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For my fathers, my brothers, and my sons





I forgot that I was a King’s son, And became a slave to their king.

—The Hymn of the Pearl

εδιζησάμην

—Heraclitus

“Still, again, I forget myself.”

—Padraic Michael O’Reilly







The Beautiful Game


Lord, protect my child.

—Bob Dylan
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My boy is beautiful.

I write this to remind myself. I remind myself because I am a hard man. I am a hard man because at some point in my life I chose to be. I can be intolerant, quick to anger, unforgiving, and therefore, seemingly irredeemable. I fear my hardness. I am past fifty, and my musculature, like my mind, is losing its flexibility. It’s more prone to fatigue and injury when exercised and slow to recover from exertion. I am hard because I sometimes believe I have seen too much, felt too much, and I have made the choice not to feel anymore.

My legacy is of broken men, each of whom, at one time, had to transform their own legacy and in doing so transform themselves and the inheritance of those to come. Each man failed.

But my boy is beautiful. My boy is beautiful in spite of me. He moves with languid grace, which underscores a quiet, peaceful stillness in him that seems unshakable.

Beautiful, not perfect; Alex can be rude, insolent, and subject to wild emotional swings and failures of decorum and logic. Beauty, however, isn’t pretty. It isn’t a superficial modifier. It demands we participate. It embraces rather than rejects. It’s a jangling phrase we hear that we transform into song. It’s that which inspires us to toast with and drink from the cup of trembling. It’s the heavens leaving. It’s a synthesis—if only momentary—of the internal and external forces that threaten to tear us apart.

I have four children now, but Alex is different—to me. It might be that I see him as being so because he’s my oldest. I never thought I’d overburden my firstborn male. I’m the youngest of three, and I’ve watched my brother and father stagger and fail under that load. I know this isn’t the case for all fathers and eldest sons. I never thought it would be for me and mine, but there he is, my Alex, alone, fixed in primogeniture, set to receive an inheritance from his hard father.

The estate bequeathed to Alex is a troubled one. His father is a troubled man. And I often feel that because I have not completely freed myself from what my father left me, I will always endanger my son. I feel I cannot help Alex. I cannot protect him from us.
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In mid-June of 1995, my wife, Michaele, and I found out that she was pregnant with our first child. We were driving north on I-95 near Madison, Connecticut, when she said that she was “late.”

“Do we have to be somewhere?” I asked. She turned to me, baffled. We were returning to Boston after having signed a lease for a Brooklyn townhouse for $1,500 a month—three times what we were currently paying. She’d recently received her degree in social work and, having given up on theater, I was about to start an MFA program in fiction writing. Neither of us had jobs in New York, and three months sober, I was having a protracted bout of the heebie-jeebies.

We’d been told by her family and white friends that our children would be beautiful. Physically, they’d be a combination of the exotic and the familiar. Metaphorically, they’d represent the reconciliation of the races. They’d be concrete proof of peace: tan skin, light eyes, that good hair. The gene pool of the muted Black and unexpurgated white. It was lunacy, but the only conclusion I could afford was that they meant well. I had neither time nor space to think any more on it.

None of the practical considerations frightened me. I could always bang nails, haul trash, wash dishes until I found steady work. As for my alcoholism, I’d had what I believed at the time was the lifting of my compulsion to drink. I knew I wouldn’t pick up. If anything, impending fatherhood had validated my choice to stop. What I didn’t know was whether I could be present and intimate enough to provide the tenderness I imagined a child would need. I didn’t know if I could learn how to give or stand receiving affection from a child. While driving, I went silent and wondered what would happen when my child would need me to hold still long enough—soften enough—for him to be able to love me. As we sped north, I tried to script a narrative that would depict and explain the reasons for my condition and by explaining, give us some relief.

I believed that children loathed me, that they could sense something wrong and couldn’t stand to be in my presence. “Babies hate me,” I used to say—sometimes as a boast. My friends would dismiss this claim until they saw me enter a room in which a happy toddler was playing and see the child stop and look away. Or other times, when someone would give me an infant to hold, it would scream. After repeated instances, I decided that it was best to avoid them.

I stayed away from older children, too. People were incredulous that I refused to be a coach or tutor for Black city boys. “You have so much to offer,” they repeated. I suppose, from what they saw, it made sense. I was young, seemed educated, and allegedly came from circumstances similar to those I was supposed to mentor. I resisted, however, because I knew what they saw was only the mask of normalcy. That cover had a dual purpose: not only to keep people out but also to keep me in. I imagined what I could offer was eyeless, mute, and if culled from the deep, pressurized dark, it would soggily pop in the light and free air.



We drove on, and I thought about how growing up, I’d identified with epic heroes, not the anodyne good ones but those whose inner pain couldn’t, in the end, keep them from doing right, even if the people they tried to save did them wrong. Those who grieved yet acted estimably. But I hadn’t a cross or crown, spider strength or cosmic power. And while I knew that I was waiting for that battle from which I’d never return, I could only communicate this to others with a blank affect and proxies from the ancient world.

It had scared my mother, this blankness. I think this is why she used to call me a cold fish. I suppose I was, but not entirely for the reasons she suspected, namely that I possessed some inherent trait that made me distant: shy to some, aloof to others, alien to most. If she could’ve asked—and I could’ve answered—the reasons for my remove, I would’ve told her that the risk of allowing someone to get close enough to touch me always surpassed the rewards. Intimacy was dangerous. Neither of my parents were physically approachable anyway. I didn’t trust either of them near me. My mother, just beneath her skin, housed a palpable rage, and my father’s cheeks were pocked and rough from ingrown hairs. He smelled like an empty beer-can-turned-ashtray. Sometimes he’d forget about the lit cigarette he was holding. He wore polyester. His belly was large, his arms were small, and his hugs were insufferable.

Even when they were together, they seemed divided: the Northern urban dreamer, the Southern rural pragmatist. To him, her migration from Hampden Sydney, Virginia, to Boston must have seemed like one that belonged to an earlier generation. In him, she found a new Negro: educated, urbane, and comfortable around white people. One look at his lone, dark face in his Brighton High class picture tells you. He hadn’t much of a choice.

I never saw them being kind to each other. My early understanding of the two dichotomized them, segregated them into distinct Black American traditions: he, Du Bois, she, Washington; Locke and Hurston; the new and the old; white collar and blue; the talented tenth and those they were charged to uplift. It, of course, wasn’t—still isn’t—that neat. My folksy mother’s tastes were rarified and cosmopolitan. She pushed us into the wider pluralist society that she couldn’t, without anguish, enter herself. My father, for all of his altruism and cultural literacy, never moved away from his hometown. He kept us in the same house in which he grew up and, like his father, left us there. His expeditions were to the small jazz clubs in and around Boston. When he was home, the television was always on, the house in disrepair—one dead Pontiac in the yard and another dying in the frost-heaved driveway. He was, simultaneously, honky-tonk and erudite—beer in hand, quoting Emerson to his children while watching The Munsters or candlepin bowling on TV.

My mother was hot and didactic. She drank Heineken and got angry. She was a screamer. My father was pensive and Socratic. His Millers made him wistful. Unless Yastrzemski hit a homer, he rarely raised his voice. My older siblings have memories of our parents being unified. They recall Sunday afternoons spent driving through the suburbs house hunting. I remember fracture—uneasy dinners, grim Christmas Eves and Christmas Days, rages at dirty dishes by her, and his sudden escapes into the Boston night.

I don’t remember where my brother and sister were, but at 8:57 p.m. on a Sunday, I was on the couch with him watching commercials, waiting for The Six Million Dollar Man to come on. I could always tell when my father was enjoying himself: he’d smile a dopey smile, recline, and stretch his arm along the back of the ratty sofa. Nothing better than to spend quality time, buzzed, in front of the idiot box with your boy offhandedly commenting on a plotline, making fun of this character’s hair or that one’s nose or how that supporting actor had once been a film star: “What a fall.” He was free to do this because he was seldom part of the bedtime ritual, which wasn’t much of a ritual at all. There was only a time when the lights needed to be out. His visits to my bedside were usually prompted by his need to share an idea he had on his way home after an early night at the lounge. Beer-and-cigarette-aroma lullabies. My mother, exhausted, would simply tell us to go to bed.

During the teaser, my mother came in. I had been hoping she’d forgotten me. Perhaps there’d been an unannounced referendum on bedtimes. What I wanted was for my father to outrank her. I wasn’t quite seven, and my mother and I already had an unspoken and uneasy truce between us. I reminded her of my father. I looked like him, spoke like him, and seemed aloof like him, too.

She stood between the TV and us, hip jutted out to one side, one hand on it, the other gesturing vaguely to the doorway. My mother could always summon a look of great fatigue combined with supreme exasperation—taxed, heaped, vexed—which declared that all you’d said and done, were going to say and do, was part of a burden that would someday break her. Then I’d be alone and What would you do, count on him?

I started to get up, but he said, “It’s okay. Sit down.” So I hovered above the cushion, waiting for her to hiss, “Get upstairs!” She did. And not yet the hardheaded boy I’d later become, I started to oblige.

“You can stay,” said my father. She laughed. I started to go. He pulled me back onto the couch. She grabbed a wrist and pulled me up toward the door. He stood and grabbed my other arm. They both pulled—a silent tug-of-war—to Steve Austin’s theme music.

Then he was on her: his arm around her neck, locking his wrist with the opposite hand. Her eyes bulged. He dragged her out to the porch, left her there, stunned, gasping, then came back in and bolted the door.

He went back to the couch. I went out to the hall and closed the French doors that separated the spaces. I watched my mother’s face in the window go from flat to a wicked grin as though she were planning his quick demise or she were the one inside. It faded, though, her disconsolate face framed by the night. I let her back in, and she paced about on the linoleum, stopping only to stare down at me. I thought she might slap me or crash through the glass, tear the television plug from the wall, then storm out. Or stand over him, arms folded, daring him to do it again. Instead she knelt awkwardly, rubbed my arm once, and asked me if I was hungry. My mother, when she wanted, had a warm, honeyed voice that could charm most children and creditors. I, by this time, was almost inured. I shook my head.

“You sure?” she sang.

I nodded.

“Cold fish,” she whispered and stood.
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The first time I’d seriously considered fatherhood was on my twenty-first birthday. I was living in Madison, Wisconsin, trying to gain state residency so I could enroll in the university for in-state tuition. This was proving difficult. I hadn’t been able to find a place to live, so I hadn’t an address, so the months I’d spent there had been a waste of time. I should’ve been entering my senior year, prepping for either graduate school or some profession. I was, however, on my way to being a crazy hobo.

I’d been trying for the last three years to get sober, but every time I went for more than a week without a drink, I’d enter what a psychologist later would call a fugue state: a type of dry brownout. I’d come to in a different city, but rather than sleeping on a bench or a strange floor, I’d be walking down a street and snap back into consciousness.

Some friends had rented a house and given me space in a portion of the unfinished basement where I was supposed to stash my belongings, but I often slept there on my duffel bag. My girlfriend—I still find it unbelievable that I had one—found me in my hovel, gave me flowers, and announced, “I was pregnant.”

I stood and inhaled deeply, puffing out my chest, and rubbed my chin as though I had whiskers. I wanted to display confidence and thoughtfulness to her—a strong but gentle patrician demeanor—something I’d only seen in movies.

“What do you want to do?” I asked calmly in a quasi-baritone and looked at her with a soft intensity.

She looked back as though I might be insane.

“I was pregnant.”

Autumn came and I was sleeping outside some nights. I admitted I was beat and limped back east to Boston. The next nine months—a strange gestation of sorts—I tried to convalesce. I spent my days driving a taxi, my early evenings going for long runs, my nights drinking and writing very dark, very bad poems. When I could sleep, if I had dreams, they were of my dead child.

Michaele and I met in college. I was a sophomore. She was a senior. She graduated. I dropped out. We eventually started dating on my twenty-second birthday, and a year later moved to the East Village together. After four months I had a crack-up, mended, and enrolled at Hunter College. I worked in a restaurant, did well in school, and began, at least superficially, to legitimize myself.



Two years later, Michaele was “late” for the first time. She woke up feeling nauseated. We were at her grandfather’s country house. Her mother and sister were there. Looking at them—having them look at me—I heard Langston Hughes’s poem “Mulatto” in my head: “A nigger night / a nigger joy / a little yellow bastard boy.” Although, of course, this was an inversion of the slave master–slave woman coupling. I wouldn’t take responsibility for appropriating the text. Instead, I fixated on that bastard and willfully ignored all the raped Black women at least one of whom was my ancestor.

I couldn’t stay in the house with them. I felt dread, and I couldn’t help but show it. I was a stereotypical young Black man. All of their suspicions about me would be confirmed. I had brought Michaele low.

I grew up in a world in which many white people and many institutions still believed in the notion that the innocence, purity, and honor of the white woman needed to be defended. But I also grew up in an alternate world in which the same was said for the Black woman. And there was no greater injury I could cause my mother, my sister, my sisters than to be with a white woman—or even to try to be with one.

I went outside and twisted shamefully in the winter wind. “What…?” she’d asked, had always asked, and would continue to ask for a long time after. I could never fully explain that unlike hers my actions didn’t occur in a vacuum. White and Black people were always judging me for them. And I would never be judged fairly because those actions would always be wed to centuries of inherited truths. She only obliquely understood what it was to represent something—her family, perhaps—most likely herself. But she would never understand what it was to represent a people—millions of people. Contrary to what Eliot wrote, every moment wasn’t “a new and shocking valuation of all we have been” but rather an inescapable proof of the predetermined belief in what you are. The content of my people’s character, and therefore my own, was already known.

I knew that I would not, could not, be a father. One of the few things I could plan was my next drink, even though that tended to be a chaotic, Byzantine endeavor. I hadn’t any notion of the future, no sense of who I’d be or what I’d do—or if I’d be alive.

And though I was sure—most of the time—of where I’d been, I could only obliquely apprehend what it had cost me. When I wasn’t drunk, I was dissociative. When I wasn’t psychologically and emotionally removed, I was suicidal. When I wasn’t despairing, I was enraged—a rage that could keep me up for days. And when I did sleep, I’d gnash my molars to what would eventually become jagged stumps. And when all these states were combined in my mind and body, I would run through the streets as fast as I could for as long as I could. If I slowed, I’d be flogged by the whip of sensations and images that even to this day when it cracks makes me want to throw myself in front of a bus, jab a steak knife into my eye. Drink. There’s a rapist in the bathroom. There are junkies in the alleys. There’s no heat. There are marauding cops. And there’s nothing to do but flee as though escaping perdition or howl as though hunting salvation. Then that feeling of being lifted—saved. Then no more memory. No images, no pain, just weightlessness and the wind on my sweat and tears.

There’d been a hurricane that summer and a lot of tree fall. I went to the woodpile, picked up the ax, and began splitting logs. I tried to imagine our child: how and where we’d raise it. I thought of the strange and cruel places I’d been, all the fucked-up shit I’d heard from the mouths of people who just as soon would praise me, would say they loved me. How ill-equipped she and hers were to deal with me. How I’d introduced a permanent racial apparition that would, as long as I was around, haunt their house and point to their ignorance, their exclusionary practices, their privilege, the bigotry in the people, art, institutions, and legacies they valued. They would have to finally confront the myth of American meritocracy. And when the Spike Lee film was over, the Bob Marley song faded out, the James Baldwin book closed, I, in all my terrible flesh, would still be there.

I continued swinging, wondering if I could produce a shard that would half blind me; how easy it would be to miss the balanced log and drive the ax-head into my shin; how some beast could emerge from and drag me into the wood: anything other than going back into that house as I was. Then it occurred to me that we were finally in our proper places: they, inside by the fire; me, outside, laboring in the cold.

I worked faster, swung harder, sent the split wood flying apart. At some point, her mother stuck her head out, I’m sure to tell me that I’d done enough, but I ignored her. I’d thrown my coat onto the ground. She asked if I was cold, and the sound of her voice riled me. “No!” I grunted. I felt that if she didn’t go into the house right then, I’d throw a log through the window. She did, but I still wanted to throw it, and when Michaele came out, I would tell her I was leaving.

Even growing up in their midst, I’d never really considered marrying, living with, or even dating a white woman. I found no inherent quality to them, nothing special about their visage or carriage. What I knew but couldn’t as a boy articulate was that if I ever did fall for one, it wouldn’t be worth it. It wouldn’t be worth it for me. For them, I couldn’t say. For me, white girls, women—and I don’t really care for anyone’s self-serving, revisionist history—have always invoked lynching. That history—oral, written, visual—has had a profound influence in the shaping of my, and I assume others like me, sexuality. It is another aspect of our diasporic pact—tacit and implicit—that we will not forget, and one to which we will never submit. It’s a reminder of how cheap my life can be, how corrupt, cruel, and ambivalent the empowered are. It kept me perpetually vigilant. Though while knowing vigilance might afford me metaphorical readiness, it provided little protection in the world of men.

But my arguments against being with Michaele, against the possibility of there being an us, were all the by-products of my being tumidly invested in a cause. And as Baldwin tells us, “causes are always bloodthirsty.” I didn’t have their privilege, their power, their ownership of value, of morality. But victim or not, despite what I’d witnessed, endured, and the empirical proof I had that my world—our world—was fucked, despite that we were probably doomed either to split and then regret or go forward and suffer, I loved her. I loved her more than anyone I’d ever known. I chopped wood and repeated a mantra—I love that girl. I don’t care—which over the last hour became “She loves you…”

I saw her in the doorway of the redwood house, propping the screen door open with her hip and shoulder. The smell of new ash. Smoke billowing out of the chimney. What could she have seen? Brown man, bare-armed in the red dusk. Steaming, ax dangling to one side. What could she have thought? It didn’t really matter: faith. She loves me—yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.

She wasn’t pregnant. The nausea was due to a stomach bug, and her period commenced soon after. She seemed relieved, and I pretended to be as well, but privately I was crushed. I knew then that I wanted to be a parent with her. I trusted her. She made me believe that there was something in this world, this life, that was, perhaps, if we continued to love each other, within our reach—a condition that countered, outstripped, and, more importantly, outlived fear, rage, and sorrow. And I wanted to raise our child in love. My responsibility, my privilege, was to act as if we could live The Dream, within The Dream in which there was no place for my fear and anger—no matter who or what had caused it. To live in a land to love and be loved I knew began with forgiving—everyone. So, first, I went to see my father.
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Abortion. Taxi. Michaele. New York. School. Stomach bug. Epiphany. Father. We still had the Honda Civic four-speed hatchback. I didn’t mind driving long distances in it, which means my knee wasn’t completely shot. We were still living in New York, and it must’ve been during our first tour—after the East Village, Brooklyn on Atlantic Avenue—although it could’ve been another time, another set of circumstances that I’ll never accurately reassemble. But it was winter, sometime after threatening my father that I would kill him.

I hadn’t spoken to him in close to two years. But when I called to tell him that I was planning to visit the coming Sunday, he responded as if we’d been in regular contact. He was living in senior housing in Framingham, about twenty-five miles west of Boston. It’s like many other northeastern suburbs: a highway running past it; an old highway, now a secondary route, cutting through it; shopping centers and strip malls the only points of interest. The backstreets are lined by houses, which, when I was a boy, would make me think, Who lives here? The first right off westbound Route 9 after the Mobil station, a quick left after that, and into the small parking lot that fronted the hamlet: four rows of two-story buildings, a place of exile, a place to die.

My father was a gentle man. At least that’s what I told myself. He was a drunk, a liar, a deadbeat, a cheat, and I’d seen him choke my mother and drag her out of the house. Once when I was seven, as a punishment for some transgression he’d asked me if I wanted a spanking. I told him no. He nodded, said okay, then started to weep. But he’d also forced me into corrective shoes and locked my foot braces to the bedpost at night to cure my pigeon toes. I have night terrors. I have sleep paralysis. I’ll stir, howl or bellow. Eventually, I’ll knock the demon off my chest, get to my feet, and wake up when starting to run.

He liked to reminisce about how special I was when I was very young. I do remember feeling special around him and it wasn’t that I couldn’t do wrong by him. It was that I wouldn’t. But this was difficult. My father was also distant and cryptic—not cold, just away in some place of abstraction. He was monkish in his solitude, grotesque in his carnality. I listened to him quote, whistle, and hum. I watched him drink and smoke and screw—all without commentary or explication. Being with my father was both freeing and burdensome. Unlike my friends’ fathers, the ones who stayed and instructed or abused as if they were Polonius or Santini, he never told me how to think or feel about anything—even himself, his dalliances, his failings. He left that up to me.

I parked beside a car that I knew must be his: a spent black Mercury sedan full of stuffed manila folders, newspapers, and clothes. I paused for a long while and wondered what I’d say to him. Each meeting with my father was like feeling out a stranger. I imagined mathematical problems with vectors and cubes; pencil sketches in the margins of legal pads and on the backs of envelopes; loud cracks, and baseballs flying over the green monster’s netting; the river at dawn; the river at dusk; trumpets and saxophones and drummers sweeping brushes along snare drum skins. He could be so reserved, so quiet and pensive. I felt I had to coax him out of his head—what he was thinking, what he thought of me—in the same way I imagine people have tried to coax me out of mine.

But I wasn’t that boy anymore, and those images, over time, changed for me. I saw the gleam from the tiered liquor bottles, smelled perfume in dense smoke, heard him warbling over cocktail chatter, grunting in the dark, the rasp of his jowls on someone’s skin.

He buzzed me in without a word. One flight up, he’d left his door ajar. By the time I pushed it open, he’d retreated back into the room and was leafing through a stack of papers on a card table. He looked much older than I remembered, as though his rate of aging had accelerated over the last few years. If what he’d always claimed—that he was six feet tall—was true, he’d shrunk a startling amount.

After he moved out and came for Sunday visits, he wouldn’t enter the house. He’d stand on the front porch and, while waiting for us to exit, survey his childhood home: the failing window and door trim and suicidal gutter; the knee-high grass, wild, shapeless hedges, and the black rose bush. My mother’s contempt for him was severe, and she defended the house from him with it: moat, wall, and turrets. As the months passed, her hate intensified and his shame grew. He’d wait on the path, then the sidewalk, then in the car. Then he wouldn’t show. Then he wouldn’t call. In all the years since he left, this was the first time I’d seen any of his homes, and his apartment was close to what I’d imagined. There were stacks of newspapers, department store and supermarket circulars, clipped coupons for things he’d never buy. It smelled like old nicotine and grease from things he’d fried in the kitchenette in Crisco or butter and the visual remains of both—amber taint to the walls, the glowing television screen, everything through a haze of ash.

“You’re still growing,” he said crisply. “What are you now, six three or four?”

I responded flatly. “Seventy-two and one-half inches.”

He nodded, fidgeted with the papers, then set them down. He still wouldn’t look directly at me. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, perhaps nothing to have changed, that we’d still, in our particular way, act as father and son, but something had. In the best of times I liked to believe that my blankness, which could make me seem like the epitome of equipoise, nihilism, or scorn, never troubled him—at least openly. At one time I believed that because we were so similar, he knew the places, inside, I’d go. Later, I thought he was so at ease because he didn’t care. Now I hadn’t any idea at all.

I do know that from my sophomore year of high school I’d changed. I would get openly angry with him. I would yell at him, jump out of cars at stoplights. Eventually, I shunned him. I refused to meet, speak on the phone, or acknowledge him when he tried to come see me.

Then he had a heart attack, and although I didn’t want to at first, Michaele made me visit him in the ICU. She’d lost her father to one about three years prior and she knew I’d regret not going. I think she was shocked and frightened that I could be so willing to be cruel.

He’d been living on a friend’s couch for months. But the woman couldn’t extend her charity to house and care for a heart patient, so after he was discharged from the hospital he’d be homeless—at least until his social worker could find temporary housing for him before securing a permanent home. So I said he could come home with me. It was a terrible idea. His doctor had given me specific instructions about diet and exercise. I tried to make my father follow them, but I’d come home from driving my cab and smell bacon or fried baloney and eggs. The only exercise he’d get was walking down the hill to the Brighton Center superette for death meats and cigarettes. He rarely had enough money for anything other than these items, so he couldn’t buy beer. I also didn’t have a television, so by the time I got home after a twelve- or sixteen-hour shift, he’d be itchy and I’d be edgy.

Soon everything about him offended and then sickened me. Even when he washed the dishes or vacuumed the floors, the sight and smell of him, the way he clicked his loose teeth together made me want to smash his face. The worst of it was that he was sleeping on the floor in the enclosed porch of my second-floor apartment.

Eventually, we had an awful fight. While brandishing a chair over his head, I screamed that I’d kill him. He retreated to the porch and stayed there quietly. I called his social worker and told him that my father needed an apartment—today. He found him a temporary one. I drove him there, carried his things inside, and left without a word.



Now, though I’d come in peace, the way he looked at me, slowly shaking his head and grinning, suggested that he didn’t think anything between us had changed.

He pointed weakly at my face.

“You get that from your mother. That anger.”

“You don’t get angry?”

“Not like that. I haven’t seen many people who do.” He stared into the past. “Whenever you’d get like that as a kid, no one could talk you down. You had an… incendiary temper. It would start off a slow burn in the walls. Maybe hours, maybe days. Then, wow.” He paused. Smoked. Looked further away. “I thought when you got older, you’d get a handle on it.” He smiled, nervously I thought. “But it got worse.”

He pointed to the greasy kitchen. “You hungry?”

“No.”

“Remember when I used to call you Hungry Horace?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah, I shouldn’t even ask. You remember everything.”

He wanted to go out, and I didn’t want to stay, so we drove to the Steak Loft. He was eager to direct me there via the back roads so we wouldn’t have to get on Route 9 and make a U-turn. He was smiling. He seemed happy. I was suspicious. I knew he’d want to show me off to his friends. I hoped that he realized I was too old to be his trick pony or dog. I wondered how many beers it would take for him to be able to sit still and listen to me—how many it would take me to ask.

The waitress, of course, seemed to know him well. “Hi Dave.” I hated when people called my father Dave. Her face was narrow and delicate. Her skin was olive and her eyes dark. She couldn’t have been older than me, but she seemed work-weary and gravely sad. She pointed at him. He nodded. She looked at me. “Bass.” I thanked her. She smiled.

We sat for almost an hour drinking. We ordered food and moved it around our plates. We talked about the Red Sox, of course. He rarely spoke of the present or future. He reminisced aloud. I did so privately.

I used to make packy runs to the corner store for him. I was very young—six or seven—and sometimes they’d sell to me, other times they wouldn’t. The Clemente boys had grown up with my father and had always been very kind and gentle to me whenever I went into their store. One time in particular, however, Mr. Clemente stared down at the Miller bottles, and when I asked him, trying to replicate my dad’s voice, for a “pack a Lucky’s,” he put his hands on his hips and slowly shook his head. “I can’t sell you this.” He picked up the six and went off to return it to the cooler in the back.

Mr. Clemente had been gone from the register for quite some time before I left the store and drifted dangerously across North Harvard Street. There was a commotion at the Merit gas station—where we never got gas, so we never got S&H Green Stamps and so never traded them in for fishing rods or train sets or baseball gloves. Two cops had a man at the pump. One pushed the end of his club into flesh just below the clavicle. He held it there, his partner at the ready on the left flank. The perp didn’t seem all that menacing—no one I’d bother avoiding, now or then—just another flayed indigent on the avenue who, before the advent of bottle returns in the east, combed the sidewalks for other forms of income. Perpetually stooped at the waist—searching for something just beyond his stride. They took him down. It was too quick for me to see. I remember that thick, semi-hollow double thud, though. His chest and then his head. Prone, cuffed, and suddenly bloody, he barked something garbled. Then they had him up, but he was legless and dropped to his knees, so they dragged him to the car and threw him, face down, into the back.



“I want you to meet someone,” he said after a pensive drought. And for a moment the two of us sat in our booth in the present. “Someone” meant either a drunken buddy or a girlfriend—sometimes both. On visitation Sundays, he’d argue for a particular restaurant. Invariably, after we ordered, he’d look up from the table, beam, then croon, “Hey kids, look who’s here!” as though we knew her. “Slide over.” Sometimes it would happen down the street from our place. She’d be leaning against the traffic light. “Hey kids, it’s… slide over.”

My mother, if she had any semblance of a romantic life, would never have flaunted it in front of her children. “He must think you all are slow,” she’d hiss. “What the hell is he doing, anyway, picking her up at the corner like she was a streetwalker?”

My memory fails with faces: even after meeting them repeatedly, people always seem new. Rather than them all looking alike, one never looks the same. There may have only been a couple of women over the years; there might have been many. They were always white, and they were always of a similar look and disposition—an aging flight attendant or a hostess at a no-star pizza or steak joint with three-star dreams (the kind of places we went). They were always friendly, quick to compliment or laugh. They were always respectful, at least as respectful as someone who, as soon as he dropped us off, our old man was going to ball could be.

“Slide over…” Our server was standing at the end of the table, apronless and with three beers in hand. She looked very young and nervous. I felt sick and looked at him with disgust. He didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Slide over.” I didn’t.

“It’s okay, Dave,” she stammered. “I’ll just pull up a chair.”

We sat through an awkward half round. She finally decided to corroborate some of the stories my father had told her about me—the music, the poetry, the athletics, my photographic memory. It was a setup, as always. He liked to boast—exaggerate my abilities—and have me validate his claims. I wouldn’t, however, jump for him anymore. If anything, I’d sabotage his plans, and rather than a wingman I’d be a cockblock for my father.

“So, you’re a musician,” she asked with a mild Boston accent.

“No,” I responded, terse and Anglican.

“Well,” my father offered, trying to match my snobbery, “he plays several instruments.”

“Wow. How many?”

“Two,” I said.

“You sure look like his son.” She tried to mimic our speech.

People see what they need to see. They do it, I suppose, to keep that frayed narrative line that moors them to the earth from further unraveling. It’s true, though. I do look like him, at least from the neck up, but only superficially in that if one were to do a line drawing of us from straight on, at the same ages, we’d be indistinguishable. I have the same cinderblock head, the same widow’s peak. Filled in, though, we are quite different. My nose is a gift from both parents. In profile, I’m much more like my mother’s line. I have her coloring—equal parts red and brown—and copper eyes circled by strange blue rings.

But these subtleties were lost on him, as I was his “spitting image.” I didn’t expect this woman to see them either. She studied me, squinting in that dim, awful light, then turned to him. I looked at my father, too. He hadn’t yet had his open-heart surgery, so his chest was still intact as far as the Thomas chest goes: narrow, somewhat pubescent, to match the rounded shoulders, that hairy anachronism above his lip, and the dentures. I looked back to her. I couldn’t believe she’d let my father touch her.

I wanted to punch him in his shrunken face, and my rising anger made me remember the epiphany that had brought me here to forgive him, the epiphany that made me believe I possessed some kind of refining—redeeming—power. That feeling was now gone. I was a prick. I responded to their questions in a cold, clipped way. And he looked at me in a way he never had before—befuddled—as though I were now the unreadable stranger.

He managed to compose himself and hide his uncertainty. We spent the next half hour leaning against the seat backs, heads cocked smugly to one side, smirking, gazing into the distance, exchanging quick jabs, quips, and quotes—each trying to outdo the other. She tried emulating us, but the best she could do was sharpen her consonants and shorten her vowels. Eventually, the beer, his health, his age, or any combination caused him to slow and falter, and I hit him with Horace:

“ ‘Clogged with yesterday’s excess, the body drags the mind down with it.’ ”

He didn’t flinch. He didn’t do anything for a while. Then he tried another tack. He made his face grave while looking down at the table, nodded, took a sip, leaned in, and murmured, “You seem down.”

I paused, wondered, almost stayed quiet, but had to ape the poet: “ ‘If you would have me weep, you must first of all feel grief yourself.’ ”

He sat back, then excused himself and left. I stared into nothing. She stood.

“It was really nice meeting you.”

I turned slightly. She’d extended her hand. I stood, too.

“Good to see you, too.”

“Yeah, right.” She let her accent slip.

“Really,” I said, trying to convince us both. She looked ridiculously sad. I wanted to ignore it. I knew, from past drills, that although my approval of my father’s girlfriends was helpful in assuaging their guilt and shame, my scorn wouldn’t stop him. If anything it would provide him with an excuse for saying goodbye: “My son hates me” is perhaps the best reason for a father to disappear. And I did hate him—so I let him, let her, be sad.

But I didn’t hate her. She was, dare I say, sweet. While shaking her hand, and in the awkward silence that followed, I wanted, if I could do so without sounding like an idiot or insane, to tell her I was sorry.

“See ya around.” I let my accent slip, too.

“Yeah?” She brightened.

“Yeah.”

“So, you make it up from New York a lot. To visit?”

I didn’t answer. I looked over to the bar. There he was, smoking, pretending whatever the bartender was saying was funny. Then, as if he knew I was watching, he met me with a wide grin and winked. I looked back to her. She was smiling, too, and with a sudden twist of my guts I realized that she was there for me.

We drove back in silence eastbound with the failing afternoon light. I wore my sunglasses because I was crying. He muttered and pointed, although he knew I knew the way. I pulled into the lot. I didn’t park in a space but instead left the car running by the curb. He lingered for a moment, thanked me, and got out.

I watched him enter his building and then pulled around the parked cars to leave. I stopped, though, shut the car off, got out, and sat on the warm hood. I took off my glasses and watched the sky turn. It was a pale, melancholic rose. Because of the chill and the wintry light, I thought I should cry some more, but I couldn’t. All I could manage were sharp exhalations, morbid grunts and chuckles, and the beginnings of ways to punish him. I wondered if he knew I’d been crying and if he did, how he felt about it.

I remembered different events and what I’d thought about them, but I couldn’t remember how I’d felt. I didn’t know why I’d gone so far from him and for so long. I couldn’t remember ever being angry at him when I was a child. I couldn’t possibly be angry with him as an adult. I knew the man’s fall but only in part, and I’d never known his wrestling. And really, what had been mine? I couldn’t understand how I’d become so rigid and vindictive. I thought about the music and the books, the traditions he’d introduced me to, and the wider world he’d always believed was out there and had pointed me toward. I wondered what it was like to see me now. I thought about why he’d left. Perhaps he’d spared me a greater hurt. Perhaps he was a hero to have left the son he loved.

I wasn’t sad or angry when I left the parking lot, but I was numb from sitting in the cold. I still had a long drive ahead. It would be late when I got home. I decided I could be done with him. I found my anger again. Dark highway, shitty car, no radio: I had come by day to forgive and therefore redeem my father. I’d failed. And now I wondered if I could forgive myself.
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About two years into our relationship Michaele’s grandfather Cecil had asked her if she was serious or just fooling around. She might have been expecting the question but not how much it would hurt. I think she began to wonder then what life with me would mean. It was, perhaps, the first time she realized she’d have to make choices between me and them. The first would be how to respond to him—if she should do so. If she should tell me and how she should.

She was caught among the questions; either/or, yes/but, or yes/and: all of them and more. It can be a terrible condition—if you’ve been raised to believe that any one of those questions is worth answering or asking—loyalty to kin and kind or loyalty to self. Unlike the fulfilment of desire loyalty to the self isn’t selfish—not if the self is part of something larger. And if people—any people—can’t or won’t see that they are part of something larger why does anything they think or feel extend beyond their person? For me, it was simple: I chose her. Not because I was without a family and a people, it was because—at my best—I knew that my people would never try to prevent my loving someone else. I wasn’t disrespecting my mother. I wasn’t a race traitor. I was free.

But I know it isn’t easy. It rarely is for most. I think one of the two tragic intellectual failures in America is practicing dialectical thought in bad faith. Beginning and ending with the same conclusions, after asking others, literature, the law, and God is veiled didacticism. Its only aim is to corroborate one’s personal truth. And personal truth is the abdication of social responsibility. There can be no collective social progress without individual responsibility. The other failure is that America’s democracy, truth, and freedom is almost completely dependent on those it has failed the most.

Our country asks us to believe in it and trust in God but it offers nothing empirical to substantiate any belief and it doesn’t practice a faith that has anything to do with spirituality. It relies on the good names and wills of individuals who try to live justly. Even partial participation requires self-abnegation. But of course, no matter what one does to oneself, the self is still there with all its fears and needs and pains—and love. It all doesn’t just go away. You must constantly decide how to carry it.

What did—does—this have to do with us? It can seem so hard to love a single person that loving two people is impossible. I doubt Michaele’s grandfather meant anything rude. And I know, because I’d already seen what she called angry, that their exchange was civil. She told him we were serious and discussing marriage. I can see him nodding and—so British—looking into the abstract distance. He then asked, “What about the children?” I don’t think she answered, but I can see her cheeks flush to English rose.

When Michaele’s extended family heard about his question, some called him a racist—though not to his face. Some thought him ignorant and backward; others thought him cruel. Some tried to comfort me by explaining that he was of another time and couldn’t understand how wrong he was. One said that his mind was slipping: he wasn’t like that.

Whether he was a racist or meant this, the basis of Western philosophical practice—their tradition and allegedly not mine—demands we consider the other. I don’t mean indulgence in personal anxiety but rather deep and rigorous contemplation of ethics, mores, cultures, and practices derived from different experiences and points of view. But asking the privileged to practice fallibilism is to ask them to question their identity. To question their identity is to jeopardize their surety. They must then wonder if they have an identity or merely a series of attitudes. To question their identity is to question the origins of perceptions, beliefs, and following actions. To question like this—which is different than asking me why I’m in this neighborhood—is to threaten. The question a cop asks with their Glock isn’t a philosophical one. And while it may be philosophical to ask me why it happened—happens—it’s not to question me if it really did; nor is it philosophical, or even humane, to question how I feel and think about it.

Threatened white people are either dangerous or they feel useless. And in crisis, which we always are, useless people tend to themselves.

Cecil didn’t tell her not to marry me, or have children with me. Perhaps because he was too polite—too conflict averse. Perhaps he thought his granddaughter understood the Anglican unsaid. No one asked me what I thought. I don’t know if I’d have been able to respond then. Now I’d ask if anyone had been harmed and if not then why the outrage. No one realized that he was the only grandfather I’d ever known. I spent afternoons sipping bourbon and watching golf with him, cracked lobsters at his summer table, took autumn tea in his living room.

Michaele was harmed though. And she was scared. She was scared for us, and I’m sure she believed that she’d either have to carry that fear alone or pass that harm on to me. I think she’d begun to consider what it might be like for me to be among them and subject to their many—what are now called—microaggressions. But I was more concerned with being murdered by the police while driving through their affluent suburbs than being slighted at tea. That would come later.

Cecil congratulated us when we got engaged a year later, and the tense white people relaxed—until his notebook was discovered and the section heading: “must rethink the negro.” He’d watched Alvin Ailey’s company perform Revelations on PBS and had been astonished by what he saw. He wrote of how awed he was by the beauty, power, and elegance of the dancers. It wasn’t that he thought Black people weren’t capable of such creation but that he was allowed to be privy to it and could be so moved.

Now some of his family seemed harmed, angry, and focused on shaming him. They wanted me to feel the same. All I wanted to do was shrug. Though I’d just turned twenty-five, I was feeling old, tired, and limited. I didn’t want to spend any of my remaining intellectual or creative capital explaining—by lecture or proxy—that Cecil wasn’t the problem. They were. Cecil, along with rethinking the Negro, was rethinking himself. Approaching ninety, he wondered if he’d gotten it all wrong. He openly tried to remember and talk to me, not about his failure to understand the Negro, but that Ailey and his company compelled him to ask himself if he’d failed his entire life.

He’d been too young to fight and die in World War I. He was too old and also stateside for the Blitz. Because he was a second son, he didn’t inherit his father’s wealth. He blamed himself for the accident of his birth. He wondered if he’d been a bad father and hinted about the pain of burying his eldest son and his wife. I thought I sensed the pain of his loss—family and friends he’d never see again, places to which he’d never return. And he hadn’t use for hyperbole: his personal pain and struggle was enough. When Baldwin writes, “Our suffering is our bridge,” he means all of ours. Cecil’s pain made mine real to him—or it began to do so. I think he realized that he could begin to “cease lamenting” and, perhaps, act.

He’d sought out Ailey. He put the onus of learning on himself. I believe he did it because he loved his granddaughter. And he loved me or wanted to. It wasn’t that I was under probation after which I’d receive conditional status but that he had to earn the right to love me and be loved.

Cecil’s personal alienation was the beginning of trying to understand my—my people’s—lack of place in this country. There was no hyperbole concerning his personal pain—unlike my white, liberal contemporaries who couldn’t seem to understand that my city, state, and country wanted me dead as a child and now a young man. Those same people—and people like them—who were outraged by racist behavior and were hurt when they hurt me expected me to forgive and forget (they are not the same and do not occur in lockstep) their innocence. And to trust them. What they didn’t understand—though they spoke of their traumas and their triggers—was their ignorance of what happened inside me when I heard a siren, saw a cop. What they didn’t understand was what I thought about a river, ditch, alley, or abandoned house—or prison. Or when I heard Curtis Mayfield exhorting, despite this, to “move on up.” The rage and sorrow, the pride and joy, of what it is to know that I always had been and always would be truly beautiful, no matter how dangerous that knowledge is, that I was willing to die for that knowledge—not to learn, take, or grasp it but to let it be, inside and out. That is how knowledge can become wisdom. I see the line of my people. They are beautiful, and I am here because they loved me so.

And Cecil saw me as this: a young, gifted Black man who was menaced by white people and loved his granddaughter. Watching Ailey and rethinking the Negro, he saw the inheritance I was willing to share. Black love. Black beauty. Black joy. At his table, we were free. We sat in peace. And we laughed.

He died before he knew he’d have a great-grandchild who we’d name after him. I hope he knows I respect and love him, and I always will.
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We got married August 28, 1993, on the thirtieth anniversary of the March on Washington and one week after my twenty-sixth birthday. In my vows, I addressed our guests with the importance of the day, why it had to matter to all of us. I asked them—the white people on Michaele’s side, the Black and white on mine—to hold hands and consider what was happening and what it said about our past, present, and future. I think most people were moved save for a few of Michaele’s white friends. They questioned my bringing politics to the altar. Some of her extended family implied that I was ready to be assimilated. And the Black man on the eve of the twenty-first century—still a problem—didn’t “answer a thing.”

We moved to Cambridge. Michaele started an MSW program. I enrolled in a free-form postbaccalaureate and did a lot of sneak drinking after she went to bed. We went out often or entertained at home. When we were with her old friends or new classmates, I had to drink or be evangelically dry. I don’t blame my alcoholism on anyone or any group. I drank—or didn’t—by choice. I felt I had to be extreme in their presence: Dionysiac to counter their rigidity, Apollonian to impose structure on their disorder.

But it wasn’t only this. At school, I was working in the Black theater with Black people, producing Black plays. And Michaele was welcome in this collective in a way I would never be in hers. She didn’t have to know our culture better than we; she didn’t have to audition or perform. We were part of a community I hadn’t been in since I was a boy—ever, really. I began to experience the counter to what I’d felt at the woodpile. If I trusted myself and waited I’d remember I was loved—and in love.



There seemed to be some pall over every gathering though, some specter at each feast that kept all of us—Black, brown, and white—on edge. Something was waiting to do us wrong. Hurt seemed inevitable. I couldn’t write or say it then, but what troubled us was Whiteness. The stakes were different but no matter our race, religion, ethnicity, class, or gender we were all subjected to its power. And while it didn’t seem to affect the white people in my life, it did. I suppose it’s the belief that white people aren’t oppressed by their own assumptions and attitudes that allows them to live in a constant state of criminality, guilt, innocence, ignorance, deservedness and justification.

It afforded the privilege of being obtuse and irreverent about their ignorance. Causality, responsibility, accountability, and morality were concepts by which to judge a government, an employer, a parent, or a peer who’d slighted them. They were codes of conduct for others rather than core components for the self. And they seemed to drift and jerk between selfishness and guilt. And guilt begat the right to self-pity, and self-pity excused them deep civil engagement. Rather than the state of their country, they seemed more concerned with the quality of their lives. The quality of their lives was in direct proportion to the depth and intensity of their fears. And in that, a moral life—even a theoretical one—was unattainable. Their great societal complaints became arbitrary. They’d suffer like that until they got bored. They’d quit acting, painting, writing, or playing music. They’d change partners, move, change or quit jobs, go to law school. You could see them, suddenly, relent to becoming the parents they allegedly abhorred. They accepted their inheritance.

Most of my Black contemporaries seemed set on combatting the Whiteness with Black art. Not all, but many, adhered to a late-twentieth-century version of negritude. Some tried to recruit me. Others thought me a pariah. I don’t think they saw me as being white but rather a type of Black they didn’t think relevant. I think, like most, that they considered me a threat—not because I openly challenged them but rather because I wasn’t as invested in what they believed to be truth. I didn’t conform to the Black aesthetics of the time.

My siblings reacted like many Black people of our generation had. My brother—four years older than me—had been gaslit, shamed, invalidated, conned, and abandoned, knocked loopy and sideways. When he lost his way, I can only speculate. But walking what he thought to be a straight and narrow line got him lost some more. He never found his way back.

My sister—who has always been among the most humble, gentle, and kind people I know—was partially paralyzed by “them”: the white boys who wouldn’t look at her, the white girls who had better clothes, our father who ignored her, our mother who terrorized her into thinking not only that lipstick and a date would make her a hussy but also that if she’d pay attention to her looks she might one day find a boyfriend. It was the bougie Blacks whom we’d always flummoxed, who’d almost—almost—convinced her that she wanted what they had and shamed her for not having—or wanting. She had an MFA but didn’t teach and lots of good work but didn’t try to show. She rejected her work and herself before she submitted it. When she neared thirty she stopped painting.

The Whiteness had demanded we hate and distrust ourselves. I thought I was too angry, recalcitrant, and—perhaps—obtuse to be affected. It enraged me that white people tried to define me, and it frightened me that a cop could kill me. I had the gift of being the youngest. I’d seen what had been done to my siblings. It wasn’t going to happen to me. White people, the Black bourgeoisie—no one had anything I wanted. I was married to a white woman but she had chosen me and we belonged to each other.



We’d been together for six years and married for almost two. We loved each other but didn’t trust each other. I can still only speculate why she was wary of me, but I knew why I was of her. In the months before, I’d been drifting away from Michaele. I’d lost the late winter—booze sick in the dark hours. It was hard for me ever to consume enough alcohol to stop withdrawal—the baseline being like a viral infection with a low-grade fever and aches. My mornings were extended headaches and a churning, bilious stomach. I’d try to counter it by chugging espresso-laced coffees followed by wind sprints on the side streets behind Central Square. My late mornings and afternoons were filled with attempts to seem normal. Maybe a sneak drink, but mostly a manic rush through work, school, errands, and then the gym to dinner, where I could, without question, have a few. I’d earned them. While she slept, I could drink.

I drank and, to a degree, also alienated myself from my people. I had to maintain enough privacy to be active without anyone knowing how sick I was. Alcoholism is one of our realities that is truly color-blind. It takes everyone.

My first months of sobriety were worse than my last months of drinking. I was still twitchy and miserable. Most days I woke with a dry hangover. I was woozy and light sensitive—all of the mental disorientation without the physical sickness.

When I ran along the river at dusk, my jingling keys reminded me of ice clinking into a rocks glass. When I drove home from an AA meeting, I’d stare at the neon liquor store and lounge signs and lose sight of the road. When I tried to focus on driving, cocktail glasses, like stock symbols, would scroll across the top of the windshield, and I’d have to pull over.

The vexing paradox of drunkenness is that alcohol helps to filter out the more extreme frequencies. Although I knew they were there, somewhere in the mix, the illusion—that there existed only a midrange—was essential. No shrill highs or dolorous lows, just a middling buzz. I could, to a certain extent, meet the dulled head of the world straight on. It was always easier for me to sit through a job interview (go to one for that matter), submit a poem to a journal, play my guitar onstage, talk to anyone at a dinner party, tolerate my family, or be still for my wife, drunk. Most of my life it seemed futile to try to live in an unmuted world: the present was grating, the future was daunting, and the past was full of menace.

Now, only a few months clean, white people appeared to me in a
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