter addicts, the kind with mental 

illness or no morals. My father was an exception. He had a job with a 401K.  He had a college 

degree. He used to make lists of household chores. No such person could end up in the gutter. 

And so the first night after the intervention I went to sleep with optimism, replaying the events in 

my head, the bits of dialogue that stood out:  

They aren't going to do anything, my father said. Well, I'm just telling you, he said to my 

uncle in the front seat, using his tone that was careful not to push or offend. They aren't going to 

keep me unless I have suicidal thoughts or physical withdrawal symptoms, and I don't have 

either of those things. I have friends who've gone through this a hundred times. And most 

insurance companies won't cover treatment unless you have alcohol problems, too, which I don't. 

So, I mean, they'll probably just keep me for an hour, do some tests and let me go.  

You have friends, huh? says my uncle. Uncle Pete was a decade younger than my father, 

known for his beard, and his wilder youth that none of the other siblings had experienced. He 

tries to ease the silence, turns around from the front seat and asks my father how long he’d been 

smoking. A little over a year, my father says. I know guys who’ve done softer stuff, my uncle 

says, but crack—you don’t play around with that.  
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It was easier for him to face his brother than his son. Their words didn’t have the same 

ramifications. My uncle looked back again, noticing the silence. What are your thoughts? he 

asked him, as if some psychologist. This thing is gonna be easy to beat, says my father, still 

looking at the passing trees. The radio played and we pretended to listen. I said almost nothing to 

my father during the fifteen-minute ride. I wasn’t sure who I would have been speaking to, who 

was inside his body, and I knew that my father, on some level, would understand why I had 

nothing to say, would understand why I just kept looking out the window. He knew there was no 

precedent. All my life he had known exactly what he was doing. If the situation were reversed, I 

would understand the same about him—why he was silent—we’d never confronted such a thing 

before.  

It was easier to look out the window. For him, and for me. I remember seeing the big, red 

lettering of the EMERGENCY ROOM as we approached. Yes, easy to beat, I thought. Maybe he 

was right. Maybe it was like a medical problem. We had caught it in time and rushed him to the 

ER and things would soon be in the hands of professionals.  

 
Favor 

The day I moved in with my father was the day after the intervention--my sister and I picked him 

up from the hospital, and he sat in the passenger seat with his hospital bracelet, looking out the 

window.  

None of us knew what to say--my sister tried making jokes. 

In his condo, I kept my duffel bag by the door, hoping something would change. After 

talking to Kelly the night before, I agreed to stay with him for the summer to keep him from 

smoking. I guess I could, I said. Kelly had kids to take care of, and Chrissy was an addict 



136 
 

herself—an alcoholic. I would sleep on the couch. I would go with him to work every day. I 

couldn’t think of anything else I wouldn’t rather do. I didn’t even know if it was safe. 

Thirty! Seven! New! Messages! said his answering machine.  

    Pat, it’s Fallon, where are you? Pat! Pat!  

Delete.  

Pat—where are you! You have my biscuits. I’m throwing up.  

Delete.  

Pat!  

After five or six he stopped. 

    Who was that? my sister asked. 

    Oh, don’t worry about it.  

    Well what does she want? What are biscuits? 

    I don’t know, forget it, he said, exhausted.  

He left his mail unopened on the table, thanked my sister for the ride, and went in his 

bedroom, closed the door. I walked my sister out. Good luck, she said.  

 
That night I woke to knocking. His dealer, I imagined. I had been lying on the couch watching 

TV, but sprang upright. There was a comfort, a normalcy in the commercials and the laugh 

tracks that I needed, that I couldn’t get from a newspaper, a book. 

    My father comes out of his bedroom, a shadow passing behind me on the couch.  

Who is it?  

    Fallon!   

    Are you alone? 
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    She’s a frail girl with pointy cheekbones, maybe twenty-two, and I sit up, the sheets around 

my legs.  

This is my son, my father says, looking at her. And then at me, This is my friend. 

How are you? I ask.  

Hey, she says.  

He ushers her through the hallway, turns on the bathroom light, and I strain to hear. Shhh, says 

my father, my son’s sleeping.  

     She’d borrowed money, and her biscuits--methadone pills to help the withdrawal from 

heroin--were collateral. First she doesn’t have the money, but after arguing she come up with the 

money. Sixty dollars. But she owes more, and my father isn’t giving up the biscuits. Come on, 

the cab is waiting! she says, and after minutes of back-and-forth, he concedes.  

On her way out she promises something, and he says, I’ve heard that before, and from 

the couch I hear the deadbolt snap into place after her.  

Days later, I had been getting used to the routine. I read outside his office building, and we came 

home early so he could sleep. Withdrawal from crack makes you sleep all day, I learned. On the 

train home, we didn’t say much--it was hard to be comfortable, to see him as I used to. He 

insisted he was fine, that I could move out if I wanted--not that he minded my company--he 

preferred it--but he was the same person as always, he said.   

 
That night I woke to more knocking, and when I think of this night now, years after he has 

passed, I realize how hard it must have been to need the two things he needed: the underworld 

gave him a sense of belonging, allowed him to get by, even if he knew he was being used--still, 

his kids were all that meant anything to him.  
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First there was murmuring, but finally he let her in, turned on the lamp, and I sat up, 

squinting. It was Fallon again, with the same cheekbones, wanting to borrow the same sixty 

dollars, this time to bail Tommy out of jail.  

This time, they didn’t go into the hallway. It changed things that I was there. I had 

already seen this once. He knew the sooner he gave her money, the sooner she’d leave. He knew 

also it would look better if they seemed friends, that he was just doing her a favor.  

You have any cash, Ry? Sorry to wake you--she’s in some trouble, he says. I’ll pay you 

back.  

I had money, but found myself saying no.  

You mind taking us around the corner to the ATM? He still had his car, but we hadn’t 

been letting him drive anywhere alone.  

After the ATM, she asks for a ride to the train station. My father asks again if I would 

mind, and again I say OK--when we get there, she slams the door without saying thank you. The 

train was headed toward Camden, the drug capital of south Jersey. I remember its headlights 

approaching, watching her scamper across that empty lot in the fluorescent lighting, clinging to 

her purse. 

 
On the way home, we pass the digital bank clock. 1:15 a.m.  

Thanks for doing that, Ry, my father says.  

Sure, I say.  

Sure, as if I helped him only to help his friend--and after that, the silence returned, the 

dead air we’d grown used to.  
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From the passenger seat he reached for the radio and turned up the volume. He began 

scanning for music, something familiar that might fill the air between us for the rest of the way 

home.  

 
Hope 

Kelly would call, and Chrissy, too, sometimes, ask what he was like that morning, what 

happened the night before, or whether I thought he was secretly using, and how I came to that 

conclusion.  

My answer was always, No, no, no, he’s fine. He’s perfectly normal. 

I’m on a bench outside his office building, I’d say. In the park. 

    Did you check his eyes? Kelly would ask. Are his pupils dilated? 

No, no, they look fine. They’re normal. I had no idea what normal pupils looked like.          

The day I moved in, my sister and I bargained with him, asked how we’d know that he would 

stop. I’ll go through my place and throw everything away, he said. This was convincing, the 

logic being that he wouldn’t go through all the trouble of procuring all the paraphernalia again 

just to smoke.  

    I remember feeling relieved his place wasn’t a crack house, that “everything” was contained to 

a cigar box. There were two 1.5-oz liquor bottles in which he drilled carburetor holes to make 

them into pipes. There were test tubes, screwdrivers, needle-nose pliers, a spoon, a torch, a tin of 

butane, Chore Boy copper mesh, and powdery residue on all of it.   

There were two small electronic scales in the drawer. One of the scales was his, the other 

a friend’s, he said. He explained it was easy to get ripped off, so you need to weigh the rocks at 

every transaction. When we asked him where the crack was, he laughed. You don’t buy crack in 
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stock, like toilet paper, he said. Once you start smoking, you smoke everything you have, like 

Doritos, he said. You eat the whole bag.  

After emptying the cigar box into a brown paper bag, he rolled it up, as if it had garbage 

inside. What about the--the scales? I said. He’d left them in the drawer. It was not a request that 

he throw them away, but a question as to whether they should be. I had never before told my 

father to do anything.  

Oh, he paused, OK, he said. He opened the bag and tossed them in, even the new one, 

still in the box. Then he went in his hallway closet, got a hammer, and told us to get in the car. 

We drove around the corner to the back end of a Target, the receiving end with the dumpsters. 

He took the bag from the trunk, placed it on the pavement and whacked it a dozen times with the 

hammer. We heard glass shattering, and I imagined the mangled circuit boards of the scales. He 

tossed it into the dumpster and we drove back to his place.  

 
After my sister left, it wasn’t long before we had to turn on the TV, filling the silence between 

us. What do you talk about after it’s in the open, that your father is an addict? When he said he 

was going to bed, I wasn’t tired but laid down a sheet on his sofa. He took out his oscillating fan 

for me. I remember him slipping into that dark hallway, that airy sheet around my feet, the 

breeze from the window--I was wide awake. Those unfamiliar LEDs glowing on the VCR. I had 

no idea what I was in for. My instinct had been to scale life back to a moment-by-moment 

existence, postpone all expectations for the future. But also to think: it wouldn’t be so bad. It was 

Dad—he wouldn’t try anything, he would sit there on the train tomorrow and ask how many 

credits I was taking. He would read the paper.  

The next morning I went to work with him--the first day of the two weeks I followed him 

around. I would see that every morning was an exercise in deception for him—what can I do to 
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show I’m not an addict? He was sure to shave, sure to tuck his shirt into his khakis, comb his 

hair neatly to the side. We drove to the same train station, and on the train I had a book but 

couldn’t read. Reading was no longer important. It would have been like losing myself in the 

wilderness and worrying about toothpaste. 

     From the train station in the city, we’d walk two blocks east to the Rohm & Haas 

building, and I’d keep walking, cross the cobblestone into the park with the Liberty Bell, then 

wait on a bench for him to come down on his lunch break. I had some books on addiction, and on 

the inside of the cover, made notes. I sat next to homeless men and watched Japanese tourists 

stream off buses into the hot June sun and take pictures of the Bell.  

For lunch we’d go to the Reading Terminal, a marketplace with Amish, Italian, and 

Mexican food. When he went to the bathroom, I would follow him, pretend I had to go. 

Conversation was forced, and I felt like an aide, some nurse who accompanies a patient 

throughout the day. The two don’t talk much, and at lunch they might stare in different 

directions.  

One time we went to a Mexican place with one of his co-workers, a short man from 

India. My father lied to him that I happened to be in the city, doing a project on homeless people 

for school, and I wanted to meet up for lunch. They rambled on about the new construction 

project near City Hall, about baseball, co-workers. The Indian man went on like it was an 

ordinary day. When I saw him at the funeral years later I remembered the Sprite he had that day 

for lunch, the way it was fizzy in the soda fountain cup, how perfect and clean and clear it was. 

     Another time, my father brought me up to his office. He introduced me to the secretaries, 

the co-workers. This is my son, Ryan, he’s visiting from out of town. All of them, very much like 

the Indian man. Oh, it’s so nice to meet you! they said, in suits and skirts. I remember thinking 
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that they weren’t crack addicts, how they would go home that night and eat dinner and read the 

newspaper without thinking about crack, how their lives weren’t dominated by it. 

I thought maybe they were confused by his behavior--the latenesses, the forgetfulness, 

the fidgeting, the sweating, the cursing. I wanted to take them aside, explain what happened to 

this man they’d known for the past thirty years, wanted to make sure they knew it wasn’t really 

him. Later I would find out there had been rumors about my father, that they’d known all 

along.  I would find out that they had known I wasn’t visiting from out of town. 

     I followed him into his office, which I noticed was no longer plastered with sticky notes 

like I remembered it being when I was a kid. No notes or binders, diagrams on the whiteboard, 

no spread sheets hanging from thumb tacks--as if he didn’t work there at all. There was a stapler, 

a calendar, and the rest of the desk was empty, save a magnetic paperclip dispenser with any 

color paperclip you might need. 

Over those two weeks, he would sometimes come outside and fall asleep on the grass 

next to me. I saw that after a while I would have to shake him, say his name louder, for fear he’d 

been away from work too long. And as I was doing so, tell myself he was fine, that he could still 

handle his job, even if he seems depressed, if he’s not saying much, even if he wants to go home 

early and sleep. 

And sometimes we did leave early—he’d duck out at two or three and the train would be 

empty, and when we got home he’d go into his room without saying anything and I’d read on the 

couch and tell myself again I was doing everything right. I was there, I was present, and my 

body’s presence will somehow save him. At night there would be sitcoms to watch, and all I had 

to do was sit there with him. It would all be worth it one day when I got him back, but for the 

moment I need only be present.  
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After two weeks, I moved back into my grandmother’s basement. I remember collapsing 

on the mattress with my duffle bag, feeling safe--grateful that I didn’t have to go back, that 

nobody could make me sleep on that couch again. I told myself it was insane, what I’d been 

doing--that I could not turn my life into a 24/7 babysitting job.  

Deprived of my old life, I wanted it back. I wanted a regular job. I didn’t want to look for 

dilated pupils anymore. If I could arrange normalcy it might seem as though the damage was 

contained to his life only. I realized it would not be something we could control. It would have 

open ends. I would rely on hope. We would live separately and I would hope that all alone in his 

apartment he wasn’t killing himself. I got a summer job, like other college students, an overnight 

shift at the grocery store, and I thought about the scales he threw away, and all the glass he 

smashed with that hammer--my assurance that he wouldn’t start again. I slept during the day, 

stocked shelves at night, and didn’t hear from him for weeks.  

 
Hey Puff 

There is not much to tell you about the dealers other than their names. Bird, Puff, and Dee. I 

never met them, never saw them, only heard one on speaker phone once. I think it was Puff. 

When we took my father to the hospital after the intervention, we had questions as he lay in bed. 

Well where do you get this stuff? How do we know you won't do it again? How do we know 

you're serious? I'll even call them right now, he says, in his gown. The names had been a 

surprise. We listened on speaker phone, the strained ringing into a world about to be revealed to 

us, the underworld we'd pulled my father from.  

Hey Puff, it's Pat. I pictured a kid on a street corner, an afro-pick in his afro-puff. I don't 

need the stuff anymore, he says. I'm getting off the stuff. Yeah, yeah, cool, cool, says Puff on 
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speaker. It was that easy. Before my father can hang up, my sister chimes in, Please don’t ever 

call here again. My father hangs up and asks: What the fuck are you doing?  

Now he’s going to call again—he heard someone in the background, my father says. I 

never understood the cursing. Somehow the drugs, maybe the lifestyle, caused him to start 

cursing, even at his kids, even when he wasn’t high. My sister would look back on this exchange 

and call him psycho. Psycho Dad.  

Hey Puff, it's Pat, my father had said. My father, the 52-year-old with a shoebox at home 

containing a hundred lanyards and nametags inside from work conferences. There is a tangled 

mess of them, you can run your fingers through, lift them up like spaghetti, each one telling you 

the same thing, Patrick Flanagan, Systems Analyst, Rohm & Haas.  

Hey Puff, in that same next-door-neighbor tone I grew up hearing, the tone indicating 

everything in his world was rosy, the It's Pat informing you it was your friendly neighbor, 

someone you know, someone you're pleasantly surprised to hear from.  

 
After he died the dealers were still in his phone. These and other made-up names. Bobo and 

Jawz. Summer and Candy. I took his backpack home from the hospital the night he died, found 

his wallet and phone inside. There was no asking if I should take his bag, if I could, if I might. 

Without ceremony I had inherited the contents of that backpack. I went through his contacts 

some days later. Bird, Puff, and Dee. The phone was a metallic Motorola Razr, the hot phone at 

the time, what teenagers asked their parents for.  

I would imagine there is some naming system in place. I doubt you should use your real 

name if you sell drugs. I imagine those higher up on the totem pole dish out the names to the 

lowly dealers. Plus, the names help to identify them. This one has puffy hair, we’ll call him Puff. 

This one has a nose like a bird, we'll call him Bird. And so I lied—I can’t even tell you their 
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names, only their nicknames, only these names that I heard my father mention from time to time, 

mention as if he were one of them, in that world where people are named for their hair or their 

nose. At the hospital that day it was startling to see that my father had been in regular touch with 

someone named Puff, that someone named Puff could answer his phone on a street corner and 

know who was calling just by hearing my father’s first name. My father had gotten used to it a 

long time ago, these people with funny names, who couldn’t care less whether one of their 

customers lived or died, but for me the process was beginning.  

 

Anonymous 

The first thing I noticed was that my father failed to have tattoos. And that he was wearing a nice 

golf shirt and loafers.  More than anything I wanted him to fit in. If he didn’t fit in, he would say 

No, this isn’t for me, this is for these other kinds of people, the people who have a real problem, 

who can’t control themselves.  

From the church parking lot we saw them outside the basement door, every one with a 

cigarette. No one arrives without a round of hugs. They rest their arms on shoulders as they talk. 

We sit in the car, on that leather upholstery until exactly 7pm, watching each person, greeted 

with their own round of hugs.  

Over the next two years we go to these meetings, outpatient facilities, group therapy 

sessions. Sometimes we see a parent with a daughter, a son, but never the daughter taking the 

mother, the son taking the father. In a few moments for the first time I will go through the 

routine that will become familiar, explaining to people that it’s actually my father who has the 

problem.  

We shuffle through the cigarette smokers, make our way to the door, smiling as if we’d 

like to be accepted, if they wouldn’t mind, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble. In the basement, 
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they’re setting up the cafeteria tables. A heavyset man with breasts. I remember that he looked 

like Meat Loaf.  

What’s your drug of choice? he asks, looking at me. Crack, my father says. Then the 

brief look of confusion, but he gets it. Shit’ll fuck you up, he tells my father, and my father agrees 

casually, as if he’s used to the language, as if he too peppers his sentences with fuck and shit and 

motherfucker, like it’s nothing. Name’s Bob, the man says, extending his hand.  

The bald guy, Tom, a Mr. Clean type, who I still see around town, offers to give my 

father rides to meetings. I was relieved they were accepting him—he seemed to be making 

friends. Which had been difficult for my father. Years later when I catch myself doing the same 

thing I realize that his social technique was always mechanical. He asked technical questions 

about functions, questions that required hard, numerical answers. So how long have the meetings 

been held in this location? He never conversed, but requested information. So Narcotics 

Anonymous is funded purely by donations from members, is that right? 

The laminated paper on our table asks Why Are We Here? A guy up front calls order with 

a gavel. The noise dwindles, but not totally—everyone knows the credos.  Volunteers read from 

the sheets on their tables. A guy next to us reads, Before coming to the Fellowship of NA, we 

could not manage our own lives. I see that the program is designed to welcome anyone and 

everyone. By use of “we” they were telling my father that in fact he did admit he was powerless, 

his life was unmanageable, and that it was OK. When someone stands up to share, offers his 

name, a simultaneous Thanks for sharing, Bob from the members. I was hopeful because I felt as 

if I had taken my father into the current of a tried-and-true river.  

Most have a book called Just for Today, leather-bound, like a Bible. The bindings are 

cracked, thickets of bookmarks in the pages. There is a poster on the wall, One day at a time. 
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Over the course of the meeting I saw this was the beginning of something that would last the rest 

of his life. People had been coming for years, decades to these meetings, contributing a dollar a 

night to the basket, and then going to bed, waking up and living just for that day, thinking only 

of one day at a time—a concept foreign to both of us.  

My father would continue with these meetings over the next two years, but never 

regularly, and rarely on his own. Part of the difficulty had been the change in identity, I think. 

For five decades he had no connection to this world at all, and now he was to immerse himself in 

the culture, sit for an hour every night with people he didn’t know--and I have to think: if it were 

me, how could I not feel that my life was over? These people had jobs and families and dreams, 

but it was clear that this goal of staying clean permeated their every moment. Spending an hour 

with their families was not only that, but also an hour of trying to stay clean.  

 
Finally, the night’s speaker, a kid named Robert with chains around his neck, told his story: how 

bad it used to be but how grateful he was now, how he does fourteen meetings per week, how he 

woke up one night in this place, on that street, couldn’t find his car, how his father kicked him in 

the face.  

I still remember the feeling those first few weeks: that we were trying so hard, and 

making some progress, but that even if we kept this up for a year, two years, five years, it could 

all disappear overnight.  

In the oncoming weeks, I would see the common threads in the stories. Many of these 

people had real problems in their past. They smoked up when they were twelve, they would grab, 

they would push. One guy had a father who would take him into the garage, put his hand in the 

vise and smash his fingers with a hammer.  



148 
 

Some got better. Some stayed clean for a long time. One guy was clean for twenty-two 

years but still came to meetings. Former attendees were mentioned, as if they no longer needed 

to come but sometimes just visited--Hey, Ronnie stopped by last week, he was asking for you, I 

would overhear.  

Some other people did not have the same success. There would be clean time but 

midnight runs, years of sobriety and then one bad night, another descent. They would be pulled 

to the other side, convinced by their darkness, forget about meetings, then one day swear this 

was the end, it was over, they were sure of it.  

After years of not showing up to meetings they would show up, be greeted as newcomers, 

and a guy like Bob would approach them, ask, What’s your drug of choice?--introduce himself, 

extend his hand. 

 
The Caretaker  

Sometime in the mid-80s, my Uncle Jim, bearded with aviator sunglasses, pulls up to the house 

on his Harley cruiser, his big belly resting in front of him as he unsnaps his helmet.  

Next? he says, one of my cousins getting off the back.  

Tattooed in his Vietnam POW-MIA vest, he was definitely the baddest in the family, but 

also the oldest, the wisest. A divorced alcoholic, he’d made most of life’s mistakes before his 

younger siblings had a chance to.  

He passed away not long ago, but my mother always loved him, favored him by far out of 

my father’s siblings. Uncle Jim was such a special, special man, she still says. One of the 

warmest people I’ve known. You will never meet another man like him for as long as you live, 

she told me once.  



149 
 

For most of my life, I hadn’t known him that well, mostly just his sense of humor. He 

was the uncle known for coordinating burping contests, or wearing fake teeth, or talking about 

toe jam--leaning back in a lawn chair with a soda pop, as he called it, a trucker hat, a tank top 

revealing his tattoos.  

No, he didn’t bother coming to the intervention, but in the years to come I would learn 

that my mother was right. In the years to come, I would get more phone calls and emails from 

him concerning my father--and also my sister’s drinking problem--than all of my father’s other 

siblings combined.  

If he continues on this path, my uncle Jim wrote to me once, I see one of three things 

happening.  

One, he will lose his job. Two, the cops bust him, then he’ll lose his job. Three, we find 

him dead somewhere. 

I pray to God it's one or two, he said.  

I remember hoping for number two. Praying he might run a stop sign and a cop pulls him 

over, discovers his stash. There are high-bottom addicts and low-bottom addicts, and the thought 

was that my father would be a high-bottomer, that maybe he needed just a few days in jail.  

I remember thinking that my uncle must be right, this man who’d been riding 

motorcycles since before I was born. That it had to be one of these three options. He’d been 

around this stuff for so long--there was a comfort in hearing this hard-won, practical wisdom, a 

comfort in knowing that two of the three options weren’t so bad, a two-out-of-three chance we 

would not find him dead.  

I don’t remember whose house he was pulling up to that day thirty years ago, but I 

remember a lot of other family members in the yard, some kind of family function. I remember 
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him offering those free rides around the block, and also the idea that he was some kind of outlaw, 

the rebel of the family, and you must have been crazy to get on the back of that bike.  

At the time there was no way of knowing, no way of seeing that Uncle Jim was never an 

outlaw at all, that if there were ever an outlaw it would have to be my own father--that if my 

father was the Lost Child, the man on the motorcycle was the Caretaker.  

 

Personal Development  
 
Whether you’re trying to fight anxiety and depression, beat addiction, or...lose weight, the key to 

success is learning how to think differently. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT)  
is a practical, sensible, and effective approach to help you master your thoughts. 

 
-Personal Development for Dummies, Rhena Branch, et al. 

 

After the funeral we cleaned out his place, and I found 5 Xeroxed pages from Personal 

Development for Dummies in his desk. They probably came from one of his outpatient sessions, 

the meetings at the hospital we made him go to when we found out. When I picked him up, he 

usually got into the car with worksheets, copies of pages from books on addiction, the kind I’d 

seen in the bookstore written by MDs, PhDs.   

Page 221 begins Chapter 3, Putting CBT into Action. Cognitive behavioral therapy, it 

explains, is an attempt to reveal to a person his distorted, maladaptive thought patterns and to re-

learn fundamental conceptions about who that person is. Then: 

• Getting Scientific. CBT is scientific not only in the sense that it has been tested 
and developed through numerous scientific studies, but also in the sense that it 
encourages clients to become more like scientists. For example, during CBT, you 
may develop the ability to treat your thoughts as theories and hunches about 
reality to be tested (what scientists call hypotheses), rather than as facts.   
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We bargain with him and he agreed to go Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays. We take turns driving 

him there.  

“Are you taking Dad tonight or am I?” I’d ask Kelly.  

“Well, I can take him if you can pick him up.” 

Taking him meant picking him up at his condo, driving him to the outpatient annex next 

to Kennedy Hospital. You really don’t have to take me, he’d say. Look, pointing to his classmates 

getting out of their cars, all the other guys drive here by themselves like big boys.   

Well, I don’t mind. I’m not doing anything tonight. His car was still intact, and his license still in 

good standing, but we wanted to know for sure that he went.  

He was a different creature now, we hypothesized. He was no longer the scientist we’d 

known. He was so addicted, we reasoned, it didn’t matter to him if his life were in danger. We 

taught ourselves that he was a different animal, one that wouldn’t help himself unless we drove 

him to the sessions. The outpatient sessions would be just enough to clear the haze from his head 

so he could recover by himself. If he were attending these sessions, he couldn’t possibly be 

using, and therefore he was safe.  

 

Not long after our intervention, my father and I ate dinner at Kelly’s house. He had stopped on 

his way home from work, and somehow after dinner it was decided that he’d go to the outpatient 

session on his own that night, a first.  He said, I better get going if I’m going to be there on 

time.   

We were told that an honest addict invoked a fiction, that addicts lie by definition, but we 

still we let him go. Because he wasn’t an addict. We didn’t label him addict, and even if we had, 

we wouldn’t have known what it meant. At the NA meetings, he was the one who didn’t belong, 

the exception to all the rules.   
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Weeks later we drove home from a meeting and he told me that he never went that night. 

One of the men at the meeting had said he regretted lying to his wife, his kids, and my father said 

he’d been lying about supposed clean time, that he was feeling guilty for a bunch of lies, that he 

didn’t want to be one of those addicts that lies. 

When we learned more about the culture, we’d realize most of his classmates had 

probably been there by court mandate, that it was nothing for someone to smoke up on the way 

to the meeting. 

 

On page 224, a subheading, Believing you’re more than the sum of your parts.  Then: 
 

  iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 
  iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii     
           iiiiiiiii 

                                                                             iiiiiiiii 
                                                                             iiiiiiiii 
                                                                             iiiiiiiii 
                                                                     iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 
                                                                     iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 
 

“When you evaluate yourself totally on the basis of one characteristic, thought, action, or 

intention, you’re making the thinking error that a single part (the little i) equals to the whole (the 

big I).” The idea, says the book, is to prevent small faults from getting in the way of the big 

picture.   

Then, an icon in the margin, a hand holding a sign that says, Try This, and the text reads, 

“Take a pack of self-adhesive notes and a large, flat surface. A wall or a door works well—or try 

a mate if he has a few spare minutes. Write down on one of the notes a characteristic that you, as 

a whole person, possess; then stick the note on the wall, door, or volunteer. Keep doing this, 

writing down all the aspects of yourself that you can think of until you run out of characteristics, 
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or sticky notes. Now step back and admire your illustration of your complexity as a human 

being. Appreciate the fact that you cannot legitimately be globally rated.” 

The next section, Letting go of labeling, explains that humans are not objects that can be 

rated, like cars or machinery. Labeling ourselves—liar, or quitter—is not only detrimental but 

nonsensical, attempts to apply a rating to a human, which is impossible, like describing the color 

white as fast. Humans, it says, because we’re always changing, cannot be rated or labeled.  There 

are four examples, one of which is: 

 
• You used to smoke cigarettes but then you decided to give them up. Are you still 

a smoker because you once smoked? 
 

It had all made perfect sense to me. These therapy sessions would work--as long as we 

kept forcing him to go.  

 
It was awkward, the two of us in the car, but an awkwardness eased by practice. We didn’t look 

for things to say, and I learned to be comfortable with it. When he got in my car there was the 

silent understanding between us, and as he leaned back in the passenger seat it was as if he were 

leaning into the contractual bounds of this understanding, one that took effect whenever we were 

alone together. I was there because I was the son, and he was there because he was the father of a 

son who wanted him to get better. There were no pretensions to our previous selves. The air 

between us was empty, our history wiped out, just a generic father-son duo now, the son trying to 

fix something, the father playing along.   

When we talked, the exchange was factual. No discussion of feelings was part of the 

understanding. No discussion of concepts like labeling or self-esteem.  

“So, your semester ends next week, huh?”   

“Yeah. I have an exam on Thursday and then I’m done. So. Yeah.”   
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“So, Kelly said she went to the Flyers game last night, is that right?”   

“Umm, yeah, I think so,” I’d say. “They lost.”   

He never talked about the sessions’ lessons, except one night when I asked him how the 

session went and he said pointless. Now, I would have rather him spent his time a rollicking 

addict, free and unleashed. If I knew these sessions were designed only to appease judges and 

family members, that he wasn’t about to re-learn anything, I would’ve labeled a sticky note and 

stuck it to his forehead. Addict, it would have said. Go lie, go do what addicts do, I would have 

said. I would have set him loose and watched him slowly circle back as he learned on his own.   

He lied a lot in his final years. He lied about where he’d been when I called, about how 

many days of work he missed. About going to NA meetings, and about why his knee was 

shaking. Some lies he confessed, others we found on my own. It didn’t matter--all of the 

meetings, the sessions, they were all abandoned anyway.  

Pointless echoed in my head. If I agreed with him he’d never go again. Well, I guess they 

can’t hurt, I said, letting him know he still had to go, that he wasn’t getting out of it, that we 

were going to fix him whether he liked it or not.  

 
Charity 

When the elderly crossing guard at the corner died, my mother said, “He was such a nice man.” 

And throughout my life this is how I learned values from her--I learned that it was a good thing 

to be nice and warm-hearted. But my father’s values were never transmitted like this--I don’t 

remember him ever praising someone’s qualities. Rather, he calculated values, derived them 

from logic, and acted quietly. He thanked veterans. He donated to a public radio station. There 

was an intense, private accountability, private acts that weren’t necessary, but helped him feel he 

was living rationally, fairly.  
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I can’t imagine this accountability was lost completely, but shelved--he would take a 

break from it for just a short while.  

When I was young, he tried to instill the spirit of charity. He took me to Habitat for 

Humanity once, another time to a food bank. One Christmas, he gave us each a coupon from our 

dot-matrix printer saying we could give $200 of his money to the charity of our choice, just tell 

him where and he’d send it. I got a card a few weeks later from Oxfam, thanking me for my 

generous donation.  

Many Christmases later, an addict, he did the same thing. It was the only thing he got us, 

but at least we’d know he was still charitable--we might reason that his problem wasn’t that 

serious, that he was still a reasonable person. Although it was hard to convince us, there was 

some evidence of reason in those final years--that he at least made an attempt. For example, 

when he died, we found a note from a prostitute, thanking him for all he’d done for her.  

In the time my father was himself, he never lost his wallet, but in 2006, lost it twice. That 

was his word, lost. I found out later he meant to say stolen. Lost, he said, because otherwise we 

might suspect things had gotten out of control, that his judgment was failing. Lost, he said, 

because this made it easier to believe his new friends were indeed friends, that they weren’t 

using him for his money, his supplies. I imagine them cheering when he came through the door, 

and hours later, after he’d passed out, leaving with his wallet, without a second thought.  

Just after we found out, I picked him up once from therapy, and he kept a piece of paper 

folded in his hand. A few days later I found it on his kitchen counter--a worksheet to foster 

awareness of thoughts that lead to unwanted behavior. A table: one axis for behavior, the other 

for thoughts that gave rise to that behavior, and in another column, consequences of the behavior.  
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On the Behavior axis he had written, "Buying for B." The column for consequences was 

empty, which made sense--addiction rewires the brain so that consequences are obscured. And 

for Thoughts That Give Rise to This Behavior he wrote, "Wanting to be a good friend. Not 

wanting to let B. down."  

 

Years from Now I’ll Look Back 

 
 

Feb. 26, 2007: 
 
Pat <patman1954@yahoo.com> wrote: 
 
I've thought of you a lot - There's so many questions i have - mostly just curiosity, but also 
getting assurance that whatever was going on was something you wanted and made you happy.  I 
feel bad for the delima you now have.  Wish these was a way i could help make it less so. Let me 
know. 
If there's no chance of rasing a ruckus, think about wheteher you'd like to meet for lunch 
sometime to catch-up. We could meet at some eatery... but only if you are comfortable with it! 
Take care sweety.  Miss you big time, 
packer pat 
 
PS-i promise not to let anyone know that we are emailing 
 

* * * 
 
Suzie <gorgeous_shorty_87@yahoo.com> wrote: 
 
Hey I wouldnt mind meeting for lunch sometime on my lunch break but i need to know there 
is no chance of there being as you say a ruckus bc u need to understand that, that would 
bring so much trouble id probably get kicked out. 
i am still struggling with the fact of being pregnant, some days are good some not so good. 
its amazing to know that i have this little life growing inside of me. i had an appt yesterday 
and i couldnt hear the heartbeat so the doctor gave me an ultrasound i could see the arms 
and body and you could see the little legs moving around lol you could see the baby was 
kicking a lot it was so cute pretty amazing that you can see that stuff.  
 
the only thing im scared of is money situation i dont want to struggle and there are a lot of 
things i wanted to do before i had kids. i wanted to go on cruises and vacations and i was 
going to start school in september but thats going to be put off for like 5 years so that is 
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what really makes me uncomfortable. how are you. we should meet up for lunch sometime 
soon. hows work going? how are your kids? 
 

* * * 
 
Hey...thanks for wb. I'm glad to sense some excitement in you about the pregnancy. I am doing 
OK.  The kids are still on strike and not talking to me untkil i get clean, so of coure it will 
work.  I plan to enjoy another month or two of party and then  work on getting clean.  Would 
love to  meet up for lunch, or hang out somewhere like last time if you are not hungry. For this 
week, Monday or Friday would work best for me.   
 

* * * 
 
hey yeah we could meet up ummmm friday. on the 26 i go for an in depth ultra sound and 
hopefully will find out if its a boy or girl. hopefully a boy : ) im keeping my fingers crossed 
yeah i am pretty excited. so your kids arent talking to you at all? wow. i guess i can 
understand that they are just trying to look out for you bc they love you. you have great kids 
 

* * * 
 
So you want a boy?  I would'a guessed you'd be rooting for a girl. Anyway, it's all good. Yep - 
kids not talking to me. Well, 2 of em anyway. And it will work. I wanna get clean by summer. 
Lunch - not sure I can make Friday as I may need to attend a meeting. I could meet today, but 
only if you can take lunch at 1pm? Or, we can wait and see about Friday (I'll know 1st thing 
Friday AM). Looking forward to c-ing u again. 
 

* * * 
 
hey its me. looking forward to seeing you. i miss you. ive been remembering a lot of things 
lately like the one time the speakers that we would plug into the lap top werent working so 
you told me to lick the end of the wire not knowing that the other end was still plugged into 
the wall and it shocked the hell out of my tongue. lol remember that. that was soo funny it 
hurt a little bit but it was funny as hell. lol i miss you, we have so many little inside jokes. or 
what about sitting there watching that awesome thunder and lightning storm. 
well wb ill see you tomorrow. and i will call you tomorrow morning to let you know boy or 
girl. im leaving work in about a half hour and im pretty excited to find out 
 

* * * 
 
Miss you too and enjoy these little get-togethers... as long as you're ok with it. Kind'a neat in a 
way having this relationship that nobody knows (or will ever know) about. The whole thing we 
had was absolutely such a unique experience for me.  Years from now I'll look back, and wonder 
... was  i dreaming??? Good luck at docs, and looking forward to hearin the news.  
 

* * * 
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hey if you can be there around 11:45 that would be good bc that is the earliest i can leave 
for my lunch break. see you in a couple of hours. can you bring some cigarettes with you : ) 
lol thanks 
 

* * * 
 
Hey. Sorry for not getting stuff to you over that weekend. The stuff I got was crappy and much 
less than I thought i'd get. I did stop - clean 8 days now.  Took last week off work so I could 
sleep whenever i wanted to!  I think that helped a lot.  Feel more alert and focused about work 
now.  How's the you and the baby?  and work? 
 

* * * 
 
Hey that is great to hear. Me and the baby are good I feel her kick every day at different 
times of the day. sometimes i feel her in the morning around like 7 and usually around like 
1-3 in the afternoon and i feel her a lot around 9pm. so did you have your son come stay 
with you like you said you were going to. i noticed you changed your cell number thats good 
im sure that helped a lot with stopping 

* * * 
 
Geez, certainly want you to have my new nbr and I forgot you send it: 609-605-8173. Feeling 
OK.  A tad squirmy but over the daily grogginess.  Ryan is not staying here but will come hang 
out friday night.  This weekend have a picnic planned with the kids and grand kids. 
Being clean doesn't mean I can't sneak in a PnP [party and play].... Will be sure to have plenty 
candy next time.  Maybe if you could get that half day we talked about u can party like a rock 
star (as they say?).  Or come sneak out Saturday AM! 
 

* * * 
 
Thats good to hear you are doing something with your kids and grandkids. Take lots of pics 
i want to see. I forget your granddaughters name but i know she was sooo cute lol. well i 
could do a saturday am pnp. maybe next saturday. this saturday i am going to the shore 
with my mom  and we are staying overnight. so plan on next saturday if thats good for you? 
 

* * * 
 
pnp on June 2 won't work for me.  Going to my niece's 1st bd party at noon and can't arrive 
high!  where ya staying at the shore?  I'll get a room next door & u can sneak over - lol. I'll take 
pics of the grandkids this weekend and share them with you. good to hear from you cutie. 
talk to u later. 
p 
 

* * * 
 
hey. so sunday june 3rd? lol yeah well u make sure i get to see some pictures 
 

* * * 
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hey cutie. when i called last sunday i was feelin very pnp-ish (in case you found any free time), 
but then my opportunity quickly disappeared. Anyway, still feeling pnp-ish for this sunday 
morning or afternoon? If so, what time frame works for you?  I'm thinking I'd get a room in the 
bensalem area. What do ya think? 
 

* * * 
 
what about where u got one in nj near the dennys? 
 

* * * 
 

May 30, 2007: 
 
Hey, NJ works for me!  I'll get something near Rt 295 at either the rt 73 or rt 70 exit. I want to 
stay out of my place so the condo itself stays clean even if I don't.  And now that my kids know I 
am clean, it's more likely they could pop in - so my place is out. What's your thoughts on when 
you could get here? I'm looking forward to pnp, esp after 20 days! 
 

June 15, 2007: 
 
hey...how are u and baby? check your phone. text message when u can! 
 

June 19, 2007:  
 
Hey S 
you've been awful quiet.  R u  OK???? Can you at least confirm you got this email?? 
 

* * * 
 

The drugs never transformed my father into a monster--he was still himself in countless ways. 

But in this new world, he found that the rules he’d endured all his life no longer applied. It was a 

world of instant connections with no questions asked. A way to short-circuit all the needs inside 

of him. The drugs were part of it, yes, but never fully embraced, I see now, as if they’d been 

eating too much junk food, and it would be good if they could cut down on it some.  

In the meantime, there were inside jokes.  

There were thunderstorms.  
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After he died, I found notes Suzie had written to herself. “FUTURE GOALS,” she wrote, 

which included getting an ID. “IN ORDER TO GET THIS DONE I NEED TO GO DOWN TOWN 

THIS WEEK AND GET MY BIRTH CERTIFICATE, MY SS CARD AND GET A PHOTO ID.” The 

list included going to the methadone clinic, getting a “normal” job like waitressing, and also 

paying off her tickets and fines. “EVENTUALLY I CAN GET MY OWN APARTMENT WHICH 

WOULD BE GREAT I CAN DO THIS BECAUSE I WILL HAVE STEADY INCOME FROM MY 

WAITRESSING JOB AND FROM MY SIDE BUSINESS FROM MY REGULAR CLIENTS.” 

“Why don’t I pray?” she asked herself in another note. “The answer I gave when I was in 

Sunday school was….. ‘If jesus is listening to my prayers, it will take longer for him to help 

mommy…’ I haven’t prayed in 9 years………….  I did today…… ‘Dear God, help me...’ 

Today, my soul cried. Never have I thought the cause of such torture I would do to myself.” 

“future things 2 buy” was the name of one note. “DÉCOR-for Mike’s apartment (and for 

my future apartment) a lot of candles.... Decorative, scented and some on pretty holders. Pillows- 

big and small ones for throws…. Pretty pillow cases to go with bed pillows. Sheets and blankets 

and pretty end of the bed blankets and blankets to decorate the couch.” 

“Glass nick nacks- different colors and shapes and sizes just for decoration.” 

Suzie never did write back, at least not by email. I don’t know who she was, or where she 

came from. I don’t know how they met--or whether they talked again, or if she ever got her own 

apartment.  

But I see they both understood the bargain. Whatever they were doing would help each of 

them in some way, but only for the moment, and they were OK with that--required it, even. 

Better times were on the way, and soon this thing would be sequestered in the past, never to be 

discovered or questioned by anyone.  
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My father never mentioned her to me, of course--I discovered her existence only after he 

died. When I tried calling her, the number had been out of service. I emailed her to see if she 

could tell me more about my father and there was no reply at all.  

 
 
Chopin 

 
APRIL                                                                    OCTOBER 
SCREENS                                                             STORM WINDOWS 
CHG HEATER AIR FILTER                                 DRAIN WATER HEATER 
FERTILIZE LAWN                                             RAKE 
HOSES OUT                                                         HOSES IN 
ADJUST DUCT LEVERS (A/C vs. HEAT)           ADJUST DUCT LEVERS (A/C vs. HEAT) 
SET DEHUMIDIFIER                                           CLEAN + STORE DEHUMIDIFIER 
DE-INSULATE ATTIC FAN                                INSULATE ATTIC FAN 
TURN OFF UPSTAIRS BATH HEATER             TURN ON POWER TO UPSTAIRS HEATER 
ADJUST TIMER FOR OUTSIDE LIGHTS           ADJUST TIMER FOR OUTSIDE LIGHTS 
 

Before there are any wolves or wolf-men, there was a filing cabinet in our basement, a 

manila folder and two lists inside. ANNUAL CHORES, the tab says. It’s a lesson I learned a long 

time ago, that a folder is part of a system, a filing cabinet, a way to ensure the household ran 

smoothly. This folder, filed with a hundred others: TOYOTA OIL CHANGES + MISC 

MAINTENANCE; RECORD OF VACATION TIME TAKEN; TAX RETURNS 1981.   

My father had these tricks, systems to ensure order. It was like discovering some lost 

symphony after the composer died. The timing of the piece, so careful, as if he were more 

interested in the theory of a perfect system than anything else. As if it eased his heart to know 

that somewhere in a basement there were at least plans, an ideal, even if the house would one 

day burn to the ground. It’s in my mother’s basement now, that filing cabinet, with everything 

else, boxes filled with the debris of his life, artifacts that cannot escape the before  label—his 

John Grisham novels, his baseball hats, souvenir wooden bowls from business trips to Asia.  
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The note in my hand looks weathered, this note that screams before, or maybe just before, 

a pink slip found in a shoebox of junk, folded like it’d been in his wallet. The binder holes on the 

left tell me it’s from his daily planner, and the words tell me it was written just before leaving my 

mother, before the unfurling. The before artifacts, like the composer’s early works, the timing 

and structure not only proficient but mastered, and you have to wonder, where will he go from 

here. 

 

Area 
Health/Fitness 
Family 
Financial 
Job – career long trm training 
 
Travel/Leisure 
Hobbies 
Rdg/movies 
Computers/AOL 
TV 
“Goodness” – volunteerism 
          kids/homeless 
 
Lists 
Objectives – by time period 
Things that are important 
Internet – things to check/try 
Things I Like 
Things to Buy 
Home Projects – to do 
– to buy 
 
Leisure 
Sports/Recreation/Games 
participate/watch 
Entertainment 
shows/movies 
 

Purpose – Why 
Goal – What 
Strategy – How 
 
Things that concern me 
Chrissy smoking/cred card 
Kelly’s eyes [suspect for glaucoma] 
Patti’s emotional well-being 
 
Good deeds to do 
RAOK [random acts of kindness] 
 
Favorite things 
Music (Chopin) 
TV shows – news 
Sports 
Movies 
Food/drink/flavor 
Books  (Grisham) 
Colors?  blu/grn/brn 
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The fear was that he’d forget the blue and the green, the brown. As if to tether strings to 

these concepts so none could get away. They might float out of his consciousness, wander 

around the globe, but to keep this note in his wallet was to wrap the strings around his hand so he 

could remind himself of who he was simply by tugging on a string. I have the Chopin CD now, 

the Mozart, Tchaikovsky—I never saw him listen to any of them, never even heard them 

mentioned. But the fear was that classical music would be forgotten--that he liked Chopin best. I 

might do the same if I felt myself changing, if I thought I might forget one day who I was—if I 

needed to, I could coil these strings around my hand, pull myself down from space. 

The after artifacts, like music the composer writes after he loses it, both better and worse 

than anything he’d written, genius and junk at the same time. I think of what he wrote on my 

birthday card, the one my mother brought to his hospital bed. I was his pride and joy, it said—

one of the only direct expressions of love I’d gotten from him. The handwriting was feeble, as if 

he were elderly, but still recognizable, the same curvy caps from the list of chores, twenty-five 

years earlier. I think most about the multiple underlinings, the capital letters, the exclamation 

points, as if he were advertising the circus. He was sure the circus punctuation would help me to 

understand, knew the capitals would compensate for something. 

Or the note from Suzie, saved on his computer, another after artifact:  

Pat…… I tell u all the time but just for the record….  God Bless u….. and I don’t know 
where or how I would be without your kindness…… and I am most grateful for your 
friendship, many people say they “care” but you really meant it. Without your ears, and 
opinions…… yeah….. U know hahaha   

Mostly it was about forgetting, I think—he’d been afraid he might forget this hobby, that 

value. And that if these things weren’t physically bound around him somehow, there was the 

feeling that he could forget who he was, dispense into the atmosphere. As if it eased his heart to 
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know that somewhere in his wallet there were at least plans, an ideal self, even if one day he 

might forget it all.  

But I have to wonder if he ever forgot anything, even after the forgetting. Even well into 

the after-life there was evidence that none of his values had been forgotten. It seems that he 

cared for Suzie as a kind of daughter. It seems that he never forgot who he loved, only that he 

had trouble remembering to love them. Early into the after-life I got the sense that he’d never be 

the same again, that he’d graduated into a permanent evolution. There were addicts at the 

meetings who were clean for decades but still going to meetings. I imagined him in old age, gray 

and wrinkly, still going to meetings, still contributing a dollar to the basket each night—seven 

dollars a week. The hope was that if he went through all the motions he might come out OK, he 

might remember all those things he seemed to have forgotten—he would just need to go to these 

meetings every night, maybe an hour each night, seven dollars a week, thirty dollars per month. 

And he could afford that, I remember thinking, and also the hour each night, and he could come 

home after the meetings and continue with the motions of his life, one day at a time—the plans 

waiting for him, everything he’d written down. 

 

How Do You Like Me Now? 
 
In one of the library books, I found street names for crack: 

Hail, sleet, and snow coke, tornado and cloud. Jelly beans and candy, or badrock, electric 

kool-aid. Cookies and crunch & munch. Grit, gravel, and glo. French fries. Hotcakes. You could 

call it anything you wanted--anything with some shared characteristic. Wrecking crew and 

kangaroo. The great white hope and hell, and also Love, with a capital L. Groceries, or: 24/7.  

Or, How do you like me now? I liked that one.  
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And the list kept going, for pages. No realm was untouched--food, animals, the weather. 

As if the world becomes crack, the addict’s vision of everything around him blurring together, as 

if the hope is that even the most mundane of circumstances might present a chance to get high.  

I thought it interesting, too, how the culture had its own distinct nomenclature, how all 

the ways of finding crack, for example, had been covered: 

Henpecking - searching on hands and knees for tiny rocks 
Carpet patrol - spreading the nap of a carpet in search for crumbs 
Hubba pigeon - after a police raid, vetting the floor for spilled dope 
Pianoing - playing an imaginary piano on the floor in the hopes that one’s fingertips might pick 
up lost particles 
 

Sometime later I would hear that crackheads get so in tune with their habit that in their 

downtime any relevant word snags their attention, like a dog who, thinking you said treat, turns 

his head. I wondered if it had gotten this bad for my father. Or maybe you said you went to the 

store for groceries, you were out of cookies. And the dog’s ears might perk up for a moment, he 

might start sniffing the carpet at your feet, just in case.  

 

J-School 

While my father is smoking, my journalism professor asks us to interview someone about an 

interesting experience. I interview my sisters about their father, a man, they tell me, who has lost 

control. I transcribe the interviews verbatim, and it’s over, I don’t have to look at it again. Years 

later I come back to their words, and I can’t imagine they were finished speaking. I leave their 

words intact, but rearrange the paragraphs, juxtapose their observations to see what else they had 

to say.  

Kelly: He’s fat. He’s huge. Crack usually makes people skinny, but he’s the opposite. He 

eats ice cream and junk food all the time. There was a period, maybe seven years ago, when he 
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was a health fanatic. He would go on runs around the neighborhood and only eat health food. 

Now, if he doesn’t kill himself with the drugs, he’s going to kill himself with his diet. He 

smells—he doesn’t wash his clothes very often. He wears the same clothes over and over again. 

His glasses broke, and he tied them back together with a piece of wire instead of getting them 

fixed. It looks horrible. His place is a complete pig sty, too….There is a layer of scum on his 

bathroom floor. I can’t even look at it.     

Chrissy: He borrowed my car one time and, my iPod earphones that I left inside, he 

ripped them apart to steel the little screen over the speaker.  He was going to use the screen as a 

filter for his pipe. And there was crack in my car – I found it – not the actual crack but a burnt 

piece of Chore Boy with residue on it that he left on the floor mat.  

He’s not even the same person. He’s this weird drug addict. He’s just weird—he talks 

about weird things. He says dirty jokes in front of my three-year-old, he’s not himself.  You can’t 

have a conversation with him—he falls asleep. If he hasn’t had a hit for an hour or so, he starts to 

get real tired….You can’t have a real relationship with him because you can’t have a real 

conversation….He doesn’t want to talk about it, he just wants to talk about other people.  The 

whole thing is very awkward and uncomfortable. 

I would…describe him as very shy, almost insecure, private, and non-confrontational. 

Also, unhappy. I think he’s been unhappy for most of his life, and he just buried himself in his 

work to cover it up. Depressed, lonely—very lonely. Very, very lonely. [Even before he started 

smoking] he would never call to just shoot the breeze, there was always a specific reason he 

would call. And the conversation was always about you, never about him….I don’t know what 

was going on most of his life. I do know he likes kids, so maybe we were just a way of hiding his 
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misery—hanging out with us, taking us places. Then we grew up and started having our own 

lives, and his life became empty. 

I would rescue him again [when he wedged his car between trees in the woods]…just 

because I told him things he needed to hear. I also got to see that different side of him—he said 

“fuck you” to me three times when I was out there helping him, just because I said, “You think 

it’s time for rehab now, Dad?”  He said, “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you,” and I said, “Who are 

you?  My father never talks to me like that, would never talk to me like that, in 29 years never 

talked to me like that, and now you just said it three times?  Who are you?”   

You have to watch him, too. You have to be real careful. Before, you could let him be 

alone with the kids, but now I have to be there with him if the kids are in the room. If he leaves 

the room and starts walking around the house…I have to follow him. I’m afraid I’m going to find 

him smoking up in my bathroom or something, which has happened before. I didn’t see him with 

the pipe, but we knew what he was he was doing in there. The lock on the bathroom window was 

broken after he came out.  He didn’t want the bathroom to reek, so he tried to open the 

window.  He was too stupid, though, to unlock the window before trying to open it, and so he 

broke it.  That was the day he told us he was 30 days clean, too.   

They say addicts lie, cheat, and steal.  My dad is no exception.  He lies about wanting to 

get help, then he admits that he only said it to get us off of his back. I’m surprised at how honest 

he was with some things, though—honest about the girls, honest about the fact that it was 

crack…. But I also think he lied about how much he does. He said he did it three or four times a 

week, but I think it’s a daily thing…. I talked to him plenty of times about how much he does, he 

told me he is up for three days straight sometimes. 
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When they let my dad go home, we decided to stay with him 24/7—well, my brother 

was, anyway. He moved in with him, he went to work with him. My sister and I would sleep 

over his apartment occasionally to ease my brother’s burden. When I slept over there, it was the 

most awful thing ever. I slept in my dad’s spare bed—this gross, scrungy little bed where his 

heroin-addict friend would sleep sometimes. I felt like I was going to be attacked in the middle 

of the night, like I was in jail or something. Occasionally this heroin girl would knock on the 

door at 2 o’clock in the morning, and my dad would get up to give her money.   

My sister called me one afternoon and just blurted it out, “Dad’s on crack.”  I was like, 

“What?”  I almost hung up….I got really mad. I said, “What are you talking about?  Are you 

crazy?  I can’t believe you’re doing this to me right now.  What is wrong with you?”  I thought 

she was playing a joke on me.  I said, “What is wrong with you?  Why would you say that?  Oh 

my God.” I hung up on her. 

Before the intervention, before we went into his place, I thought he was going to get 

really angry….I thought he’d get angry and deny it, kick us all out and want nothing to do with 

us anymore….I was afraid, too. I was afraid that maybe we were wrong, and we were going to 

look like idiots. The scariest part was walking up the stairs to the door.  I was so scared, my heart 

was beating out of my chest. When we confronted him, I was waiting for him to say, “Oh, you 

misunderstood. I was using it as an experiment for work.”   

The lifestyle has taken root. Hanging out with all his druggie friends has just become a 

way of life for him because they’re company—they’re what he calls “friends.” Before they came 

along he had no one.  Now, he feels like he belongs in his little druggie society. They make him 

feel successful, make him feel good about himself. He has a job when his friends don’t. He can 
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bail people out of messes – he has money. He can get them their drugs, be their “big daddy.” He 

feels like a big man around those people. 

When we walked into his place for the intervention, I remember him saying, “I think I 

know why you’re all here,” and I thought, “I can’t believe this is really happening.” I couldn’t 

believe it was really happening. I was afraid the drugs were real. You know, I was afraid it was 

true.  

 
Counting the Days 

When it was all new there had been little notes sent around, updates for everyone on their 

brother, their brother-in-law, father-in-law, their uncle, their dad, about twenty of us altogether. 

Notes about his behavior, or things he said, and sometimes mention of the day-count—days he’d 

been clean. We were afraid to ask for the count directly, so when we found out, or when we 

thought we’d picked up a clue from his vocal patterns, we’d share it with everyone else. After a 

while it didn’t matter, though, what these notes said, eventually I didn’t even have to read them.  

• I figured Pat was using again. He stopped by Yvette's house to see the baby and he was 
breathing very heavy…I asked him if he was alright…but he said he didn't know he was 
breathing weird. Anyway, he was sweating a lot and moving his arms and legs all 
around. He was air punching the dog and kinda kicking her to get away. … stayed for 
about 20 minutes.  

 
• He sounded a little…I’m not sure how to explain it; not real relaxed – like I could picture 

him jittery and swinging his leg back and forth. But I’m not sure  if that is something he’s 
still supposed to be experiencing , or is he supposedly past that by now (unless he 
relapsed of course).   

 
• Kelly and Chrissy and I agreed that, judging from his behavior that night, he probably 

relapsed. Other indicators: he ignored Uncle Jim's 3 messages to call him back, and he 
doesn't want to talk anymore about the number of days he's been clean. …. We did not 
confront him about it…we are afraid to…we are not sure if we should.   

 
Some were blind copies. Pat, so sorry if you think I'm getting into your stuff, wrote Uncle 

Jim. This is not my intent. All of us, I mean all of us in the family and your family and other 
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friends are very concerned for you. There is NOTHING but love for you and it hurts to see 

what's happened to you so far. … You say you have 44 days clean--so be it. I was planning to 

come up and talk to you but I don't think that you’re ready.  

Having been an alcoholic for decades, Uncle Jim would often refer to his own story. I 

had what is known as a reservation (not the kind the Indians live on). This reservation was 

cleverly part of my denial…It came down for me—the 18" trip from my head to my heart. From 

his emails, we got a sense of the well-worn mottos and sayings from 12-step meetings. Your 

father has a disease that tells him he doesn’t have a disease, he explained to me. It’s hard for him 

to pick up that 50lb telephone to get help, he said. The sayings were insightful at first, handy 

clues as to what’s happening in an addict’s mind.  

Uncle Jim had been in touch with my father’s boss and would forward us that 

information, too. Right now, Pat is so delusional that his primary fear is that someone at work 

will find out that he's using. The true heartbreak is that EVERYONE at work…knows…in fact he 

has become the brunt of mean spirited jokes (i.e. taking pools on the reason Pat will be out this 

time) and generally laughing behind his back—but he thinks all is well. Two weeks ago he was 

out… When Kevin asked him why…Pat told him he didn't remember. 

Early on, the day-count had been the most meaningful barometer. It was a bad sign if he 

said nothing about it, or if the count was still intact when he was clearly jittery. It was a better 

sign if the count was low because it meant he wasn’t lying. After a while, though, it felt like a 

big detective game, a stream of hypotheses, speculations and deductions. 

After a while, we saw there might be no end to it--when he made up his own rules, when 

he’d forgotten what he promised, when he wouldn’t write back--it felt like we were the only ones 
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playing the game. We saw that my father’s word wasn’t what it used to be, even if he seemed 

serious this time--even if he totaled his car last week.  

My father didn’t give many updates, but when he was serious about getting clean, he 

would send notes. Thanks Ry. Day 31 for me. The last few days have been a little harder than the 

1st 20 - so it's really "day-at-a-time" now, he wrote one summer while I was on a road trip. I had 

been driving through the sweltering heat all day and made it to a friend’s house in Chicago late at 

night to find his email.  

The first 20 were actually pretty easy, he wrote. Focusing just on today seems to be 

working good. This was a year after the intervention, nine months before he died. I remember 

how I collapsed on the futon mattress that night, exhausted from the drive, the sunburn stinging 

under my eyes--but also: relieved that I didn’t have to feel guilty about being away. He was 

doing fine. Things were turning around. He’d never made it over thirty days before.  

I know it will get easier in a month or two so I'm hangin in there, he wrote. Drive careful! And 

take pictures! (not while you're driving.) 

 
You Might as Well Give Him the Drugs Yourself 

Not long after I returned from my trip: 

“Hello?” 

“Hey, Ry…” cough, cough, cough, cough, “It's Dad.” 

“Hey.” 

The smoke irritated his throat, gave him a chronic cough, but it was worse just after 

smoking.  

Cough. “Are you...cough...are you doing anything?” Cough, cough, cough. 

I waited for him to finish.  
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The way this ended was with his disappearing tail lights. It was past midnight, the roads empty, 

and I’m in a parking lot, watching him at a stop sign, his brake lights flaring up, the exhaust 

puttering in the January air, and then poof, around the corner he disappears. 

“I was—I'm in the car now—I was just at a friend's house, and so I just got home and 

realized—I don't have my key. So I don't know where it is, but I don't see it on my keychain.” 

Cough, cough, cough.  

“Oh.” 

“I was thinking—you still have that spare key?” Cough. 

“I think so.”  

“Can you meet me now?” 

I would say no. I would say that I was out, busy, that he’d have to spend the night in his 

car, tough shit. This would be his punishment. In the self-help books I bought for him: If an 

addict doesn't face the consequences of his actions, he'll never have a reason to change. You 

might as well give him the drugs yourself, they told me at the meetings, if you’re there when he 

fucks up.  

I would learn that this truth was always hard for family members because it’s usually 

easier to help than not to--easier to offer a ride than to watch him in the rain, easier to lend 

money than see him hungry. But at the time, I could think only that saying no would have meant 

the problem was real. If I said no, he would have to call a locksmith, or sleep in his car, or break 

in through a window--and if he resorted to this, it would mean: there was a problem. There 

would be broken glass, and there is no denying broken glass.  

“Let's say, you know the community center in Blackwood, across from the college?” he 

says. “Can you leave now?” 



173 
 

“OK. I'll leave now.” 

I remember turning the radio up. It can't take more than a minute to give someone a key, I 

told myself. He would be high, I imagined, and I'd have to smell the burnt chemicals on his 

clothes, see his legs flapping back and forth. He would ask me for money, for some favor, but I 

would say no--I thought of taking Fallon to the ATM, the train station--how I felt used 

afterwards, a conspirator in his new life--this time, whatever he wanted, I would say no--and it 

would all be over in a minute, then I would be free.  

When I get there his Nissan idles in the parking lot under the lights. Seeing my car 

approaching, he gets out, and I understand: it’s cold enough to see his breath, but he wears only a 

wrinkled, short sleeve golf shirt--and so jogs to my car. Before my car has stopped he’s trying 

the door handle.  

When I unlock it, he gets in, the car’s chassis dropping with his weight, the stink of burnt 

biting the bridge of my nose.  

“Hey bub thanks for coming,” he says, panting, combing his hair with his hand. “Yeah, I 

got home and I go to open my door and the key’s not--cough, cough--it’s not on there, so who 

knows, I know I took it off, I remember--I thought I put it back on but I guess not, but you got 

the spare, then, right?” 

As he spoke, it seemed my car was confining him--all that coughing, his knees knocking, 

lungs laboring, as if he couldn’t wait to break out of this tiny space.  

“Yeah, they’re right here,” I say.  

“How’s--cough, cough--how’s everything else?”  

“Good.” 
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“‘Good, good,’ yeah, yeah, I know--everything’s always good with you, right?” he says, 

patting my leg, like a joke.  

It’d been months since I'd seen him--his presence seemed heavier now, older than his 

fifty-two years, even if it was only me noticing.  

“OK, I gotta go but I’ll see you later, though, OK?” he says. 

“OK.” 

“Tell everyone hi for me, OK?” he says, getting out of my car, waving one hand. 

“OK,” I wave back, relieved it was over--that there was no extra request, not for a favor, 

or money, or anything else. 

Under the fluorescent lights his car idles, waiting for him, billowing that exhaust, and I 

watch as he makes that tight 180, as he accelerates out of the lot but just as quickly jams on the 

breaks at the stop sign.  

At the time I thought it was only by chance that I chose to help him, but I remember the 

alternatives flashing before me. The broken window wasn’t the problem--it was that it would 

have been my father breaking it. Not some guy, but my own father--breaking into his apartment 

through his own window--and not that it would have cost money to replace, but that he would 

deal with it the next morning, he would wake up and have to confront the glass on the carpet--

and it was easier for me to simply prevent this than having to imagine it, wonder about it, my 

father, alone in his apartment, dealing with this category of problem he’d never known before--

someone breaking into his apartment--not some guy, but my own father.  

 
Sally 
 
“Depression is anger turned inward,” she said.  

Sally, the counselor at my university. 
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I didn’t know if she could help, but I knew something was wrong. I had begun feeling 

abysmal, hopeless at times, and certain nights, paralyzed on my bed, face in my pillow, I 

promised myself I would get help--and kept doing this until I finally did.  

“I don’t know if I’m angry or not,” I said. “It doesn’t seem like he said, OK, now I’m 

gonna smoke crack so I can become a crack addict.” 

I hadn’t gone to speak about my father specifically, but of course he came up. I knew 

only that something was wrong with me--I didn’t want to socialize, didn’t want to go to class, 

didn’t want to wake up. She referred me to the school psychiatrist, who gave me Prozac.  

“Well anger is a perfectly reasonable thing to feel,” she said. “I would certainly be angry 

if it were my father.” 

In recent weeks I had developed the strange habit of twitching my limbs, especially as I 

was falling asleep, which would then wake me up. And sometimes, just as my consciousness was 

fading, cursing. Fuck, I would yell, again waking myself. I looked up the symptoms for 

Tourette’s.  

“Hmm,” Sally said. “Probably stress. Could be anger. You know, as humans we need to 

get our anger out, even if it’s just punching a pillow--otherwise it shows up in strange ways.” 

A couple of months after I stopped seeing Sally, “I’m 100% mad at you,” I wrote in my 

journal. “I owe you a lot, but I’m angry at you for giving up. For thinking that--what?--we 

wouldn’t care if you slipped away? We wouldn’t notice? I hate your fat face. Your twitching 

legs. I never thought you could’ve been that selfish. I’m mad at you for leaving us here with 

nothing to go to. No instruction manual. Not knowing what to do, how to help you, every day.” 

I realized at some point that I was not the kind of angry that made me kick or scream or 

punch a pillow, but the kind that came from a slow realization that he was turning down 
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opportunity after opportunity to get better. I was angry not that he started smoking, but that even 

with all of the help we’d been offering, he chose not to return to who he was. 

“I called him last Monday,” I said at our last session. “He didn’t call back. We’re 

thinking of doing something.” 

“Hmm,” she said. “Doing something?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “We think he might have lost his job and he’s 

afraid to tell us. My mom said he still didn’t pay the property taxes on the house.” 

“Hmm. What do you think you should do?” 

“Like I said before,” she said after some silence, “in this situation, you need to do 

whatever it is you need to so that you won’t regret anything when he dies.” 

“I had a dream that I was in his condo,” I said, “talking to him on his couch. But then 

realized--I wasn’t supposed to be. I looked around me and realized I shouldn’t even be at his 

place.” 

 

Boredom and Loneliness  

“Oh, well what about today? Did I use today? If you’re so smart, did I use today?” 

I had made the mistake of saying we could tell when he’d been smoking. From the 

combed hair, and that his golf shirt was tucked into his khakis rather than pulled out, wrinkled 

around his waist, I knew it was unlikely. There was no knee-knocking, no sweating, no dozing. 

But if I said no and was wrong, I would only validate his arrogance.   

“It’s not what you look like in front of me,” I said, sitting with my brother-in-law on my 

father’s singed sofa, looking at my father in his computer chair.  
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“It’s what you look like over time. When you don’t call people back. Or when you don’t 

answer your phone for three days, or when you show up late, or don’t show up at all.” 

I could’ve gone on, but I could tell from his deflated eyes that I’d said enough. 

It’d been months since we had any communication with him. No one wanted contact 

anymore. No one wanted to be with him when he’d rather be somewhere else. Nobody wanted to 

enable his smoking by talking to him, pretending everything was normal. 

“I know I’ve said I was quitting before,” he said after some silence, “but last weekend it 

really hit me…like a turning point.” Last weekend, when he’d driven into the Pine Barrens and 

wedged his cars between two trees.  

“OK,” said Dan, my cardiologist brother-in-law with frameless glasses, “but you have to 

acknowledge how this looks from our perspective--you keep saying this but keep forgetting you 

said it.” The frustration in his tone was growing.  

Dan had always been the good son-in-law. Years ago, before proposing to my sister, he’d 

called my father at work to ask for his daughter’s hand--but now his tone was very different.  

“Do you know how dangerous this is? Do you know what you’re doing? I saw a guy 

from my fraternity drop dead from one snort of coke--and this is crack. You know what this is 

doing to your heart?” 

“Well--we all do dangerous things. Driving down the highway is dangerous, right?” 

“OK--no--you know what--that’s an insulting analogy. Are you really gonna give me that 

analogy?” 

“Well, OK,” said my father, his head down.  
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Two weeks after this talk I would pick him up and take him to my sister’s house for his birthday, 

and she would cook dinner. On the way there, I would notice his knees knocking, and the sweat 

on his forehead. Before dinner was ready, he was asleep on her white leather sofa.  

It wasn’t until then that I would understand. Seeing him asleep in his wrinkled golf shirt, 

his feet hanging over the arm of the sofa, his glasses on the hardwood floor--I understood that 

whatever my father was living was very different than what I was living. It could have been a 

turning point at the time, but any turning point, I realized, would always be contained in 

whatever day it happened.  

In those final years it seemed his consciousness had become simply an onslaught of 

moments, beginning every morning as he woke, cascading onto him, each one framed only by 

his cravings--and so it was easy to forget what might have happened so many moments ago. That 

he might have cried. 

I spent most of the time in my sister’s bedroom watching the Discovery Channel. She 

brought me a plate, but I wasn’t hungry. When it was time to go, Kelly came upstairs to get me. 

She said he was asleep on the couch, that if we left now I wouldn’t have to see him again.   

 
“Can we ask why you started?” asked Dan, two weeks earlier.  

“Boredom,” said my father. “Loneliness.” His face had gone limp. At this point, his 

defenses were deteriorating, Dan’s shaming, getting to him. These words came out in the same 

way tears come out.  

His eyebrows fell flat, as if to admit he was out of tricks. As if he had lost control, tried to 

fix things on his own but made it worse, and now his steps were impossible to retrace--the 

options that were previously available were gone. Every decision from the past fifty years had 

taken him to this moment at which there were no more decisions to make. 
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“I miss my old life,” he said, tearing up. I think it was at this point that Dan and I began 

to believe he was serious this time. Never before had he shed tears over it, and never before had 

he been the one to initiate the talk, as he did that night.  

“I just want to know what I have to do so you guys will talk to me again,” he said through 

his tears. “What’s gonna convince you I’m serious?” 

“Well, meetings are a big part of it,” I said. “It’s gonna be hard to get better without 

going to meetings.” 

“OK, so meetings--” 

“You have to go every day,” I said. “At least in the beginning. And your phone number--

we’ve told you--you’re not gonna get clean if you’re still in touch with all the same people.” 

“I’ll do it--but only for you guys. It didn’t work before because I didn’t really wanna get 

clean, but this time I want to. But OK--I’ll do them for you.” 

 
Boredom, and loneliness.  

I have to wonder where this honesty came from. Desperation? 

I’d never heard anything so raw from my father.  

With these two words he admitted what he’d denied for the past decade--denied to 

himself, or only to us, I don’t know, but the dam had finally opened up--after the water had 

emptied through the cracks, yes, but opened, finally.  

I can think now only that this couldn’t have been any ordinary boredom and loneliness, 

that it wasn’t what most people feel when they use these words--that maybe it was compounded 

year after year by some tendency of his, some rule he learned when he became a father, that of 

insisting always that everything was fine, of showing us we need not worry because he had 

things figured out--he had a plan--everything was going just as planned.  
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Hatch 

At the meetings, they called it an escape hatch. A false panel cut into the wagon floor, a way to 

drop through the bottom, just in case. My father tried tethering himself onto the wagon every 

which way--he smashed his pipes in front of us, he called his dealers and told them never to 

bother him again--but mostly at our request.  

As things progressed, though, we saw there was seemingly no obstacle he couldn’t work 

around. Everything he did was soon undone. He did truly want to get clean, but also kept 

disappearing. We hinted that he should try what they’d told us at meetings--move into a new 

apartment, get a new phone, a new number. Sever all ties.  

He never moved but did get a new phone and number. After he died, I found a note he’d 

written himself on his laptop:  

alisha - 8569129721 
bird - 2672345849 
blaze - 8562073946 
clinton - 2672509981 
colleen - 2159082334 
dee - 8562646101 
emily - 2672353680 
gia-brd-st - 2672438772 
jaimie - 6094403329 
jordan - 2159904925 
joy-sonia - 2675837611 
julie-brooke - 2156816282 

katie - 2154164643 
kelly walker - 6095029869 
matt - 6092542825 
nikki-lynn - 2676887589 
pam - 2156242263 
puff - 8565243379 
sabrina - 2679730380 
summer - 2673577955 
swig - 8562200926 
t's mom - 8567780493 
tonya - 6094178740 
gia-uma - 2154107010 

 
 

It was with the help of these numbers that he relapsed, I assume, but it hadn’t been much 

of a surprise. We could almost feel it coming. “Be aware of why the addict makes promises,” 

said one of my books. “The nature of addiction forces alcoholics and addicts to engineer escape 

routes whenever they feel threatened. Many of their promises are escapes. Remember, the addict 
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is protecting access to his solution--drugs--while keeping you, ‘his problem,’ at bay.” After a 

certain point, we learned. We understood this, even if he didn’t. It had become like a magic show 

in which you knew what trick was coming, in which you could see the magician positioning 

himself over that false bottom in the stage.      

 
Man Loses Entire Life Savings on Carnival Game 

Went the headline.  

Not long after my father died, I saw this article by Ned Hepburn in a magazine called 

Death and Taxes.  

A tattooed guy in a white tank top holding a huge, stuffed banana, anthropomorphized 

and smiling, with dreadlocks. The man tried to win a video game for his kids but came away 

only with this consolation prize. The game was called Tubs of Fun. Toss a few balls into the tub, 

and if they don’t bounce out, you win. 

Twenty-six hundred, gone.  

 
Death and taxes, as if the universe wants to make sure of two things: that you die, yes, very 

important, but no less so is exacting from you whatever nickels and dimes it can before you 

reach that expiration.  

When I read the headline about the man at the carnival, it was the same feeling. Maybe 

the man had a lapse of judgment, but there seemed also some dark, incorrigible force in the 

universe, entertaining itself.  

“You’re expecting the kids to win a few things, let the kids have a good time,” said the 

man. “It just didn’t turn out that way.” 

Well that’s Murphy’s Law, isn’t it? my father would say with a chuckle whenever 

something went wrong against all odds, referencing that dark force in the universe.  
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Was my father an addict? What does the word even mean? I asked myself.  

Some years after my father died, “Eighty to 90 percent of people who use crack...don’t 

get addicted,” wrote a Columbia psychology professor. “And the small number who do become 

addicted are nothing like the popular caricatures.” This professor, Dr. Carl Hart, had 

hypothesized that addicts have more control than we suspected, and that their problems stem 

more from a lack of options than the addiction itself. His study confirmed his suspicions, the gist 

of which was letting addicts live in his lab for weeks and offering them choices between crack 

and other rewards. In some cases, five dollars was enough to get “addicts” to turn down crack. 

The real-world takeaway: offering more options in drug-ridden communities--swimming pools, 

or community centers--would equal less drug use.  

“Carl’s...not saying that drug abuse isn’t harmful, but he’s showing that drugs don’t turn 

people into lunatics. They can stop using drugs when provided with alternative reinforcers,” said 

Craig R. Rush, a psychologist from the University of Kentucky.  

Crack made my father forgetful, lazy, self-centered, and also jittery and sweaty, but never 

the lunatic I would have expected. He was still very much himself. He cursed a little more than 

usual, but he was never violent, never stole from us, never even raised his voice. He was himself, 

sans impulse control.  

 
I remember the nut that had gotten loose from our lawnmower one time as my father and I took it 

apart in the garage.  

Seeing it rolling toward our long, sloping driveway, Oh! Don’t take your eye off it! my 

father said, his hand still in the maw of the mower.  

As I stood up to watch, the thing came alive with its own free will. How perfectly keeled 

it managed to keep itself as it gained speed, I thought. Every time it pitched sideways and I 



183 
 

thought it would surely topple it would invariably right itself, and not only right itself but 

pirouette out of trouble, hopping into a new rhythm, regaining direction. 

The nut met its fate at the edge of our lawn, but still we never found it.  

There goes Murphy again, my father said after we’d combed the blades of grass for a few 

minutes.  

Should be right around here, I said.  

Murphy and that law of his, he said, standing up, brushing his foot over the grass in some 

final gesture of searching.  

 
Was it like this with the drugs?--or was something else at work? 

The reason it’s haunting is because it’s true, I think. He did die, and when that happened, 

the IRS took the remaining 26K from his checking account for taxes he owed.  

    But were the drugs as inexorable as death and taxes? As Murphy’s Law? 

The times I felt most sorry for him were the times I boycotted him altogether. 

I think I felt sorry for him because I knew he was still him. I knew he was not a lunatic 

and still very much of sound mind.  

He just had trouble controlling himself.  

I thought of him in his condo every night, doing battle, alone. 

But other times I thought maybe he was happy. Maybe he wasn’t so addicted after all.  

The man at the carnival wasn’t addicted, he just wanted to keep playing.  

Maybe this had nothing to do with Murphy, maybe my father just kept playing the game 

because it was fun, because there were no other options, because even if he was losing, at least 

he was playing.  

Who would have thought it possible to lose your life savings at a carnival game? 
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One of My Favorite Things To Do 

Sometimes I hadn’t heard from him in so long that I had to wonder if he was even still living in 

that condo. Or if he was even going through the necessary motions of life. Going to work--to his 

title, systems analyst--if this was even still possible--and coming home, showering and eating 

regular meals, doing his laundry on weekends.  

He must be, or I’d hear from someone--maybe the cops--maybe the neighbors would find 

him and call the cops.  

I imagined him stopping at the fried chicken place on his way home from work because 

he knew his refrigerator had only condiments. In the times I’d been over there, I saw that the 

simplest facets of day-to-day living could no longer be assumed.  

For example, dishes. After he started with the crackpipe, he began hiding them rather 

than washing them. On top of the bookshelf, under the couch. When he was clean--a week here, 

twelve days there, a supposed thirty days when he was fifty-three--he would wash them. He 

would load the dishwasher and run load after load. He would scrub the stovetop.  

He did heaps of laundry, one after the other, collecting his entire wardrobe off the floor, 

armful by armful, stuffing everything into his stackable washer. Watching him, it was clear that 

he wasn’t only cleaning, but cleaning for the last time, as if cleaning up more than just his condo. 

One of my favorite things to do during these years was watching my father fold laundry. 

Folding clothes was a reasonable thing to do. It meant his life resembled those of people who 

were living normal, productive lives. What I liked was the feeling that things could be clean from 

that point forward. Clean time meant I could go there and watch TV while he folded clothes, 

scrubbed dishes between his intervals of sleep, the 18-plus hours of sleep per day caused by 

withdrawal.  
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When he was in the bathroom I would look at the pipes in his desk drawer. I wasn’t 

supposed to see these things--if there were still pipes it meant he wasn’t serious about getting 

clean. I would tell myself it was only because he had yet to clean out that drawer.  

When the toilet flushed I would close the drawer softly, my heart aflutter, resume my 

interest in the baseball game. I watched the game with the images of those pipes in my head--

homemade from 1.5-oz shooters. A spoon with residue, a glass cutter, a copper filter. Emblems 

of a man’s loneliness, kinds of friends. Little contraptions of glass, metal, and fire he could turn 

to.  

I had to wonder why he still had everything if he wasn’t going to smoke again. How long 

it would be? A week? Sixteen days? The clothes in front of me--the Hanes underwear folded in 

half, the dress socks tucked into balls--when would they see the washer again? 

By the time he was done cleaning, the place was immaculate, though the char marks 

remained, on the pine coffee table, on the couch, singed into that baby blue floral embroidery.  

The lampshade on the standing lamp had been seared through, burnt from when the lamp fell 

over, I guessed, and lay on the floor without anyone noticing.  

It was like a game, guessing where all the charrings and searings came from. The torch? 

The pipe? Did the pipe get that hot? If I ignored them, pretended we were an average father and 

son watching baseball, maybe he’d forget his problem. If I just kept watching TV, and he kept 

kneeling on the carpet, folding, the TV would continue to absorb the silence between us, and 

maybe the problem would never come back. 

 
You want a Coke? I have Cokes in there, he said one night, tucking socks into balls, 

pointing with his chin to the fridge. 

I’m OK. 
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They’re vanilla. I bought a whole case. I thought they’d be good but they’re not too good. 

Take them home if you want. 

I guess. 

A new pitcher was coming out. A commercial. 

I think they expire soon, he said. Take them with you when you go, OK? 

 
I was there a few hours, long enough. Soon I would tell him, take care. I would say, talk to you 

soon. I wasn’t sure when I’d see him, but I knew he’d go to work the next day. I knew he’d stay 

clean at least for the week, maybe more. 

In less than a year, he would die of cancer, still addicted--now I remember these nights as 

a kind of silver lining, a reprieve. I sat on that floral couch, and he would clean, pausing as he 

passed the TV to catch a play, laundry basket in hand.  

He would come in and out with new loads, dumping hot socks and underwear onto the 

carpet. There was the scent of fabric softener--and how promising it smelled.  

And his resolve, how he separated everything, folded the undershirts one by one, using 

his chin to hold the collar as he tucked the sleeves, stacking them into a neat pile on the 

vacuumed carpet--all that bleached-white cotton. 

The Last Picture of My Father 

My sister sits at the far end of the couch in a black sweat suit and new white sneakers with my 

father’s head propped on her thigh, an expensive sleeping bag pulled to his mouth. The coffee 

table is made of soft pine, and the spots that have been charred show up like coal in the snow. 

For the preceding twenty-nine years, my sister always hid her smoking from my father. It was 

something he had talked to her about, but she never listened, and so in his company, she would 

do it in the garage, or on the side of the house. But in this picture her Marlboros are in the open, 
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next to her ashtray on the coffee table, and this seems to be OK now, because she knows the 

charred spots on the table are not from cigarettes.  

The Inquirer next to the ashtray reads, “UN issues dire report on climate changes,” which 

dates the picture at mid-November, giving my father three months to live. The paper is 

untouched, of course—he didn’t read the paper anymore, but never bothered to cancel his 

subscription, either. The bookshelf in the background has another picture of them from three 

decades prior. They sit on a hearth with a jack-o-lantern between them, my father’s hand resting 

on it, my sister, a year old, in baby blue pajamas.  

On the wall, a map of Ireland, all the counties color-coded, next to the official-looking, 

framed document with crests and Celtic script, explaining our family name. A blown-up photo of 

my extended family posing for a shot from our family reunion, all of us in custom green shirts, 

“Flanagan Family Reunion 1991.” On the adjacent wall,  a painting of the old Connie Mack 

Stadium in a frame that complemented that of the lighthouse painting next to it. I see the order 

now, the logic behind the arrangement. Over his desk was an enlarged photo of the sun going 

down behind some European city, a photo he’d taken himself and had framed.  

I remember making sure to take my camera that night. It was a bulky Canon I wore 

around my neck. There hadn’t been any special occasion—it was shortly after he’d told us about 

the cancer, and I was there for a visit. But I had the distinct feeling that something was ending, of 

course, and if it were ending, at least I could capture it in its final days. Whatever it was that was 

alive in those days, that era denoted by his breathing, whatever it was that dictated the 

arrangement of those pictures on the wall—it was as if he noticed he had three pictures that had 

to do with Ireland, or his Irish family, and so hung them together. And the lighthouse and 

baseball stadium—they didn’t go together, of course, but at least the frames matched, and the 
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style of painting was similar, so maybe he would put them next to each other. I remember taking 

the pictures down after he died, how each one had left a clean square in the surrounding soot.  

And the kitchen table, thirty years old, from my mother’s first marriage. It had been in 

our basement for over a decade, and she wanted it out of there, so gave it to him when he moved 

out. It was almost sad to see this, not that the furniture was mismatched, but that he had still tried 

to coordinate everything, draped a tablecloth over that cheap Formica, arranged pictures on the 

wall by some logic. It was clear that when he moved in, he thought to himself, Let me display 

family pictures. I’ll put this area rug in front of the fireplace to give the place a homey feel. 

Arrange souvenir beer glasses on the shelf over the closet.  

In the picture my sister turns her face away, buries it in her arm to hide from the camera, 

leaving the only expression to my father. Not even his hands are visible, only his mouth up, just 

a floating face in the middle of the picture. He bought that sleeping bag a decade earlier for a trip 

we took on the Appalachian trail—our first and last. He got it at one of those overpriced outdoor 

stores for two or three hundred dollars—it was rated twenty below zero. He kept it in the closet 

with the other camping stuff, but now it was out for some reason, he was using it in his own 

living room.  

It had been years since he moved in, since he arranged those pictures and souvenir 

glasses, but of course things had changed—it was unclear where he was now, that person who 

moved in, or what was left of him, but if it were all going away soon, or if it had gone away 

some time ago, at least I could take this picture of what remained. It feels like a parting shot now, 

like he was already on his way somewhere else. You can tell by the surprise in his eyes--the rims 

of his glasses reflect the flash, and he looks at me, eyes half open, eyebrows raised, as if 

confused, startled by the sudden appearance of my camera.  
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Ghost 

After he died we had an empty condo, and I needed a place to live. My sisters agreed I could live 

there if I paid the bills. The deal seemed more than fair, though I didn’t know who had keys to 

the front door. I did find a steel brace, though, in the closet, some kind of security device, 

designed to fit between the floor and the handle of the front door. The first night, I put the brace 

in place, unlocked the door and tested it. It worked. I could stay here and feel safe. I would get 

some odd job until I figured out what to do next with my life.  

     When I moved in, Kelly and my mother helped me clean the place. Every trace had to be 

gone. The dumpster in the parking lot was helpful—the coffee table with burn marks got tossed, 

the sofa whose upholstery had smoldered away in a few places, tossed. His clothes we stuffed in 

trash bags for Goodwill. Some of his flannel shirts I kept because they reminded me of my 

childhood, but his clothes were too big for me, and most had a burnt smell. His better dishes we 

boxed away, and the burnt ones that had been used as ashtrays got tossed in the dumpster. When 

I steamed the carpets I imagined the smoke particles loosening up, whirling up through the 

machinery of the vacuum. I took the pictures down—the baseball stadiums, the beach scene over 

the mantle. When I was done there were perfect white rectangles on the walls.  

     Dead meant dead. It meant he couldn’t come back, couldn’t return to re-decorate the 

place the way it had been. It would stay however I fixed it up—I could change whatever needed 

changing so that I wouldn’t be reminded of him, so he wouldn’t be able to haunt me. My 

stomach hurt when I first moved in—every char stain was a kind of firecracker in my gut. But I 

reasoned I could banish all traces of him, I could stay there and not be reminded whenever I 

turned around. I could sand the burn marks off the countertop, cut the singed fibers out of the 

carpet. If he was dead it meant he was no longer connected to my life, that strings had been cut, 
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that some slate had been wiped clean and I was now free to live some normal, generic life. I 

could paint over the soot, roll right over the white rectangles.  

     When he went into the hospital, he thought he’d be coming back, and I remembered this 

as we cleaned. It meant he never had a chance to get rid of secrets. In every drawer I was afraid, 

petrified of some unwanted surprise. Every coat pocket, under every piece of clothing. The 

image of it, whatever it was—a picture, a letter, some criminal object—would scar itself in my 

brain. I was terrified but wanted to know the whole truth—whatever pictures were to be found, 

receipts, computer files, I wanted to see them. But even his safe was empty. I know my aunt 

trashed some things so we wouldn’t find them, but I didn’t expect she’d catch everything.  

     After the place was cleaned out, sterilized, I moved in with a duffel bag and slept on the 

new couch. Every day I fixed the place up. I spackled the holes, painted the walls, fixed the 

cabinets, the toilet, re-hung the curtains, scrubbed the stains on the floor. There wasn’t anything I 

disliked about it, except that it was hard to forget who’d been here before me--except that every 

time I pulled into the parking lot I felt the same churning in my stomach I felt when visiting my 

father the year before. But I kept the doors to the bedrooms closed, especially his, and the living 

room became my bedroom. Every night after working on the place I would chain the door, lock 

the deadbolt, put that steel brace in place, and I could sleep easy. During those first couple 

weeks, I would fall asleep on the couch to the TV, and I remember the cobwebs on the ceiling, 

how they dangled like ghosts from the AC vents, and in another few days again my bags were 

packed, I was headed to Maine, northbound on I-95. 
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Everything Is Clean Now 

My grandmother lived in a retirement community, and her neighbors were so careful with their 

yards, their shiny automobiles--in the months after he died, I couldn’t help myself. We all went 

to her house on the weekends for dinner, and when I saw those chemical lawns and coiled garden 

hoses, those gleaming Buicks, what a perfect solution. 

My stint in Maine had proved ill-conceived--I saw an ad to work on an organic farm in 

exchange for room and board, and the impulse had been simply to get away from everything. But 

after two weeks of pulling weeds I packed my bags in the middle of the night. Somehow I failed 

to imagine not only that farming is hard work, but also that getting away would not fix my 

malaise of discontent. I had finished school in August, and worked odd jobs until my father died 

in March. Now April was turning into May, and I was driving home from Maine to no job, no 

direction, only the desire to get away again, start something new, to feel like my life was clean.  

For the time being I lived at my mother’s boyfriend’s house and took care my Toyota 

Corolla. I removed the grime from the coin tray with a Q-Tip, checked the tire pressure every 

morning. There was the tire shine, and the pine tree air fresheners and also RainX, which smelled 

like lighter fluid as I worked it into the windshield with a clean towel. When it rained, the drops 

would bead off the glass, like wax paper.  

That summer I would move to Philadelphia and bus tables in a French restaurant, and that 

fall teach at some local colleges, but in May my car had been my first priority. I drove 

everywhere in this shiny white Toyota, windows up, the air conditioning on and tires freshly 

shined--feeling like things were finally in order, how they were supposed to be.  

 
A year earlier, Chrissy was kicked out by her boyfriend for drinking too much, and she moved in 

with my father. She did painkillers, too, coke, ecstasy, whatever she could get. She said at one 
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point she was smoking crack with my father, though she lied about everything in those days. By 

the time he’s hospitalized, she’s working at a strip joint in Philadelphia, and soon we find a 

statement showing she’d blown nine grand on my father’s credit card in one month. After we 

took the card from her, she was pulled over at 4:00 a.m. for an illegal U-turn but convinces the 

cop she that she is Kelly, causing a ticket to arrive in Kelly’s mailbox, and shortly after that we 

found a bunch of twenty-six-dollar tickets from the Port Authority for going over the bridge 

without paying the toll, and this is when we took my father’s car from her. Just before my father 

died, she called me for a ride to the ER saying she wanted to kill herself, so Ari and I took her, 

and when she came home she took in stray dogs and cats into my father’s place and I walked in 

to find the carpet littered with urine and feces, Chrissy asleep on the couch in the middle of the 

day. After some phone calls I found a shelter that would take them for a donation of thirty-five 

dollars.  

When my father died, she was in rehab. She came to the funeral in a tight, black dress 

and we didn’t talk to her. For a long time after the funeral she was in and out of rehab, living 

with her aunt, with this boyfriend or that one. I didn’t want to know the specifics, I wanted only 

to wax my car, shine my tires, and avoid her calls. She had a disease, one that should have been 

purged from my life with my father’s death, and to talk to her was to allow it back into my life. I 

wanted only to cherish the sterility of everything around me, how there would be no more dried 

vomit on the floor of anyone’s car, no cracked side-view mirror, no more worrying that my 

father’s friends were forging his checks. No burn marks on coffee tables, no singed upholstery 

with cottony stuffing coming through, no worrying about whether to answer the phone.  

I took that pine coffee table into the parking lot of my father’s complex, the table with all 

those charred holes, lifted it over my head, tossed it through midair into the dumpster knowing I 
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would never see it again. If everything was clean I could believe that a new era was underway, 

that the chaos had been cremated with my father, that if my car was shiny, the rest of my life 

would be, too.  

Even Ari, a kind of girlfriend at the time--even she was a threat to my cleanliness. It 

hadn’t bothered me earlier that she smoked pot, but now I could stand no sign of it. She knew 

this, and so did it in the bathroom, used mouthwash before coming to bed, but I smelled it as she 

lay on my clean sheets, my fluffy pillows. It was not the smell itself but the lying next to her and 

pretending she hadn’t just smoked, pretending I didn’t know anything for the sake of our 

relationship, as I’d done with my father.  

It was the premise of the whole enterprise, the idea of lighting up to let chemicals take 

you elsewhere. In the preceding years I had learned severe distrust of the concept, but she didn’t 

see a problem with it--to her it had nothing in common at all with crack. She could not see 

herself as I saw her: in the distinct category of people who trusted chemicals, who went into that 

other world because this one wasn’t good enough. She was one of them. 

Pot is totally different from crack, she said, and I understood--but pot was still smoked. 

There were still plumes. There was a stench. Glass still meant pipe, grab still meant buy, and 

smokers took hits. It seemed I was the only one who understood this. She was right--a different 

chemical, a different high--but it was kept in the same plastic baggie, and lit with the same cheap 

lighter from 7-Eleven.  

For a while I had been so hungry for that change, determined to signify the new chapter 

by keeping everything immaculate. There was the great sense cleaning something that would 

never get dirty again. I could go to my grandmother’s and her toilet seat cover was soft and plush 

and the basement smelled new. I had gone there when my father was using, but it wasn’t the 
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same because his life was dirty--things were uncertain. I had never paid attention to cleanliness, 

but now it was different--now there was certainty--if I cleaned things there was the sense they 

would stay clean--I clung to the cleanliness around me, to my grandmother’s cool, empty 

basement, that fresh carpet I walked on in my bare feet. 
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Part 3 
 

Adrenaline 

It was almost like sex: the softness of the green felt, the leather trim, the polished steel cup 

holders.  

The dealer’s crisp tuxedo, the delicate clattering of chips, a ribbon of cigarette smoke 

fluttering up next to me.  

Ellis Island Casino on Koval and Flamingo, away from the tourists, a house-sized 

hideaway with none of the flare to distract you from what you came for, the dealers always grim-

looking, like bartenders waiting for the town drunks to shuffle in.  

The dealer, a redhead with gaudy makeup and gilded glasses, has seen me before, but 

niceties are never exchanged as I take a seat. The only other player is an old Chinese gentleman 

with sad eyes, smoking a cigarette and looking around as if for something more worthwhile. 

Between hands, the dealer can only do the same. 

Change one hundred, she calls over her shoulder, my bills fanned before her. Good luck, 

she says, pushing me chips. Good luck, what she’d learned to say at dealer school.  

Rarely did I have the feeling that dealers were actual people--they seemed always robotic 

under the scrutiny of the pit boss, instructed only to move cards, not to talk. I found myself 

treating them like robots, but it never mattered of course because with the first hand, always: the 

feeling of infinite possibility. Before she flips her card: the feeling that tonight I might escape the 

laws of probability, and this was what mattered.  

 
I think of those blind agendas now whenever I smell whiskey and Coke, those nights I was not 

expected anywhere, by anyone. That sweet, black tonic, and the bitter reek of the sour mash over 
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small ice cubes, a red cocktail straw, condensation on a highball glass in the cup holder at the 

edge of the table, a time defined by secondhand smoke and invisibility and the laying of more 

tender on green felt. I think of the intensity of it all, how nothing else mattered, a hundred 

percent of your attention focused on that next card, how, in the moment, you remember nothing 

of your life. 

 
Hard seventeen on a dealer’s ten, stay, I say. Soft seventeen, hit me. Soft sixteen, double down. 

Pair of eights, split me. Before long I had every move memorized.  

There was something about sitting at those tables, like an “on” switch for life. Spreading 

my bills on the felt, confirming my existence. When she pushed me those chips, I had credit, 

recognition, power. With every deal, the feeling of renewed possibility. With every reveal, that 

shot of adrenaline to my heart.  

     I have only four nickel chips left, and if I bet them all, and if I can just win that hand I’ll 

be back on track--and if I let it ride and can just win that hand, too, then I’ll be on my way, I can 

break even, cash out, go home without feeling had.  

     Eyeing my open circle, the dealer looks at me, waiting.  

     With two fingers, I push all the chips across the felt, into the circle.  

     A nine for herself, a ten for the guy next to me--for me, a queen. 

     An ace for him--blackjack--even if his face fails to show it--and I wait as she pays out.  

     If only I can get the same--or even another face card--here we go, my heart, thumping.  

     A six.  

One of the worst hands, but the laws of probability say I have to hit, and here I go, I tap 

my finger on the table. A three--and the wave of relief.  
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And now for her card--a five--that makes fourteen, just draw a face card to bust and let’s 

make this easy--just not a six or a seven--let me just see those colors of that face card--my 

jugular, pulsing--. 

 
 
On Going Home 

At midnight with the windows down, the hot air hair battering my forehead, I roar out of Vegas 

into the desert, into the stars and the darkness--every few minutes, a pair of oncoming headlights. 

It was the only time in my life I took a drive to air out my anger, the only time I feared I might 

implode if I didn’t. This was how things ended in Vegas.  

Five months earlier: I do miss home, the people there, I wrote in my journal. Almost feel 

guilty out here, especially since they don't understand why I’m in Vegas at all. But going home 

does not mean simply driving back to Jersey. It means "coming home." As if admitting defeat, 

somehow.      

Though at the time I hadn’t any idea why coming home was bad—only that when she 

hung up the phone I could not stand the thought of my mother dialing my grandmother, relieved, 

to tell her that Ryan was, thank God, coming home. 

What I had known was that had I been born a twenty-six-year-old at that moment and had 

my choice of where I’d like to live, the desert would not be the place. Rather, I understood that a 

culmination of previous moments in my life was pushing me there, and to come home early 

would somehow betray those moments, forget everything they had taught me.  

A year earlier, the year my father died, I had started thinking about the desert. The sand 

and the desolation--read Edward Abbey and Everett Ruess, Frank Norris and the desert monks. 

At the end of Norris’ novel, McTeague’s nemesis, Marcus, catches him in Death Valley as 

McTeague flees to Mexico with five-thousand dollars after beating his own wife to death. 
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McTeague kills him, but as he’s dying Marcus handcuffs himself to McTeague, and we are left 

to imagine the rest of the story: McTeague with his money, but handcuffed to a corpse in Death 

Valley. 

I think I had wanted to be McTeague. For some reason I had wanted to find myself in the 

sun, the sand, without water, wondering if I would make it. If only I could crawl in the sand and 

look up to see that I was truly alone, that there was no film crew with food and water. The 

tattered clothes, withered and cracking lips, delirious in the mid-day sun, and the water-fountain 

mirage, I wanted it all.   

In May of that year I left home with two friends I hardly knew, dropped them in 

Sacramento, and circled down to Death Valley, ready with my sunscreen to play McTeague. 

After twenty minutes of traipsing in the dunes, I had enough. I camped that night in the Valley 

and the next week, circled up to Colorado to fail a teaching demonstration in Colorado Springs 

and ended up a handyman instead at a tourist trap near Rocky Mountain Park. One of the 

waitresses there, Christine, became my temporary girlfriend, and after we quit in late July, I 

dropped her at the Denver Airport and she asked where I would go. I don’t know, I said. I’ll call 

you.  

 
My time in the desert strikes me now as an apex, not of health or happiness, but when the ball 

pauses for a moment in midair as if deciding whether to come back to earth--when everything 

that had been going had stopped. After my childhood home was sold, after I closed my father’s 

estate, and after graduate school said no thank you, there was no job, no apartment, no girlfriend, 

few friends, and little family in Jersey. It seemed I no longer had any place to be, that nobody 

was expecting me—my father was gone and I looked around me and remember feeling distinctly 

unmoored. An era had ended, a revolution completed that could not be reversed. I’d done a loop 
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around the country and ended up in a place that seems now not a place but a time—the time I lost 

gravity, the time I had hoped to be found by another orbit. 

 
When I think of my father—his time—and our shared nature, how when I was young my 

mother’s friends would say to her while looking at me, he has your skin but Pat’s personality—I 

have to think the same mechanism was at work. For years my father had inched away from his 

family, away from himself, from the family man who once had young children to play with. I 

imagine him trying to adjust to older age, to living on his own—he made serious attempts at 

dating, and a few years after he moved out I found an anti-depressant in his medicine cabinet. 

But I imagine that one day he woke up and couldn’t deny that unmoored feeling any longer. 

When that feeling came for me, there had been an unnamable longing for the dark grittiness, the 

anonymity, the freedom, the getting lost—the distinct desire to be absorbed by something big 

and whirling without anyone knowing my coordinates on any given night.  

The Bellagio checked for a room key to ride the elevator, but most hotels didn’t. Almost 

every elevator in the city was open to the public. The house is always watching, yes, but rarely 

do they interfere. I could go to the blackjack tables just to watch—there was never any 

commitment—I could ride the elevator to the roof or sit at Napoleon’s Piano Bar with whiskey-

and-Coke until morning. When I came home no one would ask where I’d been, and I could stay 

in the city another decade if I wanted, no one could make me leave. 

More than anything, I had the feeling that the best moments were in my past. There 

hadn’t been any particular memories I was trying to replace, but in a more general sense the 

fullness of earlier years had emptied out. I had the sense that the cohesion and meaning in my 

life were dissolving. Trent Road was gone, graduate schools sent me rejection letters, my sister 
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was an estranged alcoholic, my mother was living with a new boyfriend, my father was in a 

plastic container in the basement.  

I had come to believe I was unnecessary in the world, as my father must have. I 

remember a malaise of discouragement, frustration, loneliness--of feeling mired. I didn’t know 

what was wrong, but I knew I would do something different and wild and dangerous. I knew that 

I wanted to experience something, return to Jersey having been changed. The desert had nothing 

to cue memory, no signposts for reality, and the casinos never closed--if nothing else, I could just 

go there, I could let them swallow me whole.  

I remember arriving in Vegas--coming down the Interstate ramp into the blazing hot 

traffic, and when I saw the palm trees and towering glitz there was the feeling of finding an 

oasis, a comfort in knowing the casinos would take me--there was safety in the crowds, the 

anonymity. There was the feeling that I could hide there until things were figured out--the feeling 

that I would not be leaving anytime soon. 

Soon I would take a part-time teaching job and in the months to come, find myself 

wandering the casinos at night, drinking too many free cocktails and losing money. By the end of 

the semester I had resolved plenty of times never to gamble again, but deep inside I knew that I 

could let myself if I could find the right excuse--for example, if the semester were over and a 

good time was in order--and so when I left Vegas for good a few days later, after losing all the 

money in my wallet that night and fleeing into the desert out of desperation, it was with the 

feeling that I was lucky enough to be escaping, lucky enough I could exercise this one remaining 

power--that of leaving town.  

“Ryan is coming home,” my mother would say, and to me this would mean I was wrong 

to have gone in the first place, that in fact I had no choice in the matter of finding belonging. So I 
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would stay and keep doing whatever I was doing, not so much looking for something as avoiding 

some harder reality, avoiding myself. It seems now that I had gone there not for the infinite 

freedom and anonymity but more for the feeling that these things were a kind of blanket, the 

comfort of knowing I could hide from myself in these casinos at any hour of the night. I have to 

wonder if it was like this for my father, if his reluctance to come home was a way of avoiding the 

reality of what had been lost, filling some space that had been hollowed out.  

Where would I go? Christine asked me hours before my Vegas life would begin. We 

stood outside the Denver terminal, my car idling. In the preceding weeks I remember waking up 

in my Rocky Mountain cabin and feeling like every day was new, every day I could leave if I 

wanted to, any moment, any second I decided, and I wouldn't have to tell anyone, justify 

anything, I could just go, maybe to say, I don’t know, Vegas.      

Vegas was a hard city to leave because here was a place you wander around unaccounted 

for, where it was easy to be absorbed, where you stood no chance of ever being recognized.  

 
Lamarck 
 
My phone rings last week, early in the twilight, a bright metallic dinging taking me into the 

waking world. My mother knows about time differences but is still trying to remember whether 

Las Vegas is three hours behind or ahead.   

At the time, I would write these sketches, put them in my journal--and I would believe 

them.  

You’re coming all the way out here just to visit? I just got here, I say.  

     But you were in Colorado all summer. And plus it’d be nice to see the city, too. 

     You already saw the city. You didn’t care for it.  

     Well that was years ago. Maybe I’ll come out.  
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     Mom, I don’t think you want to come out here, it’s a hundred and eight every day. 

     Well where would I stay if I did come? I mean, I don’t need anything extravagant, but 

don’t put me in no roach motel, either.  

They talk about it in terms of blood. I have the blood, they say. The only part of my father 

that is still living is his DNA, and I have half of it. Kelly was from my mother’s first husband, 

doesn’t have any such instructions in her veins. But Chrissy and I came from my father: we have 

the blood.  

That’s why, went the chorus, after finding out about my father. That’s why Chrissy’s an 

alcoholic. That’s why she’s always been bad. It’s in the blood. She does the steps now, in her 

thirties.  

You can’t inherit a train wreck, I tell my mother. I have been telling her this. Maybe with 

alcohol, but not crack. You need to be extra careful, she says. See Dad? See Chrissy? Just 

because Dad died in a train wreck, I explain, doesn’t mean my plane has a greater chance of 

going down. I had to think of Lamarck from college, explain the difference to her. Whatever went 

wrong with Dad was caused by something around him, not something he was born with. If Dad 

lost his right arm before I was born, would I have been born with only my left arm? No, but still, 

she reasons. Chrissy used to be a fluke, but when my father was found out my mother realized 

that for me it was now only a matter of time.  

 
That August, my mother flew to Vegas to make sure I wasn’t there to gamble. She didn’t tell me 

this outright, but I knew. I caught her once spying on me as I watched a craps game. She was 

crazy, of course. I hadn’t moved there to gamble. At that point I had been there a month and the 

thought never occurred to me. I knew what gambling was, knew I wanted no part of it. During 

college I had lived in Atlantic City. 
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When I think now of how the following half-a-year played out, I can better understand 

what happened to my father. I never moved to Vegas with the intention of digging myself into a 

pit of loneliness and debt. That fall, I don’t know that I had a gambling “problem,” but I know I 

ended up spending more time and money doing it than I ever would have imagined. No, I never 

intended on gambling, but I’m sure my father never intended on smoking, either.  

Years later, I realize that I misunderstood my mother’s concern. I wrote sarcastically in 

my journal because I thought she believed addiction was on my DNA’s to-do list. But her 

concern was never about blood, even if she said it was.  

I think it was easy for her to talk about my father as having a “drug” problem because this 

is what we saw. The sweating, the jittering, the cursing. And when I moved to Vegas, easy to 

worry about me having a “gambling” problem. She wasn’t sure of the vocabulary to use, how to 

explain the phenomenon, but she knew that my father had left her, and later entrenched himself 

in some underworld, even if he had no such intentions when leaving. Now her instincts were 

telling her to check on her son. She had learned to use the language of addiction, but I have to 

think it was her instincts that took her to Vegas, her intuitive, motherly faculties that knew in fact 

there is no such thing as a drug problem, or a gambling problem, only problems of circumstance, 

of belonging.  

 
The Watery Part of the World 

Never a desert but always the desert. I was lost in the desert. Just as it is with the ocean. No one 

has ever been lost in a desert, only the desert. An ocean is so vast, so hostile that it’s of no 

concern which--instead, the concern is only whether you are still there. And when I think of the 

desert now, it seems there had been no exception--life had been reduced to some binary game, a 

yes-or-no question--no questions of morality, of who I was or what I was doing, only whether I 
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was still in the sand. For months before I left I had considered it every day, but at the time 

understood nothing about why I couldn’t.  

Years after my return I would read Moby-Dick and before the second page I would 

understand Ishmael entirely. He goes to sea not to die but because the sea pulls him. He goes 

sailing because he has already been unmoored—if you’ve read the book, you might remember 

the lines. His soul is damp and drizzly, the sea, his substitute for pistol and ball, for throwing 

himself upon his sword. It doesn’t matter what happens at sea, only that he sets sail, away from 

where he was. So many decades ago Melville had drafted this paragraph that would explain 

something to me hundred-and-sixty years later, articulate this emotional residue I had a hard time 

naming. “I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world,” he says.  

My fondest memory of the desert is when I had first moved into that garage-apartment. In 

the backyard was a swimming pool, and I remember it feeling like a dream to sit there at night 

time and see the Stratosphere lit up, the faint cries from its roller coaster arriving with a half-

second delay, like distant ghosts. The desert in summer time sees temperatures in the 60s at 

night, and in the months after, much lower, but during that first month in August, before I lost 

myself, I would sit there with a bottle of beer and a sweater and put my feet up.  

In the weeks to follow I would grow only more and more confused, but eventually come 

home. Now the desert stands in my memory as a place from which I was able to return, but my 

father was not. I have to think that if he kept living he would have gotten better--but when I think 

of Vegas now I can better imagine why he never did.  

When I moved into that garage and saw the pool, I didn’t need to understand anything--I 

was free, and life was clean, simple. I knew only that I was a thousand miles from my old life, 

from reality, from myself--nobody knew me, and I could stay as long as I needed. I remember 
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the Stratosphere in the distance, the neon and the rounds of faint screaming every few minutes, 

and sitting on the edge of this empty pool, how it felt like my own little lagoon, the submerged 

lighting, the aquamarine glowing under my feet. 

 

Nothing Beats Rock  

I think it was: that Road Runner never actually outsmarted Wile E. Coyote. Coyote was 

outsmarted only by his own diligence, his conscientiousness. This is what made the show 

compelling. The painted tunnel is so realistic, he runs into it himself. The TNT blows only 

during inspection. In order for it to explode, what is needed is for him to pick it up, shake it 

around, place it next to his ear. 

 
The original idea had been that my father was smarter than other addicts, that he’d be OK. The 

same laws wouldn’t apply because his intelligence would make him invulnerable. Here was a 

guy who made six figures working in logistics for an international chemical company. 

    But the idea changed. We heard that smarter people are more vulnerable because they think 

they can outsmart the drug. They’re harder to humble the theory goes, harder to show them Step 

One, admitting their lives are unmanageable. Which never happened for my father--never did he 

suspect that these little white rocks could outsmart him.  

     I grew up with the assumption that my father knew where he was going. That his 

intelligence, his prudence was a failsafe. He was a rock in a world of chaos—his careful plans, 

always outthinking the whims of the future. In other words, the assumption was that certain 

things would always happen. That some things happen by chance, but other things are held in 

place by laws of physics. Coyotes always lost, roadrunners won.  
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     As the months went by my father showed no signs of buying into any 12-step program. 

Instead he would just quit, cold turkey. He would white knuckle through the tough parts, as the 

people at NA called it--holding on as tight as he could. Months later he would change his mind 

and decide to wean himself off. Months after that he would go cold turkey again and send emails 

with the day count. Until the emails stopped coming.  

 
Years later, in Vegas, the assumption was the same--gambling was for people who didn’t 

understand math. People who didn’t understand that in the long run the house would always win. 

I’d studied the odds of every game. But by the time I left town, I understood that knowing the 

odds had nothing to do with gambling, not any more than knowing the health risks had anything 

to do with smoking. I learned that these were not games of knowing, but games of escaping, of 

traveling away from oneself.  

 
As a kid, my eyes always grew wide when I heard the Merrie Melodies theme song. The fun 

wasn’t in knowing the coyote would always lose, but in seeing how inventive he was, all the 

creative ways he blew himself up, fell off a cliff. How can he possibly lose this time? Eventually 

you feel sorry for him—despite his meticulous planning, his strategies outthink him.  

    In one episode, Coyote sends away for catapult blueprints, and this time you can see it in his 

eyes, he knows the catapult is the answer. When it’s built, you see him standing by the road, 

Road Runner whizzing by, and the release cord is pulled, the boulder opting to fall in the wrong 

direction, flattening Coyote into two dimensions. 

Attempt #2: the rock flies in the right direction, but too short, smashing him again. And 

then: Coyote returns to his original position but the rock stays still, the entire base of the catapult 

swinging around, planting him into bedrock.  



207 
 

Coyote gives it one more try. Crawling under the base, he hears the beep-beep, tugs the 

cord and the whole contraption falls apart, dismantling itself from the wheels, collapsing on him. 

There is the feeling of dwindling options. What else could go wrong? How else could he fail? 

When the dust cloud settles we remember that the rock had flown up but has not yet come down-

-and this is when we start to hear the whistling, the decrescendo gaining pitch, and we begin to 

imagine an end to the episode: that hurtling boulder delivering one final blow, one more 

pounding into the ground.  

 
Free Will 

From the top of the M Resort, just south of the city limits, you can see all of Vegas, a neon desert 

colony in the middle of sprawling, empty darkness. I remember the fountains in the lobby, the 

walls of cool water trickling down iridescent tile, the feeling that I could sit and watch the water 

all day if I wanted to--an oasis, it seemed, a sanctuary from the heat--and then riding the elevator 

to the top floor, and this view, the feeling that I had escaped the ploys of the city, glimpsed an 

outside perspective on the glitz, if only for a moment.  

Addiction is hard to see because--in the moment--the addict wants to smoke, wants to 

gamble, wants to drink. And if he’s doing what he wants, if it feels as though he’s choosing, how 

could it be addiction? And if he can find reasons, justifications, then he’s only doing the logical 

thing.  

The observer sees only the results. The lying, the jittering, the insanity. Why doesn’t the 

man change his ways? He must be addicted. He must be powerless. The addict sees the same 

results, but for the sole reason that he wanted to do everything that preceded them, he feels as if 

he could stop at any moment, as if addiction has nothing to do with it.  
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Years earlier, when my mother and I were readying the house for sale and my father kept failing 

to show up, weekend after weekend, the relationship between time and probability became clear. 

If we expected him at noon but he still wasn’t there at ten after, we expected him any minute. 

Even at 12:20, I kept looking for his car in the driveway. But at 12:30, we acknowledged the 

possibility that he wouldn’t show at all. At 1:00, the chance that he’d show up seemed less 

probable, and the trend continued. As the hours went by, the line graph of probability kept 

stumbling downward. 

Learning you might be an addict works the same way. It may be the only way to know, I 

noticed with my father, and then again, in Vegas. No announcement is made, only the continual 

lack of one. I wanted to stop as soon as I started, kept telling myself I would, but also kept 

finding reasons not to, and my mind would change: in fact, I do want to gamble. As the months 

went by, it seemed the chance that I would stop was less and less probable. If it’s been going on 

all this time, what are the chances it will stop today? What has changed? 

I kept my garage-room spic and span, made my bed, always, swept my hardwood floor, 

kept pens and pencils tidy on my desk. The tidiness of my room was something I could control. 

The bed linens were mismatched, but always clean and fresh. The walls were painted pastel 

green, with a paint-by-number mural over my headboard, a mountain scene with a pond, another 

refuge from the desert heat.  

Some nights I would come home, turn on my window A/C unit and strip to my 

underwear, lie on those clean linens, my face in the pillow. Well at least it’s over, I would say. At 

least I’ll never do that again. And I would write down the resolution because I learned there was 

a chance the memory of this feeling would fade--the slight possibility I could change my mind 

and decide that in fact I was wrong: it does make sense to go back inside that casino.  
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Some time after I left the city, I would learn that addiction does not mean that you’re not 

making your own choices. 

I would learn it means you have no choice in your wanting, despite all of the 

consequences that should prevent it.  

Before I understood this, I had discounted any notion of addiction because I wanted to go 

back to the table. Because I found reasons. I was exercising my free will--I was wrong, I would 

say. Look. I’m choosing to go back. There are reasons.  

 
Begging the Question 

My father died with some money left, but still he seemed to have spent up everything before he 

left, burned through all that was worthwhile inside of him. Given how he lived most of his life, it 

was unlikely he’d die in such a state--and I began to think maybe there hadn’t been any mistake 

at all, that maybe some other plan had been in the works.  

To help see if you’re an addict, they want you to answer a few questions, a “self-test.” 

Have you ever felt remorse after gambling? Or, Do you often gamble until your last dollar is 

gone? The questions are the same on all the pamphlets, just substitute the words to fit the 

problem. For the alcoholic, Do you often drink until the last drop is gone? For my father, the 

crackhead, Do you smoke until the last crumb is burnt? Addiction is addiction is addiction, they 

say. After seeing enough, I started to believe it. In Vegas, the questions on the GA pamphlets 

were no different than those at my father’s NA meetings. I started to think there could be some 

grand, unifying theory that explains addiction perhaps by route of explaining the addict.  

Some theory propped up by thousands of smaller laws. I can vouch for how one of these 

laws works in casinos. You could call it the Law of Losses, the Loser’s Law, the Gambler’s 

Quandary, something quaint. Go to GA and they know all about it. As long as you’re winning, 
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you assume you’ll keep winning: you reach for the dice, roll after roll. If you’re losing you need 

to recoup losses: you go back for the dice, loss after loss.  

Take your observations and you could make laws out of these, too. The probability of a 

man taking another hit, staying high, is directly proportional to the extent to which he is already 

high; the probability of an addict relapsing is proportional to the length of time he has been 

clean. Not only laws could you make, but axioms, theorems about the person in question, special 

theories and general theories, a whole system, like a machine, a city you build with tin cans, and 

as you watch him you keep building, modifying accordingly, snipping off what is wrong, tacking 

up tinfoil over holes--and if you can believe it all you might believe you are beginning to grasp 

what is happening.  

But you can’t start without a supposed law, some rule about who the person is that lets 

you pile more ideas on top, a premise on which you assemble the tin city. Yes, I would answer 

the pamphlet. I play until it’s just receipts left in my wallet. I open my wallet two, three times to 

make sure—so, I would ask the pamphlet, what does that tell you about me? It would make sense 

that if you pinned down the one rule that always held true, you could proceed. If you said, You 

will lose your last dollar—if this were the rule—you could begin to see the root of your 

problems. If one will necessarily lose his last dollar, then he must want this somehow, and once 

he understands this as his aim, he can begin to see how the city works.  

 
Going over the Ben Franklin into the Philadelphia, maybe to a Phillies game, I asked my father 

once why we had to pay a toll. Because someone has to pay the toll takers, he said. And for years 

he got a kick out of it, his own humor, every time we crossed. Ha! Why do we have to pay? 

Otherwise who would pay the toll takers! And then who would take our toll? 
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He was amused by problems of logic, and by theories and laws, especially the point at 

which a theory turns into law--loved to appeal to the authority of not just a principle but a law. 

For example, Murphy’s. Or: the Law of Averages, one of his favorites. I don’t know what this 

one states exactly, but from hearing him talk about it, I know it has something to do with 

winning and losing. Eventually the average will surface, and so the winner (say, the house) bets 

on the average. There may be abnormalities in the beginning, but do it enough times, for enough 

years, and the average will prevail, the house will make money.  

I can’t imagine him throwing bills onto the green felt--he never gambled in his life--but 

as a kid I could have thought of at least one less likely addiction. And then I think I’m looking at 

this from the wrong end. That regardless of his early years, the law of averages would prevail, 

that it had to end like this, that for whatever reason, this was his average. And if this were the 

case, if he were born to lose his last dollar, hit bottom, when would this happen? He needs to hit 

bottom before he gets better, they told me, as if dictated by law--but what if for the rest of his life 

he just kept losing that last dollar? What if this were his own personal law, some hidden nature, 

finally blooming? 

 
So it went in his final years, me watching him lose and coming up with theories about who he 

was and which laws applied. Then I would go home and fix the model city, pin up theories over 

previous ones, steam whistles and smoke stacks sprouting all over, an industrial jungle. The 

whole thing, built on the idea that he was still somehow related to the person he used to be, and 

so eventually I see the joke of it. I step back and it’s like some Dr. Seuss machine—propellers 

rigged with pulleys and bike chains, diffendoofers and fuzzy-fistles on stilts and pogo sticks 

playing tubas and trombones. Then the steam whistles overheat and rivets blow and propellers 

fly off, the whole thing dismantling, disunifying in midair, atomizing into the universe.  
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The joke of it, goes my brain. You can make hypotheses about what went wrong, but 

what if it was only that one law that ever held true, that had been pulling him all the while--

because every popsicle stick you glue to your theory of what went wrong only morphs into a 

cartoon. What if the only thing you can confirm is that the last dollar will be lost--what if this is 

the only law any of your theories can turn into? 

I remember the feeling in Vegas, opening my wallet time after time to confirm that 

indeed there were no more dollars, that the last had been lost, and I had to wonder: if this were 

happening so many times, maybe this was what I wanted somehow. And perhaps what my father 

wanted, too. If this is the only reliable outcome, then it’s the only possible goal of everything that 

precedes it.  

In some ways it is like asking a boy why he watches cartoons. The boy could say, 

Because it’s funny. But why is it funny? Because the coyote always thinks he’s so close but then 

falls off the cliff. But if you know what’s going to happen, doesn’t that ruin the fun? And he 

would say no, and there would remain only one reason the cartoon is funny: Coyote loses.  

 
I think of his logic now when paying tolls, this humor of my father’s long before he began to 

lose. He could hardly contain his laughter at the circularity, the idea of paying for people to take 

his money. Of course, the idea only begs the question of why the toll-taker needs to be there in 

the first place, but it was funny to him that in some world maybe the logic made sense. 

I never asked my father why he started, or why he kept at it for so long, I think because I 

knew that he didn’t know the answer himself. It would be like asking a gambler, Why do you 

gamble? And he would think, Why do I gamble? And I would answer for him silently, Because 

you will lose your last dollar. And then to my father, the same question, and as it echoed in his 
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head, Why do I smoke?--silently, again, so as not to disturb the theories: otherwise how would 

you lose your last dollar? 

 
Bridges 

My father had an appreciation for engineering feats, especially bridges. I remember a wedding 

reception at a park along the Hudson River, escaping the crowd for a minute, when he pointed 

out the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge in the distance. It used to be the longest bridge in the world, 

he said. It’s so long that the towers are five inches farther apart at the top than at the bottom. Can 

you guess why? he said. Think about it.  

He wanted me to appreciate the enormity of the thing in the same way he did.  

He explained about the curvature of the earth, tried to demonstrate, making a diagram 

with his fingers. I understood immediately, and at the time took it for granted that he knew this, 

that he had such appreciation for engineering marvels. There was the sense that I could ask 

anything about any building or bridge or river, and he would know.  

More familiar to me were the bridges connecting New Jersey to Philadelphia--the Ben 

Franklin and Walt Whitman. As I grew up I learned these were the names of people, too--and 

still, when I hear the names, the bridge comes to me before the person. And when I think of these 

bridges I think of my father telling me their names as we crossed, though I never could 

remember which was which. I am sure now of their names, but one of the fondest memories of 

my father is when I wasn’t sure, when I'd drive with him for what seemed miles over these 

yawning steel structures, not knowing what bridge we were on but knowing that he knew.  
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Part 4 

Inherited, part 1 (a few notes) 

In the grocery store, silence. 

A few notes from the speakers overhead, three piano keys, that distant whistling from the 

live audience.  

I pause with my cart. The voice of Jackson Browne explaining he’d like to do a song, he 

never played it in public before. Late at night, the store is empty. The stock boy is clueless, the 

night manager, the old woman with lipstick. For them it is how the store works, music in the 

background.     

When I hear this song these days, I have to think of mile markers. My father never gave 

me a sex talk, but when I was old enough, the Mile Marker Talk. We had a blue and gold 

conversion van, and the night before our annual summer drive to Michigan to see my cousins, it 

was tradition that we kids would go to sleep in the van--parked in our garage--and wake the next 

morning in the middle of Pennsylvania. It was on one of these trips that the talk happened.  

Hey Ryan, you wanna come here a minute? he asked, driving. Wanna show you 

something.  

OK, wait a minute, he said as I sat next to him on my mother’s lap.  

OK, look! You see this little green sign? It says 125?   

If you know how the mile markers work, he explained, you can use them. Markers on an 

interstate tell how far it is to the southern or western border of the state, depending on whether 

the road goes north-south or east-west, he said.  

Well, we’re at mile marker 125 now, see?  And Michigan is at zero, so since we’re 

averaging 60 miles an hour, just divide the miles left by 60—125 divided by 60—and we should 

be there in about two hours. 
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I didn’t get the math--all the talk meant to me at the time was that he probably knew more 

than the drivers around us. I couldn’t imagine that they too were performing these advanced 

calculations in their head.      

If you’re ever unsure of your direction, see if the markers are going up or down. Never 

mind that I could not drive for another ten years. See, if you’re supposed to be going south and 

the markers are going up, something went wrong.  

The song had been the anthem of my childhood, it seemed--the notes had seeped into my 

flesh. It was played every holiday, every weekend jaunt to the shore, and over and over on these 

trips to Michigan. He played it so much that he had to explain to my sisters about roadies. He 

had to explain about the truckers on the CB, the Richard Pryor on the video. I always imagined 

the band sitting on the bus, watching Richard Pryor. 

 
In the grocery store, it recalls the mile markers, yes, and those trips, etcetera. It was a song my 

father loved, something I can point to today, good and tangible: something my father loved. 

But it is the authority of the song that gives me pause. When I hear it now I see that 

nothing has changed. It is the same unadorned tune I heard in the mid-eighties. Lots has changed 

since then--everything has changed--but not the song. The authority of this thing that has 

endured for decades without a single modification.  

The authority: of this thing that needs no permission to be played, that plays simply 

whenever it wants. In the car, in the coffee shop, in the dairy aisle.  

I’m not in the mood, but there’s nothing to do about it.   

I can only listen, take note that this truth is still standing--that my father was in fact right 

about this one thing. That despite everything that came later, he at least knew the truth of this one 

song. I told you so, the song seems to be saying.  
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As if to say, maybe your father was right.  

My father believed in getting a good head-start, and in roadmaps and mile markers, and a 

hundred other things that come to mind when the song plays. Hot coffee and travel mugs, and his 

visor, and those clip-on sunglasses.  

Because there is something about those days, those mile markers, that feels true. That 

feeling of truth dissolved some time ago--I can’t name a year--but the song helps me remember 

what it felt like--going to sleep the night before, for example. Reclining that seat, knowing that 

tomorrow I would wake up in the middle of Pennsylvania. Listening to crickets as I lay next to 

my sisters in the back of that van with curtains, parked in our garage.  

 

Inherited, part 2 (record of events) 

I can see it more clearly when I read my father’s journal. The book is green vinyl—1960s 

green—and spiral bound, the size of my hand, and on the cover in gold laminate, RECORD 

BOOK, framed with golden swirls. Well, this is it…my journal, it begins. Today is January 6, 

1994. Dad died Dec. 26, ‘93. In going thru some of his things, I discovered a journal of his own 

that he had kept for a brief period of time. The fact that I found it quite interesting inspired me to 

begin one myself…in THIS book from Dad’s desk. My intent is to note one or two comments of 

events as they occur (maybe with commentary…not sure yet). Anyway, first I’ll back-track thru 

last December, since it was quite a busy and momentous month (a SAD one indeed).  

In fifty-four years, this was the only journal my father kept. His entries span seventeen 

pages, three and a half months. November 29 – March 16. Most of the entries are two or three 

lines. In Milano on a business trip to identify RHI S/U Requirements. Patti tells me Kathy 

called…Dad not doing well! Spoke to Kathy Dec. 3, booked flight for Dec. 10-->Phila. Spoke to 

Kathy later and re-booked to Dec. 7, nurse says Dad may not last the week! … Dad deteriorates 
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each day…not coming to table to eat…Dad is very depressed, wants to push the “button” and 

call it quits. “The negatives now outweigh the positives” of going on. Dad gets 24 hour 

attention. All 8 kids take turns.  

The extent of the introspection: We all have mixed feelings…SAD but hopeful Dad’s 

“button” wish will happen soon for HIS sake. After my grandfather dies: I rush, get stethoscope 

to confirm uncertainty…HE’S GONE! 7 of HIS KIDS…tears of sadness, but relief and joy that 

he’s “now with mom”. I do think we’ll be together again…I loved him so much!!! He is my hero 

and idol, and at times when I find myself wondering “what to do”, I ask myself: “What would 

Dad do?”  

In the next entry, the events continue, uninterrupted: Mike/Kathy/Bill make funeral 

arrangements and get needed paperwork done. Viewing is on Dec. 28…Mike gives great eulogy, 

a real tribute to Dad!...Family meeting on Dec 30 to disperse “nic-nacs.”  He continues on for 

another couple of months, Jan. 19: Robert D’s meeting postponed. Night flight CDG-->LHR. Or, 

Feb 7: Drop Rover off for 66,000 mi. service. Or, 21 Feb. Mon: MIS Teleconf. – Owen reviews 

the ER “New Directions” memo. Staff reductions inevitable…somber mood. The final entry: 15-

16 March (Tues/Wed): PARIS – meet with C. Stark (invoicing). 

It seems that for my father a journal was a kind of logbook, a record of events so that if in 

the future you were wondering what physical events happened on what day, you could look it up 

and then stop wondering. Introspection was when you classified an event as happy or sad. My 

father died—yes, that is a SAD thing. The capital letters, denoting that much sadness occurred, 

rather than a normal amount.  

It makes more sense to me now, that his life was derailed. It is interesting to me that “The 

negatives outweigh the positives” appears in quotes. I imagine he was quoting my grandfather. 
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As if he learned this logic from him, as if all decisions should be subject only to cost-benefit 

analyses, weighing the facts and events and numbers. It is also interesting that the idea of 

keeping a journal was so short-lived. But I imagine that he read over it and saw that it was not 

very useful to have this logbook of events, this record of dates. I imagine it wasn’t worth it to 

him, the time it took to write all of this down.  

 

Inherited, part 3 (white velvet) 
 
In that corner of my mother’s basement was a pull-chain light bulb, and soon after he died, I 

made a point to go through everything, so that at least I’d know all there was to know. I sat on a 

steel step stool and went through the cigar boxes, the shoe boxes one by one on the bare cement 

floor under that dim bulb. I was surprised at all of the ephemera I had never seen before. I saw 

that I had only known my father as an adult, that I had never considered the world he’d inhabited 

before I came along.  

He kept shoeboxes full of keepsakes and souvenirs--coasters he’d taken from pubs, or 

concert tickets, or his expired, yellowing driver’s license. As a child I found these boxes on the 

floor of his walk-in closet, and there was always the feeling that I was going through his private 

belongings, that I shouldn’t, that maybe I would see something I shouldn’t, though now I had all 

the time in the world to sort through it all.  

I searched through that accordion folder with his childhood creations, most of them from 

grade school. They were no longer memorabilia my father was saving for himself, but now 

inherited family artifacts, once removed from their creator. There were pages from coloring 

books, math assignments, and also The White Velvet of Winter, a one-page composition, the lined 

paper still pristine, the corners still sharp.  
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The White Velvet of Winter 
 
    In wintertime, the bare trees turn into trees with sleeves of velvet on its 
branches. The frozen ground is covered with a huge white blanket with dying 
grass under it. The white blankets has huge footsteps on the sidewalk. When a 
swift wind comes gliding along the ground the snow piles up along fences and 
house-sides. The housetops snuggle under a coverlet of white velvet. The hillsides 
are covered with sleigh marks on the snow. I think the white velvet of winter is 
the most beautiful of all seasons.  
 

Patrick Flanagan  
 

Something about his verbs caught me, the way the wind simply came gliding along, and 

how the rooftops snuggled under the white blanket. And I thought of my father as I had never 

known him, a boy still in his formative years, allowing himself to play with language in a way 

his later self never did. Reading this now is like watching a black-and-white movie--I have to 

notice the standards of measure were much different in those days--there is something sad in that 

we don’t believe in the antique value of perfect cursive penmanship anymore.  

In wintertime, he tells us, the bare branches take on sleeves of white velvet, as if we 

didn’t know. As if he is teaching us something about the beauty of this place. For him it is all 

new, and he assumes it news for his audience, too. He thinks that the white velvet of winter is the 

most beautiful of all seasons, he says. And then his name, signed perfectly legible, the way 

cursive looks when we first learn it. The teacher corrected two typos with red ink, and at the 

bottom of the page wrote V. Good. I have to look at this passage with wonder. There was no 

other keepsake that struck me in quite the same way. There is an assumed simplicity of purpose, 

a small boy genuinely wishing to describe the scenery around him so the reader might feel what 

he does--the expectation of praise for doing it with such careful penmanship, yes--but also he 

seems to have believed in the beauty of what he was describing, and in the importance of his 

appraisal of the snow as beautiful.  
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You are just like Dad, my mother says. When he did something, he did it right. His 

mother always said that. She said he was the only one of his siblings who took the trash out good 

or made his bed neat. I imagine this composition was born of the same diligence. I imagine him 

squirming in the formality of it--he always told me he hated English--but also telling himself that 

if he were going to do it, he ought to do it right.  

One of the understandings I’ve always had about my father was that he was impressed 

when the understated came back, how very ordinary observations or mementos could appreciate 

over decades and one day come back for some unsuspected purpose. There were matinee tickets 

in these shoe boxes, and a padlock, maybe from his gym locker in high school, and also pay 

stubs from Robert Hall. He mentioned this to me once, his first job, selling clothes at this place 

as a teenager, and he talked about it as if it were Sears, though I’d never heard of it.  

I could hear my mother above me in the kitchen, clinking dishes in the sink. There was a 

twinge of sadness, and also of wonder--wonder at the coming back, at all of the swift events over 

the past century that materialized all I had unpacked before me, the ordaining principle behind it 

all--though none of it seemed to have mattered as it was happening. The world above was 

waiting for my return, my mother in the kitchen making lunch. I knew that my feeling of wonder 

would soon be forgotten, that I was only caught up in the moment. 

I was always commended for observation as a child. My parents taught me it was a good 

thing to be observant. If I noticed the waitress’s name, How did you know that? my mother 

would ask. Saw the nametag, I would say. Wow, how observant you are! Isn’t he observant, Pat? 

she would ask my father. That’s impressive, he would say, and in such exchanges I learned there 

was something of value in noticing the scenery around me, even if at the time I couldn’t have 

said exactly what that value was. The White Velvet of Winter I’ve separated and placed in a box 
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with other items I’ve singled out. Taking it from its folder, I am careful not to crease the paper or 

bend the corners. The ink is not from a ballpoint pen--I can only guess this is what the ink of a 

fountain pen looks like. I have to think that he was too young, too unaware to know what he was 

doing with that fountain pen, that he was not observing the snow so much as the composition 

was observing him, preserving this unsuspecting version of him, this early, pure image of the 

man to come, to be read many years in the future, in light of whatever details the rest of his life 

would offer.  

 

Inherited, part 4 (20-gauge steel cylinders) 
 
Eventually I found out what the brace was called—a “door jammer.” Wedge it between the 

doorknob and floor so the door jams when opened from outside. There’s a fork on one end that 

straddles the knob, a square base on the other, attached with a ball joint to allow for any angle. It 

adjusts like a crutch, two cylinders that fit into each other, a series of holes and a spring-loaded 

button. The cylinders are 20-gauge steel—even if the bad guy picked the lock, shot it with a gun, 

the door jammer would keep you safe.  

In the movies they use a chair, tilt the backrest under the knob and the crook can’t break 

in. In cartoons they stack furniture. Porky Pig piles the bedroom set in front of the door to keep 

Bugs Bunny out. But in cartoons it’s always joke. Bugs Bunny comes in through the window, 

helps Porky stack the furniture, and as they’re dusting off their hands the sight of Bugs Bunny 

registers in Porky’s brain, his eyes springing from their sockets.  

And now I have to think it wasn’t all that different for my father.  

One theory goes that my father had made someone mad. Maybe he got involved in 

dealing and shorted someone, cut the stuff with baking soda. Another theory goes that he was 

afraid of his friends—they knew where he lived, that he had money, drugs, and what was 
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keeping them from robbing him? Or: he had become such a reliable source of income for his 

three dealers that they’d be mad when he tried to quit, tried to tell them no more.  

I was there the first time he told them (though maybe this wasn’t the first time). We took 

him to the hospital after the intervention, and my uncle made him call his dealers, tell them he 

was done. He knew my father would respond to logic--So if you are serious about quitting, then 

wouldn’t it make sense to call your dealer and tell him you’re done? Not only did my father call, 

but corrected my uncle. There were three dealers, not one. My father would later point out that 

nobody had just one dealer. What if one was busy?  

There was no fight from Bird, Puff, or Dee--it was more, Yeah, yeah, OK, OK--and a few 

days later I woke up around midnight on my father’s couch to the phone ringing. I heard my 

father in his bedroom: 

No, I’m OK for now. 
 
    Yeah, I’m getting clean. 
 
    No, no, I’m just taking a break for a while.  
 
    OK. Alright. Thanks.  
 

After a while I started to think that these strategies--getting new phone numbers, telling 

dealers he was finished, getting a door jammer to keep them out--were only ways to convince 

himself he was serious, that it was possible to have his old life again, that this time it was for 

real, even if he knew it wasn’t. One email he sent around: 

 
I'm on day-6 of being clean. Tired of the high life and looking forward to getting my old 
life back. I deactivated my home phone (only used it to call and find my cell phone!), and 
changed my new cell phone: 609-605-8173 
 
I'll see you at Layla's 1st birthday party on June 2, if not sooner. 
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Love, 
Pat 

    Pat Flanagan  |  Rohm and Haas Company  | Logistics Systems Support  
    Manager |  100 Independence Mall West  |  Philadelphia  | PA | 19106 
    phone: 215.592.2791  |  PatFlanagan@rohmhaas.com  |  www.rohmhaas.com 

It was hard not to feel bad for him when we got these emails. It was clear that each time 

he truly believed he was quitting. But then the emails would stop, or if we saw him, he wouldn’t 

mention his day count, and we’d know what happened.  

One of the books explained it in terms of a Go System and Stop System. We have the Go 

System to help us seek whatever helps us survive: food, sex, shelter. The Stop System considers 

the Go-System impulses, prevents us from acting if the result might hurt us. It remembers the 

consequences from past decisions that were similar to ones we’re about to make. Then the 

systems share the info with each other, keeping us from making the same mistake twice, getting 

ourselves killed.  

In a healthy man, the systems talk to each other. They stay on each other’s good side. 

They force the guy to get what he needs for survival, but keep him out of trouble. The guy 

remembers things. Like a 1 ½ ton vehicle, he would remember this, what it looked like wedged 

between a couple trees, how the bark scratched the paint, how he kept calling his son but got no 

answer.  

Eventually this making him do stuff (e.g. calling his dealers) evolved into I’m not talking to you 

unless you do stuff (e.g. getting a new number, erasing his contacts), and this evolved, and that 

evolved--until there was no contact at all. And then he died, and I found the jammer in his closet. 

I remembered using it when I moved in with my father. After he went to bed, I would set 

it up, just in case. Years later, I still have it. It’s in perfect condition--there are no signs that it 

mailto:PatFlanagan@rohmhaas.com
http://www.rohmhaas.com/


224 

actually kept someone from breaking in—the shaft isn’t bent, or the ball joint loose. Why-ever 

my father bought it, I don’t know, but it was at least easier than stacking furniture. Easier to 

undo, too. The more furniture Porky stacks in front of the door, the harder it is to get out. All you 

can think about as you’re watching is all the effort he’s wasting, all the work he’ll have to undo 

once he realizes the bunny is there with him, inside.  

Inherited, part 5 (the art of happiness) 

We don’t know for sure why my father went to Hong Kong and Thailand, though he said for 

business, and this was at least partially true. Cleaning out his condo after the funeral, I found 

pictures, some of which he’d shown me: a Chinese co-worker who’d taken him out with her 

husband and son to dinner. There are pictures of them together in her home, and then at the 

restaurant. The mother, father, and son, smiling with their arms around each other at the 

restaurant, posing as my father snaps the picture. But other pictures, he hadn’t shown me: him 

with Chinese businessmen--at a restaurant holding up shot glasses for the picture, and this wasn’t 

their first drink. Their collars loosened, their sleeves rolled up.  

I found footage of the Songkran Festival—the Thai new year, known for water fights in 

the street. He is nowhere to be found in this footage of passing truck beds filled with kids, 

launching and receiving water balloons, but rather seems a kind of journalist, recording but not 

interfering. Which had always been the case. My father rarely appears in any of the pictures I’d 

found. He liked the information in pictures, rather than conversing with those in them. He 

favored facts over elaboration, brevity over beauty. Even with the Chinese businessmen he 

looked awkward, his smile, unsure, as if new to such revelry. He was more comfortable offstage 

as the voiceless narrator, a neutral presence behind the camera. 
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I found a book, The Art of Happiness, by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, a handbook for 

living, though I’d seen this on his bookshelf years before he went East. The book includes 

chapters like The Sources of Happiness; Deepening Our Connection to Others; Self-Created 

Suffering; Bringing About Change. My father liked these handbooks, liked the idea of a 

handbook, how they distilled whole spheres of knowledge and wisdom into practical steps for 

living. Though, some of them look pristine, unread, especially this one by His Holiness.  

Pocket books, too--a third of the books on his bookshelf were smaller than my hand. 

Efficiency made him happy. I found The Pocket Idiot’s Guide to Buddhism, which also looked 

unread. I found Micropedia World History: From prehistoric times to the present day—a 352-

page book the width of an index card covering everything that has ever happened. Why waste 

time reading a whole book on World War II when all you really need is two pages with the facts? 

I found Einstein’s Ideas and Opinions, a collection of his thoughts on everything from education 

to politics to friendship and science. Who is the smartest man to have ever lived? Einstein--why 

read anyone else’s opinions? 

And, A Quick Guide to Customs and Etiquette: THAILAND. The book tells you not to 

cross your legs, not to touch people’s heads, briefs you on Thai attitudes on sex or generosity or 

foreigners. A section on the sex industry tells you, A bevy of young masseuses in white coats sit 

behind a one-way glass screen wearing numbered badges. You pick your number, and the 

masseuse will usher you into a cubicle where she will strip you of your clothes, bathe you, and 

massage you. Inside the book I found a note on nightstand stationery from the Sheraton Grande 

Sukhumvit in Bangkok. My father’s handwriting records some vocabulary, in case he needs a 

quick reference:  

Bad – Leou      yes – chai 
Good – dee       and - Laa 



226 
 

Leg – Kah                                  I – pom 
Arm - Kaan                            spicy – pet 
beer – bee-a                            hair – pom 
not – mai                                 you – teu 
hot – rorn                                hug – gort 
kiss – joup                                  go - bai 

 
No, we don’t know for sure where he went on his trips, or what he did, but it does seem 

that he hit a crisis in those latter years, and that this is why he bought these self-help books and 

went traveling--to find happiness. He’d always turned to books for answers, and now was no 

different.  

It was after he moved out that he bought the self-help books from the East--the one by the 

Dalai Lama, and the one on Buddhism, and a similar one I remember seeing, now in my 

mother’s basement with the others: The Monk Who Sold His Ferrari.  

My mother said that when she first met him he would come to her apartment with “big 

glasses and khakis.” He carried a book everywhere—mysteries and detective novels. He read 

them so fast, she said. By the time I was ten he had turned to John Grisham and Michael 

Crichton, and also to philosophy, science--I remember finding books by Carl Sagan, his thoughts 

on the origins of the universe. We stopped in bookstores a lot in those days. At the mall, the 

airport, wherever we found them. Employees asked my father if he needed help. Just browsing, 

he would say. This is how I learned the word browse.  

A habit I inherited, it seems. When we first discovered his problem, I browsed every 

addiction book in Barnes and Noble. I knew books made sense to my father. They had 

information. He understood information. I remember browsing the Self-Help section but not 

seeing anything on addiction, and then realizing they had their own section: Addiction and 

Recovery. I remember seeing subtitles like A Bold New Approach and A Holistic Method for 

Overcoming Addiction. Addicts try the “traditional” approach, I thought, but that fails—and they 
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come back to the bookstore in search of some new, alternative approach? Is this how it worked? 

Maybe for some, but not for my father, I thought. This one book is probably all he needs.   

Years later, going through these books, I look at them in boxes, the spines upward, like 

annual rungs of my father’s life. I took out the one about the monk and Ferrari, its subtitle: A 

Fable about Following Your Dreams and Reaching Your Destiny. I noticed that my father had 

dog-eared ten pages in this book. I was curious why he did this: what was so important on these 

pages? Then I realized that each one contained one of the ten “Rituals of Radiant Living” that the 

author had invented and advertised on the cover. The Ritual of Solitude. The Ritual of Personal 

Reflection. The Ritual of Early Awakening. Rituals that allow you to follow your dreams and 

reach your destiny. There were no markings in the book, no stationery with notes, no evidence 

the book was ever read except these dog-eared pages with the rituals, which in theory tell you 

everything you need to know in life. They cover every aspect of living, as if fail-proof, as if you 

could carry the book around, keep it in your pocket, come back to these rituals when the need 

arises, refer to them whenever necessary.  

I picked up The Addict’s Recovery Workbook, the book I’d bought for him from Barnes 

& Noble. After I had boxed up all his books in his apartment, I found this one, creased and 

crumpled behind his nightstand. It left spaces for him to make lists, set goals, fill in blanks. But 

the only evidence of it being read were the parts I underlined for him, the page numbers I listed 

on the the back cover.  

I have to think now that my father was happiest when he read books that had no 

ambitions at all--those Carl Sagan books, that let him ponder the mysteries of the universe. 

Those detective novels, when he first met my mother. When he browsed the bookstore for what 
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seemed hours, and when I got so tired and bored waiting I would end up on the floor, Indian 

style, my knuckles propping up my cheeks. 

 

Inherited, part 6 (tools) 

In 1974, on his 70th birthday, the vaudeville entertainer Henri LaMothe stood on a forty-foot 

ladder in a white, one-piece bathing suit, holding his hands into the sky--and lept out. Over the 

course of his life he dove into progressively shallower pools of water, and now, after belly-

flopping into a twelve-inch kiddy pool, he stood up and bowed the roaring audience. He had just 

broken a world record. Watching the video years later, it’s clear he was a master of something. 

Better than anyone else in the world—at a vaudeville act, but still, something. And so it surprised 

me to learn that twelve inches of water wasn’t enough for him, that in fact his real goal was to 

one day dive into no water at all.  

For a long time, without realizing it, I had believed—not merely wanted to—that my 

father was a master of something. Not of anything spectacular, but something, the way he led the 

family, took care of the house. When I was young, we took apart the computer desk in the family 

room and carried it, panel by panel, into the basement for storage. I don’t remember what 

became of the desk, but my father had always been very careful with the nuts and bolts. He 

caught them as they fell for fear they’d be lost in the carpet. I remember seeing them in a plastic 

bag duct-taped to one of the panels. If we wanted to reassemble the desk in a decade, there would 

be no trying to remember where they were. 

My father’s hand tools on the workbench were not generic, store-bought tools, but 

somehow proven over time, that the pocket plane with paint splatterings and dings from ancestral 

projects had earned its place on the bench. Every tool belonged there, as if prescribed by a 
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master plan, the details, already hammered out by time, as if I were opening my eyes as a child to 

a system perfected before I was born.   

There is a comfort in knowing we are in the presence of a master--I think this is why I 

wanted to believe in my father. But what does it look like, a man diving into no water at all? 

When I read this, it seemed a goal that made sense only to him—something that tests the 

boundaries of what is worthwhile, toward something perhaps hidden from the audience. But still, 

I wanted to believe the goal was worthwhile, even if it didn’t make sense. Somehow it would be 

the completion of his life’s work—the point at which it was impossible to do any better. What 

had intrigued me was the idea that his life could be parted into two segments: when he set 

achievable goals that made sense, and that time he set a goal that made sense only to him.  

With my father, it seems the show went on too long, the mastery, too complex. His goals 

began making sense only to him. Ovid tells us that Daedalus made his Labyrinth so deftly, with 

such elaborate planning, that he himself nearly failed to escape it. I have to think of my father, a 

master craftsman who lost himself in what he was doing. I never questioned whether the mastery 

was ever there, but sooner or later it seemed he had trouble finding his way out of the life he’d 

created--that he had moved into that second part of his life, had fooled himself into thinking he 

could dive into no water at all.  

I believed because I needed to, it seems. But when I lost that faith, it wasn’t all that 

different than looking at Henri LaMothe standing on a ladder, about to dive into no water at all. 

Where there was once a master is now just a man about to hurt himself.  

Now it is singular instances that I used to denote the mastery—the saving of the screws. 

The retention of every owner’s manual. The labeling of every box in the basement. Long before 

the dive I had taken these examples for granted.      
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And all of those tools. Many had been passed on to my father from his, but when I think 

of them now, it seems they were passed on to me even before he died. He left them in the garage 

when he moved out, and when we moved out of that house, I moved them into my 

grandmother’s garage. But he never asked for them, never needed them again for anything.  

 

Inherited, part 7 (instructions) 

In my father’s world, pencils weren’t supposed to be sharp—they needed to be. When I brought 

him my math homework, he would get up and sharpen the pencil before anything else. Or the 

way he built a rack for our newspapers—not because we needed one but because it was practical 

to have and slightly more convenient, and in the long run, worth the effort. It also gave him 

something to do on a Saturday afternoon, and the satisfaction of seeing that eight dollars in 

materials and an hour of ingenuity would yield this contraption that would last forever and make 

bundling the papers every Monday night an easier task.  

When I find myself writing the word Dad in my journal, it is not the flesh and bones that 

come to me but the values, the things he appreciated—the sharpened Dixon Ticonderoga, the 

utility of a steel-slotted angle bracket. I don't think of these things specifically—only the kinds of 

things he appreciated. When I think of what feels absent in my life now, it’s not his body that 

comes to me, but the presence of someone who appreciated that practicality, resourcefulness, 

efficiency.  

But of course, the sense of historical tragedy, too. It is hard to write the word Dad now 

without evoking the feeling of, say, the Hindenburg--something terrible at the time, but the world 

has moved on, filed away the newspaper clippings, and for the most part I can go through each 

day with a clear mind.  
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Now the days keep going by, but with the passing time comes only distance, little 

understanding. The passing time seems to offer only sporadic truths about my father, realities 

that won’t die, that seem to have a life of their own.  

My friend bores holes in her sculptures with a yellow, paint-splattered DeWalt drill, and one day 

she comes into my room explaining how the bit won’t come out. She might have broken 

something, and do I have any ideas? She called her brother, she looked at the troubleshooting 

online. We had both been at work, immersed in our own projects, oblivious to everything but the 

present moment.  

She hands me the drill and the drag is turned to the lowest position, which I adjust, and 

out comes the bit, and, Oh, she says. I spent so much time—how did you do that? How did you 

know? Now there are gifts like this, buds I notice only after they’ve sprouted. I don’t know, I tell 

her. I shrug. Seeds I never planted, but the buds keep showing up. Seedlings from some long-ago 

planting that know nothing of the grand scheme of things, only their step-by-step genetic 

instructions. Could I say, my father? My father showed me how?  

How to change the drill bit, how to find the leak in the bike tire using soapy water. Who 

taught you this stuff? Where did you learn it? The question takes many forms, but the answer is 

always the same. Hey, how did you get so handy? How to use a drywall anchor. Yes, I could say 

my father showed me, but I don’t think I could say it was because he had the idea that he should 

teach his son these things.  

When you grow up witnessing such fidelity to the way things ought to be done, the way 

that makes the most sense in the long run, it could take all afternoon to build the newspaper rack, 

and that would be fine. If you had to buy a new tool just for this one project, if you had to learn 

to use it just for the angle brackets, you would do it, there’d be no question, it was the reasonable 
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thing to do—over the the next decade, it would be worth it. There had never been any 

instructions, any steps from my father. Anything I learned had been only from observing what he 

called common sense.  

So when I see this word Dad, I can think of physical traits, his aviator glasses, his 

mustache, the way his hiking socks would collect below his oversized calf muscles. But when 

someone asks how I knew about the drill bit or the spark plug gap, I don’t know that I can take 

the picture from my wallet, the work ID that shows him smiling in his white golf shirt, point to it 

and say this guy. That person never thought to himself: I should give instructions. It has more to 

do with osmosis, a boy observing his father in the garage, enthralled by some project that would 

one day prove worthwhile.  

My father had never doubted his projects--he was only doing what made sense, what 

anyone would do in his right mind. To be clear about how I knew, then, about how using the drill 

is not something I learned, but rather a result of some assumption deep inside of me, I think I 

would need to start with what happens when I’m asked how I knew. And what happens is for a 

second I feel my father’s appreciation for common sense, that recognition of practicality that 

everyone else has overlooked. And what happens is I feel this only afterwards, not when the bit 

falls from the chuck into my hand, but when I look up and see the look in her eyes, when her 

eyes remind me of what I would have failed to recall had she not asked--my father being himself, 

immersed in his project on the tool bench, dedicated to the task but never once suspecting its 

importance.  

 
Inherited, part 8 (words) 

“Mom sometimes refers to the moment you were born, and how excited I was,” my father wrote. 

“Well she is right. I remember it like it was yesterday…one of the best moments of my life.”  
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“I can remember doing a quick calculation, and realizing you'd be in the class of 

2001...back in 1983, that seemed so futuristic.”   

The one letter I've gotten from my father runs one-and-a-half pages, and begins: “So 

you've graduated high school.” Years ago I took a picture of it, saved it to my computer so it 

would be saved until the end of time. But in the fourteen years since he wrote it, I might have 

read it three times. The thought of it, of seeing that he did a quick calculation, out of curiosity, 

the same way he did with mileage—this is what keeps the letter tucked away for years on end. 

That I'd be reminded of such habits, that it was his nature to be curious about distances and years 

and projections.  

Now, the letter reminds me of the man he was before any of that happened. He had 

always been so entrenched in his logic of practicality, efficiency, and it’s hard to ignore this in 

his writing. What comes of a life unacquainted with anything literary are cliches and 

prefabricated phrases--things he’d heard in movies. I've watched you grow through the years, he 

wrote. He was out of his element, but forced himself to follow through. I do regret that I was not 

around...I wish things could have been different. This was before smoking anything, of course--

he was referring only to leaving my mother, moving out of the house.  

After high school graduation, I was idealistic. The kind of idealistic that caused me to 

pack tuna fish and crackers and a survival knife, caused people to ask where I was going. I would 

shrug. Wherever the wind blows, I said. I had it in my head that I would embark on a grand 

odyssey across the country, and before departing I made plans to return to New Jersey and 

marvel at the aisles of food at the grocery store, to lament the current cultural condition of 

dependence and ingratitude. It would be the trip that would make me into a man. I had been 

reading Thoreau, and I would live in the woods, learn about the bare essentials of life. Therefore, 
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I would need to commune with nature and let the music of the trees tell me where to go, when to 

return home. Yes, but you must have some idea of when you'll be back, my mom asked. No one 

knows, I told her.  

I must admit, my father writes, this summer journey of yours has been on the forefront of 

my mind in recent months. I've seen how you've studied your survival book, and...I'm sure a lot of 

it...has been a parent's natural tendency to worry for the welfare of their children. My instinct 

has been to try to talk you out of it, but to talk you out of it would have been fulfilling my own 

selfish need to know your welfare was at hand.  

My father was different from my mother in his refusal to be anything other than 

ruthlessly analytical in all situations. My mother was not interested in weighing costs and 

benefits, in distilling the cause of her worrying, only in the worrying itself. But what the letter 

teaches me now, when I bring myself to read it, has nothing to do with his character, his habits, 

or what eventually went wrong. I read the letter now, the first line, and I want to respond, simply, 

Yes, I've graduated high school.  

It is that first line, So you’ve graduated high school, that reminds me what the letter is 

about. When I read those words for the first time, there was no way to know I would be back 

home thirteen days after I left. No way to know I’d camp one night in Yellowstone and turn right 

around. I was gone not even two weeks--hadn’t even finished all the tuna fish. I put everything 

back in my mother’s cupboard, the half-eaten jar of peanut butter, the opened sleeve of crackers.  

The letter was probably part of why I came home. I kept it in the passenger seat, and it 

reminded me that I was in a strange land, alone, and Home was waiting for me, and I was 

missed, and not where I belonged. But of course none of it was ever discussed, why I had come 

home so soon. He never asked because I’m sure he knew I felt I had failed, that I was ashamed 
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that my odyssey had been aborted for mere homesickness after I had departed with such 

confidence. The letter was never spoken of until five years later when I read it to him at the 

intervention. It was the only thing that made him cry. He had forgotten about it, apparently. Yes, 

I could comment on the irony—the letter he’d written that had brought me home was then used 

to bring him home, etc., but this doesn’t seem significant to me, only quaint in its symmetry.  

It seems more significant that he was there at my mother’s house when I returned, eager 

to see the map on the kitchen table. I had been tracing my route with an orange highlighter, 

plotting my campsites with circled numbers, and he was anxious to see this, and the mileages, 

the cities I’d passed through. This memory is what I’m grateful for now--more so than for 

anything he’d written in that letter, even the lines involving love and how proud I am. The letter 

ends: So, on this Father’s Day, I just wanted you to know how proud I am…. My love for you 

may have been unspoken over the years, but I hope not unfelt. It seems now from this last line 

that he felt guilty for not having “spoken” his love, but it doesn’t bother me. It was because of 

choices like that--to be at my mother’s house when I got home, to be interested in my journey--

that I never had any reason to doubt how he felt. 

 
When I was maybe ten, I remember coming inside around dusk, washing sap from my hands in 

the bathroom, and turning around to find my parents in the living room, asking where I had been. 

Apparently I had forgotten to tell my mother I was going into the woods. So you’re going to be 

grounded this weekend, said my father. This was the first time he punished me, and I noticed an 

awkwardness, one he hadn’t anticipated. I found myself smiling, a defense that said, Oh, you 

want to pretend to be the disciplinarian father? OK, I will play along. He’d punished my sister 

plenty, but now as a subject myself, I couldn’t help but see it only as a performance, something 

he felt he was supposed to do. And he must have felt it, too: a few seconds later he turned it into 
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a joke. No, I’m just kidding, he said. But don’t do that again. Except he hadn’t been kidding. All 

my life, this was as close as my father ever came to punishing me.  

In March 2008, one of his surgeries went wrong and he ended up unconscious, died a 

week later without ever having woken up. I don’t remember our last words. My sister and I were 

the last to see him awake, and we wished him luck in this surgery, which was fairly routine. 

There were no dramatic I-love-you’s or “last words” of any kind--but nor does this bother me. 

Men are known for showing love through actions rather than words, and over the past quarter of 

a century my father’s actions had been quietly accumulating, settling inside of me as memories. 

There was nothing to resolve before he died because even in the final years, even when I 

wouldn’t talk to him, it was only a kind of performance, something I was supposed to do, and we 

both understood this.  

Even the birthday card he gave me, the one my mother asked him to sign a couple months 

before he died, the one that in feeble handwriting says I was his pride and joy--even this feels 

only like a confirmation, not some declaration of something I hadn’t known. Though it did make 

me consider his choice of the word pride. In the midst of his shame, this word helped me to 

understand how all the hopes of a father, and all of his pride, might one day come to rest solely 

in his son.  

 
The day before I left, I had stopped by his condo, and this is when he gave me the letter, of 

course, as I was getting into my car—he didn’t want me to read it in front of him. A little 

something to read on your trip, he said. An envelope with my name on it, “Ryan,” in his 

handwriting. I had a tiny blue Toyota pickup, and I slept in its camper shell the following night 

in Akron, Ohio, in the parking lot of the nicest hotel I could find. It rained hard, and I sat under 

the shell with my sleeping bag. So, you’ve graduated high school, it began. I read the thing 
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several times, but it is that opening line that I remember most. There was the feeling not only of 

a great journey that had been traversed, but also of great things to come, a great journey before 

us, as if we were only in the middle. I was on this little odyssey of mine now, but as soon as I 

came home, the bigger journey would continue unspooling just as it always had.  
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Part 5 

Calamity 

"As he enters middle age he shows few signs that the myth about himself will dissolve. As long as 
some external calamity does not puncture his adaptation, he will continue his pretense supported 

by a culture in which his behavior is seen as typical." 

Men at Midlife, Farrell & Rosenberg 

In the old world it was useful for evolution if offspring believed their fathers were successful in 

the outside world, outside the cave, in the woods. Why venture outside, follow this man into the 

world of beasts if he knows not what he’s doing? We remember this, even today. That the father 

is not to be questioned, that if he comes home from work disgruntled, if he doesn’t say much at 

dinner, it is not to be discussed. To question his success admits the fragility of the family.  

Because the success may be actual or imagined, the “success” takes on mythical status. 

Children do not actually know for sure, but rather want to believe. The myth is upheld, even if it 

becomes pure fiction, because the culture says the myth is good, and fathers want to be good. 

The father plays along. But all bets are off, of course, if there is some unforeseen, external 

calamity. In the library one night, years after my father is gone, I find a self-test for middle-aged 

men that will help gauge the danger of calamity, written years before I was born.  

Midlife Crisis Scale 

1. Strongly Agree 2. Agree 3. Slightly Agree
4. Slightly Disagree 5. Disagree 6. Strongly Disagree

• Marriage is as rewarding and enjoyable after 15 or 20 years as it is in the earlier years.
• Almost any job or occupation becomes routine and dull if you keep at it for many years.
• In some ways, I wish my children were young again.
• Many people claim that middle age is one of the most difficult times of life. Has it been (or

do you think it will be) that way for you?
• I wish I had the opportunity to start afresh and do things over, knowing what I do now.
• I find myself thinking about what kind of person I am and what I really want out of life.
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In the new world, the implication goes, the myth is always a fiction. It is only a matter of 

whether it will be revealed as such. Whether the job or occupation will become routine and dull 

enough, whether the man wishes for the past hard enough. 

But the other implication is that at one point, it wasn’t all fiction. In the beginning, there 

was success. In the beginning, a man who came home from the woods had been successful, and 

there was the assumption that he’d be this way forever.  

As it was with my father. It had been assumed always that whatever was circulating 

inside of him was normal and healthy, that he would continue watching baseball games, cleaning 

up dishes and sleeping well at night. But I do remember wondering about my father alone in that 

condo. When you see someone and the only information exchanged is just that—information—

the news, sports, the mileage on my car—there are no clues as to what transpires when you leave 

the condo later that night, what the man thinks about. 

It does seem like a myth now, before the calamity—how superficial everything had been. 

There was never any talk about how he was doing, how he was managing on his own—if he 

liked living alone, if he liked his job, if he was lonely at night. He had to be fine. He was the 

father.  

 
In the Heart of the Andes  

The answer, I find out decades later on the Internet, is the giant glass wall on the side of the 

museum--it opens up, like a door. This is how they got the airplanes inside the Smithsonian. Like 

a ship-in-a-bottle, but here it’s planes-in-a-museum. When I was a kid, though, one possibility 

was the ceiling lift, my father said: one crane could have lifted it while another lowered the 

planes inside. Or: maybe they built the museum around the planes. Or this, or that. For my 

father, years before he changed, finding the answer was never as fun as articulating the 
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possibilities. They could have disassembled and reassembled everything--but no, that would 

have been too much work, he corrected himself.  

In my mother’s basement, I find his letter of hire from 1976. Hired as a programmer, he 

would soon be promoted to systems analyst, probably because they saw that he solved problems, 

that he could see what others didn’t. He explained his business trips to me once by saying they 

sent him places to figure out why computer systems weren’t working. There’s a name for it, I 

learned--vertical thinking. His brain was vertical, made its way from top-to-bottom, taking into 

consideration every solution it encountered, discounting nothing. I look at his pocket notebooks 

now, his scribblings and arrows, flowcharts only he understood, his acronyms and symbols, like 

hieroglyphics mapping out the neurology of his problem-solving. The museum was there to show 

us airplanes, but for my father, it was a museum only of riddles. Yes, the Spirit of St. Louis, but 

how the hell did they get it in here?  

I didn’t see it then, like I do now, his need to turn everything into a problem that could be solved 

with some outside-the-box solution, how his work bled through his system, got into his bones, 

like a disease, an addiction. The movie about the rugby team in the Andes—not a story, but a 

riddle, a joke. Why don’t you ask the camera crew for food?  

He needed always to be outside of the movie, looking in, free from its ploys.  

He needed always: that ironic humor. The solution just beyond the frame, the one that 

would solve the problem but simultaneously defeat some bigger purpose.  

My mother and I learned to tolerate it well enough.  

 
His awareness of the off-screen options probably came from his role as cameraman--we’d 

sometimes find him with the camcorder on even the most ordinary of days. Again, Dad? we’d 

say, turning around to see him shouldering that machine, its red LED, blinking. Really? He 
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wanted candid clips so we could see ourselves in true form decades later. No--keep going, keep 

dancing, he’d say. Pretend I’m not here.  

He knew that a one-dollar tape cassette could become priceless in three decades--he was 

impressed by the logic of it, the return on investment. A few times, he went to work late so he 

could film us getting ready for school. The Typical Day Movies, he called them. Some decades 

later I would watch my father’s hand knock on Chrissy’s bedroom door, a faint Madonna tune 

playing behind it. 

Yeah? she says. 

Getting ready for school? 

What are you doing home? 

Chrissy opens the door, and Material Girl gains a few decibels. 

You have to be kidding me, Dad. 

No…. 

Again? 

What? 

You’re not following us around this time are you? 

Yeah, I’m gonna come to school with you, make a movie of your school day. 

You are such a retard. 

Sniff, sniff. Smells like a beauty shop in here. 

 
We always asked to watch the movies later that day, and always he refused. As I grew up, I 

learned that, like his practical jokes, these movies were part of his master plan. He filed them in 

his filing cabinet in the basement, and there they would ripen for decades, and then we could 

happen upon them one day. We could pop them into the VCR, and all of the details of this world 
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we assumed lost would be displayed before us in plain sight. It would be his gift to us, with an 

implied note: Yes, maybe I was annoying at the time, but aren’t you glad I was? 

Later in the video, my sister teases her bangs in the mirror, engrossed, oblivious to the world 

around her, and surprise, he moves into view behind her in his open flannel shirt, the machine on 

his shoulder, his free eye squinting. Daaaaad! You are retarded.  

 
At the diner, the placemats had brain teasers on the back. We went often, my father and I, and 

with the chocolate milk the waitress left crayons. The triangle game was never easy. There was a 

stepping-back, like a riddle that makes you think outside of the box, find some bigger solution 

beyond the frame of the question. Anyone can count triangles, but the trick was noticing that 

smaller triangles form bigger ones, that the whole damn puzzle was a triangle. He would always 

check my work. Only nine? Are you sure?  

When I think of my father’s final years, I have to think he was caught in the same kind of 

predicament. A few years after we watched that movie, he moved out of the house, into an 

apartment where he’d spend the last decade of his life, alone, bored, depressed, and eventually: 

addicted. The decline was slow, but always we assumed he was fine because he never showed 

weakness, never asked for help of any kind.  

For years he ignored the more obvious sources of aid, insisting always on doing things 

his own way. After three decades as a professional problem-solver, he could not solve the 

problem of his life--through his smaller problems, those smaller triangles, he could not see the 

bigger one, that his instinct was always to go inward, to his private flowcharts and acronyms, as 

if the answer to his existential crisis would be a matter of taking out his notebook, clicking his 

pen.  
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I think of the time he came home from France and showed us the trick he learned from his 

French colleagues. My sisters and I watched him set up a wine bottle on the kitchen table, a 

business card over the mouth. He put a dime on the card and said we needed to bottle the dime 

touching nothing but the card, and with only one finger. Over the years I’ve learned it’s only one 

of many party tricks involving a wine bottle: Can you uncork the bottle using only your shoe? 

Or, Can you drink from the bottle without opening it?  

Now it seems the crack pipe almost made sense--another riddle involving another glass 

enclosure. I’m sure that at first he thought of addiction just as he did party tricks. He would not 

fall for its assumptions: there had to be some solution the masses weren’t seeing, it couldn’t have 

been that hard to kick.  

If you flick the card at its edge, it will fly away, like a tablecloth from under a china set, 

allowing the dime to fall into the bottle. They’re all doable, these tricks. Some take advantage of 

common assumptions, others rely on obscure laws of physics. But the rules are never broken, the 

glass never cracked. Alive posed the same kind of challenge. The rugby team finds only some 

bottles of wine to sustain them, a box of chocolates, crackers, as if the director said, Can you 

survive using only wine, chocolates, and crackers? Or: can you save yourselves without breaking 

the rules, asking for help? 

Right to the end, my father played by the rules, never broke anything. Finding a solution 

to his problems was always a matter only of exercising the options afforded by his own logic, 

even if absurd--e.g. building the museum around the planes.  

Always, he was true to his character. An actor ignoring the cameraman.  

 
I keep the tapes sealed in plastic in my mother’s basement, on top of the filing cabinet in case of 

a flood. Each one, labeled with his handwriting. Christmas 1984. I always assumed I’d watch for 
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the Christmas mornings, the dancing, but this is never why I watch. Keep dancing, he would say. 

Pretend I’m not here. It’s hard to ignore the reality of not pretending anymore--to ignore that at 

the time he had no idea he was preserving these moments only for us.  

He does make a cameo here and there, but it makes sense that you don’t see him much. 

He is always behind the camera, the offstage voice. In one scene, he passes the hallway mirror, 

waves to himself, Hey Dad, the giant thing on his shoulder, LED blinking. The only other time 

you see him is on Christmas mornings--he used his tripod. We open presents on the floor, and he 

sits in his robe on the couch with my mother, drinking coffee.  

But no candid shots of him, shaving or brushing his teeth, nothing that shows him 

absorbed in the moment, like my sister fixing her hair. When watching Alive with him, there was 

a heightened awareness of all that was behind the camera, everything the characters were 

discounting, and now the same feeling comes over me. I am infinitely more interested in what’s 

behind the camera--I find myself looking to catch him off-guard, glimpse some deeper, candid 

truth. 

There was never a crash, just a slow distancing from us, and then the finding out. 

Somewhere along the way the most ordinary opportunities had disappeared: visiting museums on 

long weekends with his family. Renting movies with us, losing himself in their riddles.  

And for us--enduring his commentaries. We’d written them off as quirks of his character, and 

after he moved out, we never noticed their absence.  

Then more distancing, and a fading away without much reconciliation. A fade-to-black.  

There had been a solution, yes--not one that worked, but at least it was his own, produced 

by his own logic. And this is how the story feels now: at least he was consistent, the man always 

intent on finding that angle no one else considered. It’s that candidness I was looking for--those 
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moments he was lost in wonder. It was so vexing for him, I remember, how they got those damn 

things inside. He wouldn’t shut up about it. 

I know that for my father, though, it was more than how the planes got inside. It was the sum 

total of everything--how for billions of years there could be nothing and then in the blink of an 

eye, the wing, jet engines, and flying airships, men on the moon. But also: the building of that 

museum, the forging of its steel girders, the suspending of these planes in time and space. I know 

the awe inside of him when he considered all of this, the thousands of inventions that converged 

to produce the scene before him.      

The course of his life wasn’t that different. For so long it was only ordinary moments 

with no way of knowing where they’d lead.  

Before they led him there, I have to imagine they led first to a kind of calm. A period 

when he was too alone, but still, only on the cusp, when it wasn’t yet too late--when he began 

thinking really hard. None of us had known, of course, but after we found out, after he gave 

himself away, when months were going by in silence, I had to wonder how long he’d been on 

that cusp, trying desperately without our knowing, if it’d been a week, if it’d been years.   

When I watch survival movies now, characters lost in the wilderness, I think of him in 

that well-worn armchair, talking to himself. I think of that movie.  

When that plane went down it was like being tossed into prehistoric times, nothing but 

granite and snow as far as they could see. Of the forty-five on board, sixteen survived. The 

credits listed all of the figures. I remember wondering how anyone could do that. Seventy-two 

days deep in the heart of the Andes with no sign of hope--everyone had written them off--the 

dogged determination they must have had to find a way out, to return simply to the ordinary lives 

they’d been living.  
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The Ocean 

There was nothing special about my father’s life. In his twenties he was a computer programmer, 

then a systems analyst--two dim routines--and no personality defects, never anything about him 

that let people say, Oh, well that's why. For all my searching, I could never offer anything that 

prevented the furrowing of their brows. He was so easy-going, they told me.  

I can’t remember any rifts between us—this can’t be the story of losing and finding each 

other, of going away and coming home. Maybe he did leave home, maybe he lost his way, but I 

don't know if I could reduce the story to such a simple adventure. It has been said that all stories 

of fathers and sons are mere variations on the Odyssey, but to say that my father went sailing one 

day and never came home misses the point.  

For a long time I wanted to say he reached a limit. I wanted to put the mess in that box, 

the box for stories of those who reached some breaking point. There was nothing obvious in his 

life that would break him--he was subject only to the regular pitfalls of middle-aged dating, the 

regular pressures of a career--but of course, this was only what we saw. If there were anything 

that broke him, it must have been deep and creeping, something existential, not mere loneliness 

but a profound alone-ness. 

I have to think of a whirlpool, imagining him on the train each night knowing that 

nothing was waiting for him at home. The entire day in that bustling city, and you can work late, 

you can stop off for dinner, but the guards have to lock up the building, the restaurant closes, you 

have to make your way to the train--let the forces that be funnel you back to your apartment, 

back to that same point in space every night.  

Even at the NA meetings, the social support wasn’t much help. His social technique was 

always mechanical. He asked technical questions about functions, questions that required hard, 

numerical answers. So how long have the meetings been held in this location? He never 
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conversed, but requested information. So Narcotics Anonymous is funded purely by donations 

from members, is that right? When I dropped him at his apartment after the meetings, he had 

taken away only information.  

Boredom, my father said that night. And loneliness--the reasons he started, the pulls that 

took him. But mostly it was the latter, I think. More and more I want to blame the invisibility, the 

vacuum he’d fallen into. A poet once said we know ourselves by how we're known, our measure 

taken by the gaze of the outsider looking in. But what if there is no gaze? Of a hundred men 

wearing my father's shoes, ninety-nine are seen before it is too late--my father was the only one 

who’d eluded everyone’s eyes.  

Without that gaze, it might be harder to know yourself, easier to be someone else. If no 

one knocks on your door, rings your phone, you sit with the remote control on that baby blue 

floral sofa from your old marriage. You begin to have thoughts, to realize that no one will ask, I 

was calling all night, where were you?  You imagine scenarios in which no one finds out or gets 

hurt. You can't foresee any concrete consequence, so it will have never happened. These are just 

thoughts, but tomorrow you’re whirled back again to that same couch.  

Years later I can see that it was never a matter of breaking--there was no snapping. 

Knowing our shared nature, our patience, our thoughtfulness, I have to believe it was more a 

matter of gentle welcoming, testing the waters, kneeling in the surf, and the next day when 

everything was fine, the idea was why not go a little deeper. My friends are calling me out, why 

not go with the current? Of a hundred men lined up on the beach, most of them went for a swim, 

but my father was the only one who gave himself to the undertow. It was never for good reason 

that he stayed out there, only that his “friends” seemed to want him there--and if he could see no 

one on shore, why go back?  
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I talked to him on the phone once, maybe two months before we found out—I was in the 

garage. When hanging up I recall placing a golf club back in its place along the wall, on a rack 

for lanky tools, the axe, the rake. I remember realizing it'd been awhile since we'd talked, maybe 

a month, that perhaps we'd achieved some new phase, a new distance. My mother had asked me 

to call because we were selling the house and she'd been asking him to fix up the yard and he'd 

been saying yes but failing to show up, and today he was failing again. This was the first time I 

was afraid to call my father, the first time I'd imagined that he might be in the tow of some other 

life, and I was afraid that to call him would cast me as bothersome, the label he put on my 

mother in recent months.  

But he had such an impeccable history, I had to dismiss suspicion as imagination. It 

would have made more sense if he’d had a history of depression, or crime, or simply of being a 

lousy father. But it’s less confusing to me when I think of it in terms of a gentle, creeping 

weakness, one I have felt myself. When we found out, I felt a sense of betrayal that he’d gone 

out there--that apparently he had chosen the ocean, his junkie friends, rather than us--but now I 

don’t think so. 

Some people say we are alike, he told me in that letter. He was talking about our "low-

key nature"—we were "not easily flustered." To be flustered was to panic, to allow outside 

forces to make us nervous. Rather, it was our shared nature to look to reason than to fluster. I 

never found myself yearning for an explanation because it was clear we shared that nature, and if 

this were true, it was probably true that we felt the same undertow at times—and yes, I had 

sensed it at times, I didn’t let it take me, but could feel it, and I know that if I gave myself to it, it 

would be from simple weakness—and how could I ask my father to explain weakness? 
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Oxygen 

His tackle box was a dull, 1970s orange but had some fascinating lures, their treble hooks always 

entangled. To pick up one was to pick up two others and spend some minutes disengaging the 

one you wanted. I remember an orange one with black dots, shaped not like a minnow, but a 

miniature banana. Tie the line to the O-ring, and it wobbled vulnerably, irresistibly as you reeled 

it in. 

From seeing these lures, it seemed that my father had some kind of heyday as a 

fisherman, one that had ended before I was born. We never used any of these lures now, only bits 

of bread or hot dog, and big, cartoonish bobbers. But I remember thinking that he must have used 

those lures at some point--the orange banana, or the paddle-tail rubber minnow with a painted-on 

smile--must have used them to catch big, exotic fish in faraway seas.  

I’m not sure what to call it now--the time we went to the retention pond behind the police 

station--yes, a warm childhood memory, but also something else. It was thrilling as a boy to see 

the bobber yanked down, to see the white part of it turn amber and wriggle away under the water. 

But the pond had plenty of pondweed, too, and often a sunny would run through the weeds, and 

we’d reel him up to the footbridge draped in a clump of vegetation, his tail at the bottom 

wiggling feebly.  

 
I can’t remember whose idea it was to keep the fish. In any case, my father had brought a mop 

bucket to hold them. The idea was to count them at the end of the day, then let them go. I 

remember how hot it was that day, and I remember the number of fish: ten. We would go home 

and tell my mother we caught five each. Every time we caught one, it was my father’s job to 

remove the weeds, and with his needlenose pliers he’d turn the hook upside down so the fish 
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would fall into the bucket without having to be handled. I remember them darting around, the 

dull thump their noses made against the side of the bucket.  

But to see ten dead fish in a mop bucket is traumatic for a boy. The feeling that we had 

killed not flies but real animals was terrible. I wasn’t sure if it was okay or not--if they were only 

like bugs or if their lives were more valuable. Though I knew it couldn’t have been that bad if it 

had occurred in my father’s oversight--nothing terrible could happen in his presence. But still I 

was surprised, confused that he hadn’t thought of this beforehand.  

He realized only too late that they must have used up all the oxygen, and I remember him 

explaining their dead bodies, crowded in that bucket, floating on their sides. It was not enough to 

simply keep them in water, he said. They needed oxygen, just like we do.  

 
It occurs to me how smart he was in some areas, but naive in others. He worked in logistics, and 

the ethic carried over into his everyday life. He was always planning, always considering, taking 

precautions. But now I see how blind he could be, too, how he sometimes failed to account for 

unseen needs, the biological factors, the need for oxygen, for fresh, open water. It seems now 

that he actually knew very little about fishing, and that he’d never fished in faraway seas, and 

yes, it was for my sake that we stood on footbridges with bobbers and hot dogs--but also very 

much for his.  

He thought maybe the fish would revive themselves in the open water, so we came down 

off the bridge onto the bank. This was when he still wore those aviators and clip-on shades, that 

green visor--I watched him glide the contents of the bucket back into the pond, and I remember 

their pink underbellies kissing the surface of the water, their bowed bodies dispersing away from 

each other, bobbing softly, some of them back to the protruding roots at the bank.  
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The Same Mistakes 

There are certain errors that demand a greater outlay of intellect than the truth itself. Tycho’s 
renown is based entirely, and rightfully so, on an error, and if Kepler had not explained the 
cosmic system he would have become famous solely on account of his delusion and on account of 
the keenly reasoned arguments on which he based that delusion, namely that the moon does not 
turn on its axis. 

-Heinrich Von Kleist 

 
I won’t make the same mistakes, we say. Once we reach adulthood the mistakes of parents seem 

to crystallize. How miserable my father was, you say. I will never be like him. But smoking crack 

was no mistake, not the kind you learn from. It was more an oversight, a fluke, standing at the 

precipice and accidentally slipping off. I have to wonder if there was some other mistake, one 

that gave him the weakness, allowed him near the precipice. Something more deeply embedded 

in his character.  

I think of my father as a kind of Tycho Brahe, someone who fought for his logic, even if 

the answer was much simpler, more obvious than the allusion made by that logic. Brahe was 

known for his hard-won, intricate cosmic theories, laying out incredible formulae as proof. His 

most well-known: the geo-heliocentric theory, which said the planets go around the sun, but the 

sun itself goes around the earth, and also the moon and stars go around the earth, too—all of the 

bodies, crisscrossing and interweaving at precisely the right moment to avoid collision.  

It seemed there was something else at stake for Brahe other than finding a solution to a 

problem. It seems he felt an obligation to the truth, however hard it was to attain. In 1566 he 

argued with another mathematician over a formula, and since neither could prove the other 

wrong, they agreed on a duel. They would settle the matter with swords. If Brahe won, the 

assumption went, the formula must be valid. If the other guy won, the formula must be invalid. 

The laws of mathematics would be determined by the ferocity with which each man defended 
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himself. Today, we don’t know what the formula was, or even who won the duel, but we know 

the other guy sliced off Brahe’s nose and that Brahe later fashioned himself a prosthetic nose 

made of brass.  

When computers were still new to households, my mother would complain to him—she 

would try in silence to figure out the task, how to find that document she saved the day before—

and she’d explode: I hate this stupid computer. And he would defend it, as if it were his child, 

Yes, the computer is stupid, he would confirm, getting off the couch to help her. If only he could 

get her to see things his way, if only she would understand how computers worked—that 

programs simply follow their programmed script, that you need to learn the organizing principle 

by which computers store files--that computers can’t make mistakes, only humans.  

It was never so much about the immediate needs of the situation as it was adhering to 

what made sense from a cold, logical distance. Even when things got desperate, the logic needed 

to stay intact, the simplest answer, discounted. Reworking the logic, reworking the rules that he 

had learned to follow so religiously—no. No sharing of feelings. No signs of weakness, of 

vulnerability. No dependence. Why ask someone when you might be able to figure it out 

yourself? Until sooner or later the logic breaks. Brahe is reported to have written his own 

epitaph: "He lived like a sage and died like a fool." He died of kidney problems after drinking 

too much at a banquet.  

Some people say: I will never be like my father. I don’t know that I say this exactly—any 

more than I remind myself not to walk off a cliff—but I do remind myself of how logic can be 

taken too far, how it might defeat its own purpose.  

In his final years, after his logic melted like a circuitboard, his life was about immediate 

needs only. For example, even in those final years, my mother would still cut his hair because 
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she saw he wasn’t going to take the initiative himself. And she felt so bad for him, how 

miserable he was, the least she could do was give him a free haircut. A bowl of hard candies sat 

on the reception desk at her shop—root beer barrels and peppermint twists—and he took a 

handful, she explained when she got home one night. His golf shirt was un-tucked, rumpled, and 

he hadn’t eaten dinner. He just kept popping that candy in his mouth, she said.  

I pictured him in her chair, my mother buttoning that black cape around his neck, pulling 

it taut to remove the folds. The scene was familiar--I watched them every other week in that shop 

he’d built in our basement--but I also knew the determination that sometimes took over him in 

his final days, even with the most menial tasks--unwrapping a straw and finding the hole in the 

lid of his milkshake, as if he were scratching an itch and could think of nothing else. I could see 

my mother teasing the wet strands with her fingers as she snipped them, and then my father 

bringing his arm out from under the cape to cram these things into his mouth, grinding them 

down with as he unwrapped the next one, and the next, one after another, cracking them under 

his jaw, oblivious to anything in the mirror.  

 
If My Father Knew I Was Writing This  

I don’t think he would want to know anything about it.  

It’s not that he didn’t like books--he had bookshelves full of them. But most of the books 

were filled only with information. The products of literature weren’t solid enough, I think, 

weren’t measurable in units familiar to him. When he asked what a book was about he expected 

the answer to be tangible--a book on the stars by Carl Sagan, or how to be happy, by the Dalai 

Lama. 

Or at least, he wanted the book to have a sturdy premise. I remember seeing Walden on 

his bookshelf a year or two before we found out. I was surprised because the closest thing to 
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literature he’d read was by John Grisham or Bill Bryson, never any classics, never anything in 

which the story might occur somewhere other than in physical events. I picked it off the shelf, 

the binding, perfect. My guess is that he might have read the first page and realized it was not 

what he imagined. Did you buy this? I asked. Yep, I thought the premise was intriguing, he said. 

A guy goes into the woods to live off the land, sees if he can survive.  

 
If my father had never smoked, and if he were still alive and knew I was writing something, he 

would ask: what about? And if I said everything, he would respond, Everything? Everything 

that’s ever existed?--and his point would be that a book cannot be about everything--a classic 

response from my father--another way of building humor and logic into one, as he’d done with 

the Rugby team in the Andes. But also the response would help to elicit the information he 

wanted. He’d always asked about school, what I was studying, what classes were like. I was 

never interested, and my role was to deflect his questions, shrug and nod--his role was to ask 

more questions to force the answers out of me. I didn’t show it, of course, but I liked this game, 

relished in his attention--always stuck around so the game could play itself out.  

But my father did smoke. And if he were still alive, and sitting on his floral couch--and 

found it in him to ask what I was writing about, I would say: everything. I would keep my gaze 

fixed on the TV. In response, he wouldn’t say anything. I would say everything, and he would 

say OK, and that would be it.  

I know this because of what my sister said one time. Ryan’s writing about you for school, 

she blurted out during an uncomfortable silence in his apartment. I’d written about him for a 

college paper, and all he had to say was, You are? and all I could say was, Well sort of, and he 

said, Ha, I didn’t know I was so interesting. I thought he’d want to read it, or at least ask for 

details, but then he changed the subject, and it was over.   
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A guy goes into the woods…, my father had said. That he referred to Thoreau as a guy 

told me that it didn’t matter who, only what he did, the events that transpired. My father 

abandoned Walden because it was not the plot-driven story of survival he anticipated. It had little 

to do with survival at all--Thoreau lived only a couple of miles from town. If you asked Thoreau 

what the book was about, he might say life. He might say, everything. Because in fact his 

experiment of living in the woods changed everything for him--living in the woods became his 

life. For him the book was about everything.  

In those years my father wanted deeply to believe he was a man who simply went into the 

woods. During the crack years, yes, but even before that, too, I think. When he moved out and 

started over he wanted the consequences of his actions to be contained to his own life. In the 

years that followed I would begin to learn what I mean now when I imagine this scenario in 

which my response is everything. With one word, I could tell my father what the book was about. 

I could say this word, and somewhere deep inside he would know: the mile markers I was talking 

about--watching thunderstorms, or doing yard work, and also the idea that the universe has more 

stars than our beaches do grains of sand--the concept of this, that it was mind boggling to him. 

Because it wasn’t anymore. Nothing boggled his mind now. These textures and ideas I had never 

taken notice of were now hard to ignore. There were still thunderstorms of course, but watching 

them was very different.  

 
Nothing Would Be Lost 

“If you don’t know the right questions to ask Pat, you don’t get anything out of him.”  My 

mother recounts her mother-in-law’s description of my father when he was young.  

And my mother will agree—when she first met him, he wasn’t much of a talker. He’d 

show up to her apartment for dinner and sit on the couch and read mystery paperbacks while she 
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cooked. Later, as she gets to know him, she would see how smart he was and understand that he 

was quiet but not dumb. That all the reading was not for nothing.  

Thirty years later, Mrs. Murray, mother of my childhood friend who lived two doors 

away, thinks back to those early days, tells my mother in passing conversation, “Pat was a really 

wonderful person.” Somehow his name had come up. “Pat got sick,” she said, “but such a 

wonderful man.” I think it was her emphasis on wonder that convinced me of her conviction in 

what she was saying. She had known him when we moved into the neighborhood, in the years I 

couldn’t, before I could even speak. And I realized when I got this perspective from an impartial 

woman who had known him before I could: there were two parts of his life, and one countered 

the other. 

 
If my father planted a tree a long time ago, let’s say a peach tree: those thunderstorms would 

drench it every summer and the branches would droop down with these juicy gifts, and I’d think 

of him. I would feel like he was still alive, and I could have named this section “Gifts from My 

Father,” or something referential, “The Giving Tree.” It would be like something I saw in a 

movie, perhaps the little boy and his father planted the tree decades ago, and now, after the father 

has passed, the son drives out into the country to pluck the gifts from these branches.  

What I would have liked about this is that it’s in line with all of my childhood 

assumptions about my father. A redemption narrative, the kind I was raised on--it would have 

redeemed him for having gone off kilter, confirmed everything he taught me about the future, 

how it was coming, how it made sense to plan for all possibilities.  

It wasn’t until after I had grown up that I realized I had done so clinging to this 

Hollywood belief. Not the peach tree, not redemption, but something more general--the idea that 

nothing was for nothing, that the universe had in place a system of deserts that ensured some 



257 
 

counterbalance in the end. We live with the assumption that something is accumulating--at the 

very least, some wisdom, life experience that will pay off in the end. We believe that whatever is 

under-pronounced today will at some point in the future--maybe the distant future--be 

pronounced in full. The unsuspected will win, the quiet one has a quiet plan. Odysseus stays 

quiet until the archery contest is over. 

And so it was difficult for a while to understand how this redemption would work for my 

father, who’d been so quiet and dedicated for decades. But in the pamphlets, something called 

the Jellinek Curve diagrams the addict’s descent and recovery. A V-shaped figure, and on the 

way down, the typical signs of descent: persistent remorse, work and money troubles, indefinable 

fears, etc., and at the bottom of the V, “complete defeat admitted.” The ascent begins with honest 

desire for help, and then a new circle of friends, return of self-esteem. But the very top of the 

ascent was the saving grace, the only item that made it all worthwhile: Enlightened and 

interesting way of life opens up with road ahead to higher levels than ever before. It was those 

final three words, than ever before. As if everything lost in the descent would be not only 

recovered, but my father would gain some benefit he wouldn’t have had he never descended.  

I wanted to believe it was good that this happened. It seemed bad, but some hidden 

principle was at work, some conservation of energy, the way a sealed jar will always weigh the 

same no matter what reactions transpire inside. Ten eggs go rotten in a bucket. Baking soda 

crackles and hisses under a flame. But if the container is closed, nothing is lost. I wanted to think 

of my father in this way, a man in a jar experiencing chemical reactions, but maybe the lid is 

sealed, maybe nothing would be lost.  

I wanted to believe that his sickness was just as good as living happily and dying in his 

sleep at ninety five, and also as good as winning the lottery. There was no way any path could be 
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better or worse than any other. It was the comfort I was drawn to, the illusion that regardless of 

what happens tomorrow, it won’t be something I could call bad. If nothing would be lost, it 

wasn’t such an aberration, a tragedy, a freak thing. 

None of this happened for my father—things were lost. He died at the bottom of that V. 

Instead of redemption in those final years, it seemed he was punished. No equal and opposite 

reaction for being such a wonderful man--just a quiet life spent plodding along with quiet 

confidence in some eventual triumph--and then the drugs, and then the funeral. In the end, it felt 

like: whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, except it did kill him.  

Along with Mrs. Murray, the mother of a different childhood friend, Mrs. Vitale, showed 

up at my father’s funeral. She arrived late, but I turned around and noticed her in the back of the 

church, alone, handbag around her shoulder, hands clasped at her waist. I recognized her curly, 

red-tinted hair immediately, her sunken, Italian eyes behind those ornate glasses that were more 

fashion statement than visual aid. It was surprising because I had lost touch with her son over a 

decade ago. None of us had seen her in that long, and it must have been twice as long since she’d 

seen my father.  

After the service I hugged her on the steps of the church and smelled the cigarette smoke 

on her body. She had always been a smoker, spoke in a coarse, throaty voice, kept an ashtray on 

the porch and and always came to the door in a bathrobe. My family had thought of hers as 

rough. They cursed, and sometimes let their lawn grow out of shape. But she was always very 

nice, Donna. When I saw her I couldn’t help but think that something had been conserved all this 

time, buried decades ago, but was just now sprouting into daylight. She hadn’t known my father 

well at all, but she knew the way things once were. She knew what it was like for us in those 
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early days, and now, turning around to find her there in the back as the priest spoke, it was clear 

she hadn’t forgotten.  

When I think of this funeral from seven years ago, what it meant, it is always Donna 

Vitale I think of, never the music we played (all his favorite songs), or the eulogy I gave, or the 

vacation pictures we displayed—all of these things that had been so meticulously planned.  
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Part 6 

When My Father Is Sleeping 

On my sister’s white leather sofa, his mouth ajar, and the hem of his golf shirt not quite covering 

his belly. Neck twisted, legs contorted, arms hanging into midair.  

There had been moments when he’d been removed from reality after his highs had 

crashed, when I’d been relieved of wondering where he was, what he was doing. Moments of 

peace. Moments of gratitude. When he wasn’t in my presence, I distracted myself with other 

pursuits, convinced myself there was nothing I could do. But seeing him on that sofa at my 

sister’s house, I needed no convincing. I could see all that was happening.  

Much later, in the hospital, he asked my aunt to go to his apartment and throw out a backpack 

because he didn’t want us to find it. We guessed it had sex toys or some such trivial but 

embarrassing thing. He’d gone into the hospital for a minor complication from his initial surgery, 

but not with any idea that he’d never come home again. Instead of being released in a few days, 

he’d stay for the last two months of his life. Which means at some point he began to suspect he 

might not see his home again, and I realized this when my aunt asked for the key to his place, 

telling me what he’d requested of her.  

There was no discussion with him about the chance that he’d die before coming home, 

but we began to realize probably a little sooner than he did, and I was afraid for him, sorry that 

we couldn’t keep it from him, that he would soon be considering it, imagining what the scene 

would look like.  

At least, I would think afterwards, it didn’t happen like he’d imagined. He’d been put 

under for another surgery, from which there were more complications, and he remained 

unconscious for a week until we decided not to keep him alive anymore. His last conscious 
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moments were spent with the anesthesiologist, who probably told him he’d wake up in a few 

hours.  

In this way he never felt the immanence of his death. I was glad he did not witness our 

tearful goodbyes because it probably would have scared him. Instead, the nurses told everyone to 

leave while they removed the tubes, the wires. They said it would be a few minutes. They pulled 

the curtain.  

I remember thinking it was OK if the dying didn’t go perfectly because when you’re dead 

it’s over, you can’t know the difference. If he happened to wake up just as he was slipping away, 

if he were afraid--at least this fear would be over once he was gone--at least there was this 

comfort.  

And in the waiting room, as we waited for him to die, I was thankful--it reminded me of 

those moments I’d find him passed out on a couch, or slouched over in an armchair. These were 

the moments he was all mine. I could know for sure he was safe--not only his body, but in his 

mind, too. In his mind he was far away, in a reality removed from the one only I knew was 

waiting, the nightmare that might go on forever.  

 
Privacy 

Though he rarely showed it, I knew my father had a soft side, a tenderness inside of him. 

Sometimes, at the end of a sentimental movie, his breathing would change--I could discern a 

staccato, choppy in-breath, and then a slow, stuttering out-breath, as if trying to regulate 

overpowering emotions. Even at baseball games, during the National Anthem, this same 

breathing. The anthem is an underdog ballad, the story of our tattered flag, miraculously “still 

there” after we were outnumbered in battle. Soon the umpire would yell play ball, and that would 

be it, just a ritual, forgotten as the players took the field. But just before that final “Oh, say does 
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that…,” with the booming bass drums, this is when his breathing changed, his heart filled with 

pride in our still-flying flag, knowing that even if the teams and the fans were rivals, in truth we 

were all united, all part of the same whole.  

But this was the most any of us had seen. And he dressed the part, too. After he stopped 

wearing flannel shirts, he still wore a lot of plaid. They are too big for me, but I still have them, 

these cheap button-down shirts from department stores, folded in plastic bins. So many ninety-

degree angles, a grid on each shirt, it was easy for him to tuck them into his khakis and believe 

he was in control of his life--to put on his perfectly round glasses, to shave his face clean and 

comb his hair.  

 
I know from hearing them talk about my father that my mother and sisters did not understand 

him in the same way I did. I don’t think they considered that his private ways might not be 

attempts to hide anything. You never know what he’s thinking, my sister would say.  

Even those of us closest to him--especially those closest to him--were never people with 

whom he could speak. Words were exchanged, but only those that described events, times, 

information, numbers--to coordinate the logistics of practical life. Sometime in my mid-teens I 

realized that whenever I went to a new class, a group outing, a sporting event, my father had the 

same recurring question when I got home: About how many people were there? I can’t recall my 

mother ever asking such a question, but this was what my father always wanted: a number.  

I don’t think they understood that his private ways were only ways of guarding himself 

against the risks exposing his feelings, attempts to show that his more tender insides--his 

biological, emotional vulnerabilities--were just defaults of his species, unworthy of attention. It 

was never so much that he had something to hide as that he wanted to pretend the deeper 

happenings of his existence weren’t there, that he’d been born with no messy vulnerabilities, that 
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his system happened to require nothing soft or wishy-washy. As a Lost Child, he’d learned this 

was the noble way to be--his emotions could only create more of a burden for his parents.  

 
It wasn’t until I was twenty-three that I first saw my father in a hospital gown. My sister and I sat 

at his bedside when the doctor came in--just after the intervention--and my father sits up in his 

gown, the feeble, cotton ties coming apart in the back. The doctor slid his stethoscope through 

the side of the gown and told my father to breathe deeply. There were regions of my father’s 

body I wasn’t used to seeing--portions of his side and lower back that were so white and fleshy 

as they heaved up and down, they seemed overgrown somehow, as if he’d been preoccupied and 

forgot about this body he was occupying. And though I’d seen my father plenty of times 

shirtless, this time was different: he had no choice in the matter, in the nakedness.   

 
In a couple of years, when my father returned to the hospital, dying, it would all be routine, the 

pale flab, the questions of what could be done with his body. He’d go into the hospital just after 

Christmas and stay there until he died in March. Clothes became a thing of the past. They simply 

changed his gown instead of clothes. And when the nurses came in to administer this IV or 

remove that tube, or when he’d get up for the bathroom and I’d see his rear end through the back 

of his gown, it was hard to see my father in any other way than having passed into his final stage 

of life. It had been weeks since he managed to don even a pair of underwear. 

Again my father had no say in the matter of his privacy. He peed into a bedpan, and when 

he did get up his rear end was there through the back of the gown for the world to see.  

Years earlier I had realized that the discovery of his habit was also the discovery of those 

vulnerabilities he’d tried all his life to keep so private--the need to lose himself, but also for 

belonging, for friends--and I suspected there might be an unraveling, so to speak. And now in the 
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hospital we knew it was close to the end, that there was nothing left to guard, to be unraveled. 

Anyone could enter at any time, the doctors, nurses, family, co-workers, unannounced, only this 

cheap, starched gown to protect him. The tiredness in his voice, his eyes became familiar. He 

couldn’t lift his head as we came in, only rotate it slightly toward us. 

We kept up appearances. It was important that he believed he still had control over his 

privacy. My aunt confirmed she’d disposed of the backpack he didn’t want us to find. We never 

went through his suitcase unless he asked for something, and we kept his phone, wallet, and keys 

next to him on the nightstand, visible to him at all times.   

 

Rummy 

If only my father’s sickness could be reasonable, I thought. If only his case weren’t special, if 

some mistake weren’t involved—a mistake caught by safeguards ninety-nine percent of the time 

but this time, not. It would have been more logical if the son had smoked crack in his teens, 

rather than the father, in his late forties. At least it would have made more sense—we hear myths 

and parables about wasteful, arrogant sons, but never fathers. 

But when the doctors found my mother’s cancer, my reaction was the same: not, what a 

shame, but rather that it wasn’t supposed to happen. It could have happened only by some 

mistake, some oversight by the gods. Look at my mother’s handwriting, her grocery lists, always 

on the backs of used envelopes, the way she writes uppercase R’s in the middle of a word: bRoth, 

and spells sauce with an s: sause. How could this be? It would have made more sense had it 

happened to some generic woman with perfect spelling, who made grocery lists in a spiral 

notebook.  

With both of my parents’ sicknesses, then, it seemed that if only there were no mistake 

involved, it would be easier to cope. After a while, I learned this feeling of mistakenness 
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dissolves, and the parent becomes simply a victim, rather than mistaken victim. But the 

difference between my parents’ sicknesses was that I had nothing to offer my father. He was the 

only one who could fix himself. The most I could do was leave him alone. But I always had the 

assumption that if he had a more common ailment (cancer), the impulse would be different—to 

save him somehow, like it’d been with my mother, to explore all the options and figure 

something out. 

 
A family friend tells the story of his dying father. His father leaves him, his brother, his mother 

when he’s three. There are visits, but by high school the man’s a ghost, and over the next thirty-

five years, virtually no contact. He and his brother want their father to explain the desertion, and 

the father refuses. Eventually they give up, write him off. When word comes that he’s dying of 

cancer, the son is fifty-nine, his father, eighty-six. The son flies to Atlanta from New Jersey and 

gets to the hospital room five minutes before the father goes into a coma. The son stays for three 

days and when the son is washing up in the bathroom his father slips away. During the five-

minute visit the father was weak but managed to tell his son, good boy, good boy—this was all. 

I have to wonder about the impulse, though, what it was that drove the son to visit after 

all those years of neglect, a neglect so thorough as to cause the other brother to stay home. 

Faithfulness? Is that what faithful means—fidelity in the face of neglect and abandonment? Or 

was some other principle at work? 

 
When the mother is sick, it seems the son’s role is to comfort her. When the father is sick, the 

son’s job might be more involved. The psychoanalyst Luigi Zoja calls the relationship with the 

mother an extension of symbiosis in the womb, while that with the father needs to be invented, 

searched for. Because the son wasn’t born from his father’s body, the connection isn’t as clear. 
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The father as father can never be known for sure. Where is the proof? And so Telemachus sets 

out to settle the uncertainty, to find his father, to know him, shoves off from shore on this quest 

that hopes for paternity. And now sons have been endowed with this hope, it seems. This 

impulse from ancestral memory that makes us look—is this the reason we show up at a hospital 

beds after years of silence? “The quest contains an unconscious residue of phylogenetic 

memory,” Zoja says, “and retells the story of the father's always precarious status." And so it 

seems: to forget the father as he’s dying is to give up on everything the quest had hoped for, even 

if it was fruitless, even if the swells returned you to shore disheartened. 

But I have to imagine a reciprocal feeling, too, in the father—that Odysseus hopes his son 

will show up. That the father is out there at sea, or on his death bed, hoping the son will appear, 

confirm the bond that had been suspected all their lives. 

 
Of course, my father got cancer, too. Finally it was clear that no mistake was involved. In the 

preceding years I had been projecting his drug abuse over the future decades—the constant 

mystery of where he was, if he was still alive, if he was suffering. The cancer would end it all.  

When we learned of my mother’s cancer, the impulse was, What would we do? Explore 

every option is what we would do, get a second opinion, and if things got bad enough, consider 

the clinical trials—dying was no option. When my father told us about his cancer I had been on 

his couch, patches of cottony stuffing bulging from singed holes in the baby blue floral 

upholstery. He told us simply because he thought we should know. We nodded at the statistics 

and left his apartment relieved that at least some change was coming, and there hadn’t been any 

talk of a second opinion. 

He mentioned the Disney cruise that night, said he should start spending his money if he 

had only five years left. He lived three-and-a-half months, and I visited him in the hospital those 
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final two, not every day but almost. The goal hadn’t been to save him, or even to encourage him, 

cheer him up.  

A distant cousin of his, Gary, had shown up one afternoon to visit. He’s gonna pull 

through, he told me and my sister in the hallway. He was skinny with faded jeans and big wiry 

glasses. He’s gonna get through this thing, he said. I had never met him before. Yes, we know, 

we said. It seemed we were comforting him more than anything else.  

We hadn’t been rooting for him at all--his condition was beyond rooting for.  

My goal was simply to be the son, not as repayment, not as fidelity, but to show him that 

I counted him as my father, that even with all the bullshit, he still deserved that credit on his 

deathbed, a son who showed up. We played gin rummy for two months, me, him and my sister, 

lining up the cards on the bed along his draped body, and mostly he let us win, and there was no 

interference from any experimental drug or clinical trial. 

 
Where Are You? 

Home, I say.  

I’m on the road, I say. I’m in class. 

        No, it’s OK, what’s the matter? 

It was always the first question. Where I was would determine whether I could help. 

Where are you?—during those early months when I would pick up. He was locked out, he was 

stuck in the mud, etc. He totaled his Nissan.  

I asked him the same question, sometimes twice. Where are you?...You’re where? 

I am here, yes, I can hear you.  

Hello? You there? 
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Yes. Where are you? I ask. My tone, like a father’s: angry but concerned about his son 

who’d gone missing.  

Except: I am the son, and it is my father who has called.   

 
Now the silence overwhelms me. There had been periods while he was alive, epochs during 

which I would not hear a word. Is he there? I wondered. Is he still alive? Yes, someone would 

contact me otherwise--the police, or his coworkers. Maybe he’s at work. Does he still work?  

But now, yes, perfect silence. In those years, there had at least been haphazard phone 

calls, emails, but now his absence is never compromised. He has become perfect in this way. 

From the time he died until one year later, there was exactly one year of total silence, a perfect, 

unblemished year. There was nothing ambiguous. And then it keeps going, the silence: two 

years, three, yawning up until yesterday, today, this moment.  

There were moments during that first year of silence, flashes of doubt when I looked for 

evidence. His name was still in my phone, but he hadn’t called. Though, he never did, not after 

he started with the crackpipe. I was in my early twenties when he began smoking, and I learned 

that if I hadn’t heard from him for months, it didn’t mean he wasn’t there--only that he didn’t 

need anything.  

So now, what did it mean that I hadn’t heard from him in a year? If I called him, a 

recording said the number was out of service. But people change their numbers: maybe he was 

alive and just no longer had the kind of life that required a phone. I remembered the death-bed 

scene, but this was only a memory. It felt like a dream. One minute he was there, but then--not? 

What evidence proved he had really departed? 

Still he finds ways to speak.  
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He doesn’t call anymore, nothing so overt, but his words are incidental now, like 

something overheard, still echoing. Words he’s written, for example. That letter he gave me 

when I graduated high school. Looking at you from the stands at the WTHS football field...I 

couldn’t help but reflect on moments in the past...changing your diapers, feeding your bottles, 

and feeling soooo content when I'd lie on the couch with you lying sound asleep across my chest. 

It is that elongated “soooo” that brings him back. I can hear him saying this, his voice, his 

inflection.      

Or the dream. That same one, over and over. The house where I grew up--in he walks 

through the garage door in his suit--just another day, coming home from work.  

He’d been alive the whole time, it seems. It’s been awhile since the misunderstanding 

was cleared up, and I notice that everyone has forgotten. My mother in the kitchen, my sisters on 

the phone, watching TV.  

Coming through the door, he loosens his tie and sets down his leather briefcase, 

exhausted. I have to remind myself that he is here, that I am blessed with this second chance. I 

remind myself to be aware of all of him. That thinning, wispy hair around his bald spot, those 

heavy, golden glasses, that bushy mustache, the smell of his navy blue polyester suit.  

He is quiet, still distracted by something from work, but falling into his recliner, his face 

is shaven, he’s not sweating or knocking his knees. Somehow that’s been forgotten, too, that 

problem he had. I am afraid to bring it up, to even ask the question for fear of reminding him, 

bringing down all that clean time like a house of cards. 

The ending is always the same, too. He gets up and I have to stop him, have to feel him in 

the flesh, make sure I’m not dreaming. He has that confused look, but never says anything--
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everything is quiet, a silent movie--and then the scent of Old Spice, and onto his starchy suit I 

press my cheek, hard against his chest, soft and forgiving.  

 
A few weeks ago on the news: a doctor who saw the afterlife. Cranial meningitis put him into a 

coma, during which he remembered nothing of his life. He knew nothing of humans, nothing of 

this universe. He was stunned by this new world, never suspected such a place, as he had 

previously believed only in science. He went on to describe the ride he took on a butterfly, one 

that flew him first through a meadow, then outside of this universe. He wore a bowtie for the 

interview, looked like a quack, but taught at Harvard for years. This made for a compelling story, 

the Harvard prof who went to heaven.  

Not long after, It is so weird, my friend tells me, late one night on her suede couch. She’s 

talking about watching her mother die the previous year. How she was there one moment and 

then gone. She was there, and then just meat, flesh. Yes, I say—it is weird. We stare at each 

other. I mention this doctor who traveled to other galaxies, this Harvard prof who received a free 

ride on a butterfly. The animation on the news rendered a dreamy view from the butterfly 

itself—as if we were riding its back—taking us through a meadow, then a forest with evergreens, 

a waterfall.  

Weird, I agreed, watching someone die. With my father, it happened as it usually does, 

on a hospital bed. But I felt that he had crossed some threshold, some rite of passage that could 

not be traversed in the opposite direction, like he had made it to some new level, a place high 

above me, where my voice could not carry, and he left no note, no number where he could be 

reached.  

He was the kind to leave a note, but nothing was found. I am always confused when I 

hear about suicides who leave no note, but can figure only that perhaps their lives were in such a 
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state that no energy for a note could be mustered. I would have expected him to leave a note, 

though--he was not a suicide, but he could have written one when the cancer was closing in, a 

goodbye written by the real him, rather than by the addict I’d known in the preceding years. With 

a note, I would have at least known that he’d recovered himself, his clarity, before he departed.  

Though even with a note, I still would have wondered, as I do now, what happened to 

that mass of him, that body of energy, of spirit that had been walking around for fifty-four years: 

in that meadow with butterflies, that lush waterfall?  

 
As a boy, knowing where my father was had always been a matter of my own safety.  

At Veteran’s Stadium, he was buying a program, he was running to the car for a sweater, 

etc. Don’t move, stay here. Stay here with your oversized Phillies cap. Stay here with your 

giveaway shirt that comes down to your knees, your juice box, don’t go anywhere. As a child it 

was hard to know whether he would come back. I stood at the concessions, watching the 

escalator, waiting. The strange faces rising up the flight, like magic, levitating, the old people, 

the fat people, people with funny noses. How scary it was to be six-years-old, alone with 

strangers.  

I always stayed put, even when lost. The rule was to go to the last place we saw each 

other. He tested me often. What do you do if you look up and I’m not there? It would have been 

easy for him to leave. So easy to run off to his other family, leaving me with strangers. He could 

have fled to his real family, his real son. My sisters liked to tease me with such ideas. They were 

only being playful, but of course at six years old, there’s no way to know what is real or just 

pretend. All he’d need to do is drive away. I would have known nothing, had no way to reach 

him.   
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Because maybe my sisters were right. What do you know when you’re six? Everything 

had been an act, and this was the easiest, cleanest way. When would his face float up the 

escalator? How long had it been now? At what point do I find a cop: Where is my dad? My life 

depended on his location. Until I saw those familiar aviator glasses, that bristly moustache, how 

could I proceed? 

Oct. 26, 2006 
 
Dearest Pat, 
 
I had a nightmare last night that you were found dead. I know you are a very private 
person, but PAT, everyone who cares about you must be worried SICK.  

I just want to know you are ALIVE. 

Think about it for a minute. I just WANT to know you are okay. I will not write unsolicited. I 
promise!!!! 

If you just say you are alive I will cease all attempts to communicate with you--UNLESS 
you initiate a communication. I know you can't help where you are...the pain for me is real 
and I know you don't intend to be cruel. 

I am worried about you Pat. I am worried about your family. PLEASE just tell me you are 
alive. I've told you I lost a VERY dear friend to cocaine--I need to know you are not a 
casualty too. 

You are in my thoughts. 

Be well. 

Charlotte 

 
Oct. 27, 2006 
Charlotte, I am doing OK! I am very sorry for the worry i have caused you. I will write more 
later, 
 

No sign-off, not even a period. Just that comma. This was one of my father’s old 

girlfriends. When I read her email, I knew the feeling immediately. For so long he’d been in 

some middle ground--not dead, but not present, either. Somewhere else. The silence builds upon 
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itself and the effect accumulates--and then we wonder: is he even still out there? Is he on this 

planet?  

This email, just one of the artifacts revealing that shape of his life--that dropping off, that 

disappearing into some other world.  

An artifact that reminds me what it felt like. I know you can’t help where you are, she 

wrote.  

It felt like: I will write more later, with that comma, except he never did.  

 
It was no secret that my father didn’t believe in God. It was said that he was not a spiritual 

person, not acquainted with himself. His excuse for not going to Narcotics Anonymous was that 

he didn’t believe in God--no, we corrected him, you just need a Higher Power. Though I do 

remember him saying: but something must have started it all. This was years before the smoking. 

How do you get life from no life? he asked.  

But I know that for most of his life he did believe in something--some higher power. 

After he died, I found another email he’d written to Charlotte, just before the smoking began.  

 
June 4, 2005 

Hi, and thank you to you as well (for visiting me!). Was good to see you and catch 
up. I also enjoyed the evening--a great example of one of life's simple pleasures...a relaxing 
evening with and [sic] friend, Chinese food, wine, baseball--life is good. 

There's a similar pleasure I'd have last summer that I look forward to...on a warm 
summer evening sitting on my little deck after work, reading the paper with a glass of wine 
with background sounds of the ducks and geese in the lake along with the sound of a 
Phillies game coming out from inside the condo...until it gets dark, the sounds from the lake 
begin to diminish, the Phillies sounds become more dominant as the stars start to show in 
the sky and it almost feels like heaven. 
 

This sounds like my father.  

Quite different from the pleasures I had in the child rearing years, he continued, but one 

very appreciated as the stages of life take their turns. 
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As my sisters and I grew older and less dependent on him, my father found the purpose of 

his life fading. When I was a teenager, we began to grow distant, and at some point I have to 

think my father had started to lose that sense of awe about the world. Even the rain left him in 

awe. He loved sitting on the porch during a storm, and you could see the awe in his eyes. You 

could see it as he stood up, marveling at the sheer power raining down on the driveway.  

Still, he comes to me whenever it rains, whenever I peer out the window at a heavy 

downpour.  

 
But none of this is unusual, wondering where someone is. It is always the first question. The 

question must be answered before the conversation can proceed. Where are you? All around me 

people answer their phones. I’m at the store, they say. I’m in the coffee shop. I’m at the bank. 

I’m in a meeting, can I call you back?  

The question coordinates, orients the two, allows each to visualize the other, a quick 

practicality allowing the plan to move forward. If we had cell phones back then, I could have 

called my father in the stadium. Where are you? I’m coming. Yes. I’ll be there soon. I can see 

you, just stay put. I could have called and there would have been no doubting of anything he 

said. And this is usually how it goes. No one thinks twice. It is assumed the phone will be 

answered, the question, satisfied--the person, somewhere--never that the person might not be 

anywhere at all.   

In those final years, it was hard to visualize him, even when he did answer the phone. 

Even when talking to him, it was hard to feel as if I were there with him, the real him. I had to 

learn to forgo assumptions. You are home, but where are you?  I’m talking to you, but are you 

there? I read the patterns in his voice. Did he sound fidgety, were his words rushed, did he sound 

with it, was he groggy, was he coughing? After months of no contact, his voice became the most 
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reliable indicator of where he might be. Only in those rare moments when he sounded normal did 

he seem there--only then did I feel with him.  

 
Still, he speaks--through those dreams, yes, though by now the dreams are cunning. They know 

the plot, and when he comes through that garage door, the dream knows it’s a dream. I try to 

wake myself, but the scenes keep unfolding, a play the director cannot stop. My father looks at 

me, confused, as always. Then proceeds the hug, the Old Spice, and he goes into the kitchen--a 

new evolution--and it’s around this time that I’m convinced: maybe it’s for real. The jug of milk 

he pulls from the fridge: real, frosty cream that could splatter on the kitchen tile. But the milk 

never spills, of course, and as the dream dissolves I wake to see the dream has won again.  

Where he is, I cannot say for sure. But when it rains, I find myself still wanting the 

answer. Even if I won’t get one, if he must remain on the other side, there is still the impulse to 

ask. When I have these dreams now, or when I walk outside and see the rain, he feels close, as if 

behind these forces, wherever it is that dreams and rain come from.  

The transition into those final years had been so slow and seamless that I never felt the 

weight of what I had lost until now: years after he’s gone, when it rains. There is something 

about the rain that cuts through the need for any thought process. I feel his presence, that same 

feeling of him next to me, on the porch so many years ago. How do you get life from no life? I 

don’t know that he ever decided on an answer, but I know that for him the rain was more than 

just falling water. The feeling inside of us couldn’t have been only from warm air mixing with 

cold.  

He sends emails, too, even today. Some virus got into his account and sends spam to his 

contacts, Hey how goes it? if u would you like to earn some income from home read 

www.usatimes-today.org/3965 its awfully simple. There is never a last name--the sender shows 
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up in my inbox just as Pat--but I know which one. I saved one of them, dragged it into a folder 

called “Dad.” It seemed precious somehow.  

Toward the end of my father’s life I had gotten used to him calling only when he needed 

something--not my father, but whoever had taken over. I had to stop answering his calls. I cut off 

all communication. When I get these emails today, it feels like he’s looking for me, but by now 

he must have gotten better. After all these years he must have recovered--I find myself wanting 

to reply, hey, where are you? 

 
Linda 

I was devastated when our relationship ended, she wrote in her email, [but] your communication 

has triggered a lot of memories…. We can talk about the...complexity of him as a person. I would 

like to tell you about how well thought of Pat was at work before the drugs and how humble he 

was. Also about how much he loved you kids. 

“The complexity of him as a person”--this intrigued me. What complexities did she see in 

my father? 

 
When my mother speaks of Linda now, there is still tension in her voice. That bitch, she says. 

The way my mother--and consequently we--saw it, Linda broke up our family. She seduced my 

father away from the home. She wore skirts and heels and makeup, as if deliberately luring my 

father away. And so the name “Linda” had come to signify evil. There was the sense that this 

woman whom we saw only in glimpses represented some new direction for my father. The new 

life on which he was embarking, away from us. None of us knew the full story, but after my 

father moved out, Linda was not to be spoken to.  
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Before the separation, I met her once--my father invited me to run a 5K road race with 

them, and I was naive enough to believe they were only friends. After the separation, I met her 

one more time at my sister’s graduation party. It was awkward and we said almost nothing. After 

that, we never saw her again, though they still worked together and remained friends.  

For years after my father died, I wondered whether he made a connection with anyone in 

those final years, whether he eventually told Linda, sat her down for dinner, like he was planning 

to. I wanted to know what he said, how he told her, what he was hoping she might say or do. 

Maybe he explained things to her.  

And so six years after my father died, it started to grow on me, this idea of looking her 

up. The idea had always intrigued me, but there was the lingering sense that she was an enemy to 

the family, not to be spoken to, that if I happened to bump into her, she was not even to be 

acknowledged. But at the same time, I was sure she could tell me something about my father that 

I hadn’t known.  

My father had been her supervisor at work, and some years earlier I found a performance 

review with her last name. It had been sixteen years since I saw her, but all I had to do now was 

look her up--and when I found her, it was only a matter of committing to the tradeoff: 

patronizing with the “enemy” in exchange for some glimpse into my father. After all these years, 

she seemed a connection to my father. I had to believe that she knew something, that whatever 

my father kept hidden from his kids he must have shared with her, that for the past decade she’d 

been holding some key insight inside of her.  

But also: would she be emotional? Did she feel guilty? Would there be some grand 

apology? Or: would she have questions for me? Would she want me to explain what happened to 
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him? Or: were there things about my father I didn’t want to know? Would she tell me something 

I didn’t want to hear? There were a range of directions this could take.  

And a range of questions to answer. Do I hug her hello? We were virtual strangers, but 

my father had loved this woman. Her name signified evil, but also: my father had a special bond 

with her. Somehow I felt I should acknowledge this, that it wouldn’t be right to treat her as an 

interview subject--but how?  

 
We agreed to meet for dinner at a bustling Italian bistro with open-air dining, big windows that 

opened onto the street, and I waited for her by the hostess’ podium. When I saw her approaching, 

I remembered how closely she resembled my mother: Italian skin with short, curly dark hair. 

When she came through the door, I found myself extending my hand, smiling, Hi Linda, good to 

see you. The tone seemed more quick-and-professional than friendly. She was very tan and wore 

a complicated, black scoop-neck.  

     Good to see you, she said.  

Should we sit on the patio? I asked.  

Sure. In a second we were following the hostess.  

    There was also the question of if she had come to answer the questions I had written in my 

notebook, or if this would instead turn into some casual reminiscing about my father, each of our 

memories complementing the other’s. 

     So you don’t live far from here, right? I asked, sitting down.  

     No, just over in Cherry Hill, she said, and went on to say she’s a project manager now for 

a different company, that she left Rohm and Haas in 2003.  

    As the small talk dwindled, we began looking at the menu, and then: I always had the sense 

that your mother saw me as the one who tore up your family, she said.  
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     She did, I confirmed, looking up from the menu, but found myself smiling, as if to 

indicate that whatever happened in the past is over now.  

     God, you look like your father, she said.  

Returning my gaze to the menu, I smiled again. 

 
The table was set with polyester napkins and wine glasses, and nervously we scanned the menu 

in silence. Everything came with fontina or burrata or prosciutto. When the waiter came, she 

ordered dinner, but I didn’t want dinner. I wanted her to explain things to me. My appetizer plate 

was off to the side, replaced by my notebook. I had a list of questions for her. The place was 

known for their martinis. I ordered a cheap glass of beer.  

So you two went to high school together, right? I began. 

Yeah, we didn’t know each other, but graduated the same year, yes. When we started 

working on the same floor, we realized we’d graduated together, she explained.  

When her bloody mary arrived, she kept her head down, stirring it constantly as she 

answered my questions. 

Oh yeah, we worked together for years before we started dating. Your father was 

amazing.  

Before long I saw what kind of meeting it would be. I saw that she wanted to gloss over 

the story, generalize everything into some harmless cliche. It would not be the kind in which the 

woman tells the boy secrets that explain his father, but the kind in which she reassures him of all 

his father’s good qualities. 

If there are two qualities a woman is attracted to, she said at one point, it’s confidence 

and intelligence, and that was your father. She said how comfortable he was around people, how 

good he was at presentations, and I realized that for as well as I thought I knew my father, I knew 
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nothing about who he was at work, the place he spent most of his waking hours. I’d never 

thought of my father as confident, but around familiar people he could be jovial--and I imagine 

that whatever he was presenting was something that no one else understood, something that gave 

him the confidence that might snow an unsuspecting female audience member. He designed a 

whole new logistics system for the company, on his own, without being asked, she said--blew 

everyone away.  

As she spoke I had to look at her. Seeing her so close, her thick Italian eyebrows moving 

with her speech as she stared into her drink--this woman who had gone to high school with my 

father, worked with him, vacationed with him, slept with him, known him perhaps even better 

than me--I had to think that he was almost there with us, as if speaking through her.  

Before meeting her, At the end I never saw him sick, she wrote in her email, but we did 

talk and he did ask me to come see him in the hospital and told me he didn't want other “friends” 

to see him this way. The last thing he said to me and the last thing I said to him was 'I love you'. I 

considered your father to be the love of my life and still have not had any relationship that 

compares--before or after. 

Now, in person, I wanted to understand. I hadn’t suspected she felt so strongly for him.  

So--how long were you together total? I asked, looking down at my notes.  

Four years we were together, she said without having to think about it.  

I found myself quelling any reaction to this, keeping in professional mode, as if writing a 

story for a newspaper.   

So--it started when, then? 
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I remember one time, your father was coming back from England and we met at the 

Marriott, and when I got there he had a dozen red roses on the bed for me. It was peak hour. To 

make sure I didn’t mishear her, I asked her to repeat herself over the din. 

That was 1994, she said, again without having think about it. She told me everything as if 

it were no surprise. 

Another one? said the waiter, dressed in all black and pointing to my beer. 

I nodded.  

Of course we were both married, she continued, but yes, that’s when it started.  

I felt naive listening to her account, how casually she answered my questions about the 

numbers, the details. I had always assumed he’d been only friendly with her until he moved out, 

then dated her for a while before it ended. But if it started in ‘94, that meant they were dating for 

three years before he left my mother. I could only write down the numbers and go to the next 

question. Somewhere in the back of my mind I thought: I’ll think about this later.  

But there were other women before me, you know, she said, taking a drink.  

The ceiling fan whirled in slow motion above us.  

I nodded and jotted her words in my notebook as if I had suspected it, as if I were now 

only receiving a confirmation. 

Days later as I digested the information, it was still hard to lump my father into the 

category of cheater. My instinct is to make excuses, classify it as something else: I had known 

him so well. I have to think this part of him existed only in that ulterior world--that it came from 

the same dark, private logic he followed to the crack pipe--the logic that if no one found out, it 

wasn’t real. And then: I tell myself this logic was OK somehow because it wasn’t really him, 

only accidental, like a disease.  
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What I really wanted was some insight about what collapsed him--insight into the “complexity 

of him as a person,” as she put it. For me this was the heart of the story. But for her: the story 

was about their broken relationship, how something inside of him turned cold. For her, the drugs 

were not a result of some breaking point in his life but instead of the turn he took away from her. 

Well he didn’t want to get married, which was frustrating for me because we were 

together for so long. So then--I was in New Orleans on business and I guess out of frustration I 

had a fling with this guy down there--it was nothing, but when I told him, he broke it off. He said 

it was unforgivable what I did--but, yes, that’s how it ended. We stayed friends, though.  

After that, he was like a kid in a candy store, she said--went through women one after 

another. Sometimes he brought them into the office during lunch, and it tore her apart. Years 

later, it was one of these girls who handed him a crack pipe.  

The way things were supposed to be in my mind was that he stayed with my mother, and 

none of this would have ever happened--he would have never been driven to some breaking 

point. The way things were supposed to be in Linda’s mind was that he stayed with her, and none 

of this would have ever happened. Now it seems there was no supposed to be with any one 

woman, but rather that what happened in the end was a result merely of my father’s fear of his 

own self, his need always to look outside of himself for some solution to the riddle of his life.  

 
I thought at some point she was going to tell me that my father felt some relief in telling her, that 

she was able to coddle him, comfort him somehow. That when he was losing hope, at least he 

found this small measure of relief in knowing this woman understood what had happened, that 

she didn’t judge him, and that she still loved him somehow, cared about him.  
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    Oh yeah, he told me, she said, but I already knew. We went to dinner and he told me, but I 

knew what he was going to say. We all knew. That’s how delusional he was--he had no idea that 

anyone at work knew. But you know, what could I do? 

I wanted to know what the hospital visit was like. I wanted to think that before he died he 

at least found comfort in this one visit. 

No, I never actually saw him in the hospital, she corrected me. We just talked on the 

phone. He didn’t tell me he was dying until pretty close to the end, and I was on a cruise, so all 

we could do was talk on the phone. He was pretty scared. He knew what was coming.    

Her account of those final months was vague--she seemed to avoid the subject. Why she 

never visited him before the cruise remains a mystery. She speaks of it all as if it had been a 

shame, a waste, but not anymore. Now it is just history.  

You know, he had symptoms of his cancer but ignored them--something he probably 

never told you, she said.      

No, he didn’t, but in so many ways my father seemed to be asking for death--why should 

it surprise me now to learn that he ignored signs of it? 

 
I doubt we’ll speak again, but now at least I understand who Linda was to my father--of course 

she did not lure my father away from the family, as my mother painted it, but instead she feels 

now like a woman to whom my father went when he wasn’t happy, another solution destined to 

be abandoned, even if he thought otherwise at the time. She seems: a casualty of the “complexity 

of him as a person.” 

     Well thanks for meeting me, I said, walking into the parking lot.  

    It was good to see you, she said.  
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    Yep, OK, take care--we shook hands and in a second she was walking away in her heels, her 

sweater draped over her arm.  

    Walking to my car, I could feel the onslaught of information coming toward me--everything I 

would need to digest. In the oncoming days, even the most poignant news would feel muted. He 

cheated on my mother for years, yes, but now he’s dead. What does it matter? There were other 

women, too, yes, but now: he’s dead. Somehow the non-existence of his body gave these facts 

the feel of those in history books. It was only information.  

Now her twenty-something daughter is a recovering heroin addict. At dinner she told the 

story of how years ago her daughter had ran into my sister at a rehab house. She told it as if my 

father had told me this story. Driving home, I kept thinking about this--how funny that my 

father’s daughter and hers had this connection.  

This daughter stole all her jewelry, she said, about twenty-five grand worth, some of 

which my father had given her. But nothing is left now, she has none of the jewelry my father 

gave her.  

This watch is the only nice jewelry I own, she said, stirring her bloody mary, jangling the 

watch for me to see. And it’s not even that nice.  

 

Truth 

In the grand scheme of things, it was never a big deal--statistically, yes: highly improbable for 

him to do the things he did--but in a world where people are always doing unreasonable things, it 

was nothing new.  
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Even in conversation, I can say it, and mean it: it’s not a big deal. If you place him next 

to the myriad people who have one problem or another, it was nothing. It was something that 

happened, and then it was over. Just a thing he did, and then he died. It was years ago. 

From time to time now my mother will say, Well, Dad was right about that--in reference 

to, say, arriving early at the airport.  

Well, Dad was right about that.  

This is all that’s said, all that needs saying. What he was wrong about, we don’t need to 

guess. And this phrase seems to embody our sense of him now, this man who despite his 

problems did know a few things for sure. When he is mentioned like this, his problems are never 

recounted of course, but tension fills the room. We know we’re close to some dark knot, some 

deeper thing we won’t touch.  

And when I sense this knot--this thing that was not a big deal--I can see that of course for 

me it was, because I can still feel it.  

Without looking too closely, I can feel its truth, the same truth we all realize sooner or 

later--that our world does not make arrangements according to deserts or expectations--that it is 

blind to what we imagine ought to happen--even if it seemed always to have happened otherwise. 

It’s a truth I keep in a kind of mental vault, protected. I am almost proud of it, this lesson that 

came from the turmoil with my father--though any benefit seems tempered by the reality of it, 

that it actually happened.  

My sister says she wanted an apology--in the latter years, she’d felt neglected by him, 

even before the drugs, and this feels to her the one unresolved issue. But I don’t want this--I 

don’t see his latter years as neglect, only the result of weakness. If he were alive, I would want 

only to restore the understanding we had, that dynamic: when he asked what I thought were 
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dumb questions, like what the teacher was covering in history class, or how many people were in 

that class--when he cared about these details--when he asked how many miles were on my car. 

When this dynamic had dissolved, I assumed one day it would come back--and now, 

when I feel this dark knot in my consciousness, the heaviness I feel is the heaviness of how it 

never did. 

 

If There Were Only One Story  

Myths describe the various and sometimes dramatic breakthroughs  
of the sacred (or ‘supernatural’) into the World. 

 
Myth tells how...a reality came into existence. 

 
-Mircea Eliade 

 
It has been said that evolution designed us to be egocentric, to think of ourselves first, and 

therefore to think our story is the story--so central to the universe that in telling it we are in fact 

telling the only story one needs to know. As if there is only one story out there. I think we all 

have a story like this--something we feel so passionate about that we must tell others, we must 

make them understand.  

But I had to wonder if it wasn’t mere egocentrism at the root of this impulse, if perhaps 

we feel this way because there is something special about this one story, even if others cannot 

see it--and if we could only revisit this place in which the story lives, we might recapture 

whatever it was that was so special.  

Eliade says that even the unholiest lot of us have these “privileged places” in our 

memory. A “man’s birthplace,” he says, “or the scenes of his first love, or certain places in the 

first foreign city he visited as a youth. Even for the most frankly nonreligious man, all these 

places still retain an exceptional, a unique quality; they are the ‘holy places’ of his private 
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universe, as if it were in such spots that he had received the revelation of a reality other than that 

in which he participates through his ordinary daily life.” 

Perhaps we are drawn to these stories because the “specialness” we feel is a kind of 

sacredness, luring us with the promise of something holy, showing us something we’ve forgotten 

from another reality. “In one way or another,” Eliade says, “one is seized by the sacred, exalting 

power of the events recollected.” 

Joseph Campbell says that our “one story” will likely follow a pattern, that of the 

monomyth, he says. “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 

supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the 

hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow 

man.” Campbell gives us a pattern here, an archetype that might underlie a more specific story. 

But I’m wondering what that story would be, if it’s out there, the one that would be sufficient--

something exact, with names and eye-colors and fabrics and harrowing, sharp turns--and you 

could keep it attached to your hip, as if you could live the rest of your life by it, as if it were the 

only one.      

Campbell goes on to talk about the father quest—a way of finding one’s nature, an 

attempt to know the father through a journey patterned after his. Look at Telemachus, he says. If 

character is inherited from the father, in looking for his father Telemachus was looking for 

himself, his inner essence, where he came from. The quest for the father is inherently mysterious, 

it seems, especially if he’s nowhere to be found, if all you have to search is a memory. Because 

you didn’t have the perspective you have now, because you didn’t ask the questions you’d ask 

now, the memory takes on that mysterious veneer—even though you were there, it seems only 

partially accessible. And it comes back now like a trance, a poem that had once been read 
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silently, but now aloud and won’t go away—the rhythms have yet more to show you time after 

time. 

Or maybe you have one already, a story like this, from your childhood, maybe your father 

dressed up once as the Boogeyman or Santa Clause, and it comes to you now from time to time 

for no reason at all. As if it always has more to offer, can’t ever unpack itself, as if the rest of 

your life, your universe, is encoded in this story somehow. A story like a song, those first three 

piano notes from your childhood and when you hear it now in the grocery store your heart 

stutters, and regardless of the lyrics these three notes have their own story, their own quiet 

implication—you can feel the fabric of your childhood again, the contours of your origin. And I 

would look at you funny and say no, sorry, please explain, and you would grope for words but all 

you would manage to say is something about the mystery of it now, how little you knew at the 

time, and you can’t go back but you have the fragments and can’t I see the wonder of it? Can’t I 

see that it contains all the seeds of your existence—the flannel shirt, the pine trees in your 

backyard, the red, cast-iron vise on your father’s work bench. You would take me by the 

shoulders, ask, Don’t I have a story like that?—something that tells where you came from, a 

vision of what started it all.  

That flannel, you would say. If I could go back I would tell you more. If I could go back 

and feel the nap. If I could find it and put it away for safekeeping somehow, snap the buttons and 

fold it into a square.  
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The Story I Tell Myself 

 
The Story I Tell Others 

If I can get away with it, I just say he had some problems. That’s the story. Some issues in his 

latter years. If I have to, I’ll say with drugs. Well what was he on? asks a girl I had met. I lay 

with my head in her lap. Crack. Oh, she says. Wow. Crack is really bad. I saw the brain scans for 

crack addicts, she says. Your brain totally changes. Yeah, it does, I say, and I roll over on my 

side, close my eyes. None of the whys or hows--only the name of the substance, crack.  

 
The Story I Used to Tell Myself 

If not today, tomorrow. Things have gotten slightly out of control, but we caught it soon enough. 

Soon things will return to normal. The record will show this only as a glitch. Move in. Sleep on 

that sofa. On the sheet, with the oscillating fan. And then: maybe it will take longer than I 

thought, but soon enough. People recover from this. In the meantime, at least maybe he is happy. 

Or happy enough. Or if not, he’ll be back soon enough, and then he’ll be happy, safe. He stepped 

out, and who knows where he is, but none of this matters because soon he’ll be back--if not 

today, tomorrow.  

 
The Story He Told Himself 

It was nothing, of course--only an accident that it even got out. Now they’re worried about me 

for nothing. How embarrassing. But what’s one more time? What’s the point of stopping right 

now, today? If not today, tomorrow.  
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The Story I Tell Myself 

Just as it is with the story I tell others, the story I tell myself now has nothing to do with the 

how’s or the why’s. These questions don’t keep me awake. The story I tell myself has more to do 

with the who. The story I tell is of a man who didn’t know everything but knew a few things for 

sure. Who turned out not-so-perfect, but also mastered some things before he died. He was a 

master of keeping the garage organized, of buying insurance and making sure we wore our seat-

belts, and also a range of other practical skills. And I need only one--I don’t need them all, I need 

only to know he was good, if only at one thing. 

He was really good with directions. But how does he always know which way to turn? my 

maternal grandmother used to ask.  

    I don’t understand it. Even on vacation, he doesn’t even need to think about it, she said. You 

would think he lived there.  

Even on vacation, it’s like a refrain now. It was true, though--with my father, you didn’t 

worry about anything.  

This is the story. My father always knew where he was, where he was going. If you were 

in the car with him, it didn’t matter where you were--as long as he had his map, you didn’t have 

to worry about anything. You could lean the seat back and go to sleep. Even on vacation.  

 

If the Earth Stays Its Course 

Long before any of this I had the idea that it was possible to live too long, past one’s expiration 

date. That perhaps if you lived past the day you were supposed to die--what had been written in 

the stars for you--you might begin to sour. And if this happened, you were doomed to be 

remembered as you were in those final, souring years.  
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I wonder if my father felt like this, regretted that we ever found out. I wonder whether he 

would have preferred to die sooner, his reputation intact. It is funny that we have these notions 

beforehand, decades before they become relevant.  

Many years later I am slightly less uninformed. I see how truths might exist beyond 

morals, beyond logic. I sense my father in small essences: the smell of fresh-cut grass. The smell 

is not good or bad, only molecules in the air that penetrate deeply into the core of my father, 

more so than any physical remembrance, molecules that offer him without form or judgment.  

 
In many ways my father was like so many others--his lack of emotion, and his privacy, but also 

his immense appreciation for abstract, theoretical realities. He was trying always to grasp the 

ungraspable. He repeated certain ideas that struck him--that there are more stars in the universe 

than grains of sand on earth--and I could see that the rest of us couldn’t care less. 

    Even his humor was derived from the same appreciation for the ungraspable. It was 

ungraspable, absurd to think that a starving rugby team would not ask the camera crew for help--

or that we might pay tolls in order to fund the salaries of toll-takers. Ironies that pass most of us 

by unnoticed, but he could not turn away from the fallacy that needed correcting.  

When he died I found a copy of Einstein’s Ideas and Opinions in his apartment. I’d never 

seen the book before, and my father never mentioned it. But it explains how he knew the things 

he told me when I was a kid, like the grains of sand and number of stars. Mind boggling, he 

would say. The light from the oldest star in the universe took 14 billion years to get here. Mind 

boggling. 

The numbers didn’t mean anything to me as a kid. I was more amused by his contorted 

face, his attempt to grasp the idea. But I saw how awestruck he was, and I learned how to 

marvel. I should marvel at certain ideas, I learned, especially when they deal with light traveling 
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a certain distance. I learned what boggling meant. If something was mind boggling, it meant the 

thing was so vast, beyond human logic, that perhaps it caused some pinball to carom off the 

walls of your skull, boggling your mind.  

    I encounter these ideas now from time to time, and they evoke no particular memory, only the 

sense of my father, the sense of this man who could not let such ideas pass lightly by him.  

 
It is funny that whatever becomes unsettled will settle itself again, like a body in space regaining 

its orbit—and when you see the familiar landmarks you think of previous years. You see that 

another layer of insulation has been achieved. The release from school in May, or the first time 

you walk outside in the morning and smell fall. Links to previous years, previous revolutions, 

and I have to consider what I was doing the year before. The first smell of fall makes me think of 

cross country in high school, but if I take a deeper breath there is my backyard from childhood, 

my father’s flannel coat, the wooden handle of the rake.  

His birthday passes every year, but often I don’t remember until the day is almost over. 

Instead there are landmarks that no one suspects, my own private markers, those moments when 

my father is with me. Instead it is the moments that I grip the rake, pushing down with my left 

hand to keep the prongs firm on the grass, as he showed me. Or those little green mile markers 

on the side of the interstate--it used to be that these moments surprised me, shook me. Now they 

are glimpses into long-ago revolutions.   

 
When I think of Halley’s Comet, it is humbling to know that in the time it takes to live an entire 

human life, the comet will have made only one of its thousands or perhaps millions of 

revolutions. It is easy to think it has left for good--it does not remind us of its existence--easy to 
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forget that after almost forty years of hurtling away from earth, there will come a day when it 

begins, ever so slightly, to turn back.  

No, my father didn’t believe in God, but he was taken by the mysteries of the universe, 

the order beyond our comprehension. You could bet on the comet’s return. Even if decades had 

gone by in silence--if you’d forgotten about it long ago, if great plans were underway here on 

earth--you could bet that one day, that thing would come back, right on time. He was in awe of 

this divine order, of the way the universe had its own way ensuring that nothing would ever 

really be lost. 

More than anything my father loved watching the rain. He loved the moments just after a 

storm cloud burst in the summer, when that mysterious force above let loose. He loved the word 

downpour. When I was a kid, I sat with him on that green bench on our porch with that feeling of 

surrender, watching the downpour before us. From the kitchen I saw him on the porch, and when 

I opened the screen door I smelled the ozone and we sat down and watched the rivers of 

rainwater funneling along the curb. We lived at the bottom of a hill, and the memory is of sitting 

on that green bench, the gusts blowing mist onto our cheeks, and the water racing down that hill 

along the curb, swelling over the lip of the sewer, flooding the grate. 

It doesn’t bother me that the green bench is gone, the house sold. I know that every 

summer the suburbs of south Jersey see dark, brooding thunderstorms, and if the earth stays its 

course I know this will keep happening--rainwater overwhelming sewer drains, bolts of lightning 

cracking in the distance. When it rains now in the summertime, I have to wonder how many 

more times this will happen, how many more storms I’ll get to see in my lifetime. The number is 

very finite, I know, the times I’ll feel mist on my cheek, catch that first whiff of ozone, the 

feeling of something deep and mysterious in the offing. 
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