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For my mother. Your boundless love for me has made everything and anything possible.
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OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA


2005

River gonna take me, sing me sweet and sleepy

Sing me sweet and sleepy all the way back home.

Those were the words I sang that finally cracked the code, that finally nudged my two-day-old son Jed off to sleep his first night home. It was like a magic trick. All my prior efforts to get the boy to stop crying and for the love of God just close his eyes had failed. Reasoning with him—telling him he’d had a strenuous couple of days, that he needed his rest, both in the short term to brace for meeting his maternal grandparents in the morning and in the long term to prepare for the protracted, arduous journey that is life—hadn’t worked. Neither had politely shushing him. Trying to barter with him by asking him to do me this one solid and I’d have his back forever was equally fruitless. Bouncing with him on a huge yoga ball only agitated him more, as if he wanted to bust out of his blanket swaddle and heave the yoga ball at me. And feeding him only took the decibel level down from ear splitting to can’t-hear-myself-think.

Out of options as I held the boy like some incredibly fragile over-inflated football, I retreated to the same wooden rocking chair in which my mother had rocked me, and I sang to him. It was an odd turn because I’m not the singing type. Never have been. Not in the shower, not while strumming my guitar, not in the car (okay, sometimes alone in the car—I’m only human). But honestly, I didn’t know what else to do.

As strange as it was to hear myself singing to Jed, perhaps even more puzzling was my song choice. For some reason, it didn’t occur to me to go with a tried-and-true bedtime staple like “Rock-A-Bye Baby” or “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” No, I sang “Brokedown Palace” by the Grateful Dead. I gave absolutely no thought to the choice; it just flowed out of me like a breath. Luckily, it turned out to be the perfect lullaby, full of imagery of flowing rivers, sleep, and the peace that comes with being home.

As I began the second verse, the furious howling bundle unclenched and started to relax. The eyes got a little narrower, the body went a touch limp. Peace and harmony were restored. I was amazed. Thank you, Jerry Garcia! A memory of myself as a little kid home sick from school flashed through my mind, my mother taking me in her arms and spinning me around in front of the large mirror in the hallway, me watching us laughing until I became dizzy and my mother put me down. Perhaps not the best home remedy, but I felt comforted and loved, as I hoped Jed did now.

As I watched Jed’s tiny chest move up and down almost imperceptibly, I realized that not only is “Brokedown Palace” the perfect lullaby, it’s also a statement of the transcendent: “Lovers come and go, the river roll, roll, roll.” It was plain to me that first night at home with Jed that he and I are forever joined no matter what lies ahead for each of us. We are stones in each other’s river, carried along in the other’s current. I am his father. He is my son.

I rose from the rocking chair, gently placed Jed in his crib, and kissed him softly on the forehead, a bit anxious the kiss might wake him but unable to stop myself. Then I stood and gazed down at him, wondering who he might become and thinking of my own father who died when I was in college, wishing he was there beside me, the two of us trying to acclimate to our new roles—his as grandfather, mine as father—and wishing he could watch Jed grow, that he could see his own son become a father, that I could tell him I loved him.

In that moment I felt my father’s absence as I had so many times over the prior fourteen years as I morphed from boy to man, a feeling like I was flailing in quicksand, struggling not to be sucked under. But the truth is, I felt my father’s absence long before he died, the presence of an absence—his absence—gnawing at me always. My father dedicated himself to his career as a high-powered corporate lawyer and was rarely around as I grew up. Even when it was painfully clear that he was very near the end of his life, he had work papers delivered to his hospital room. His family came a distant second—I came a distant second. It’s a realization I struggled with for a long time, wondering if the person I became was truly me or the person I thought my father wanted me to become, if perhaps I’d succumbed to the pull of loyalty as a stand-in for closeness.

I didn’t know much yet about being a father, but I knew I didn’t want Jed to ever feel that same absence, that same kind of ache. A song by Bruce Springsteen, one of my all-time favorite artists, hummed in my ears, a plea that the sins of the son be his own, not handed down from the prior generation, that the cycle of emotional neglect be broken. And I committed to Jed then and there that I would be present for him as much as he wished and for as long as I was around.

I gazed down at my son, just now embarking on a life-long adventure full of possibilities, and I wondered, had my father lived long enough to become a grandfather, might that have broken the spell of work, might he have at least occasionally left his corner office early to catch his grandson’s basketball games? Would he have felt excited to cheer from the stands for Jed even if he’d never shown up to cheer for his son? I smiled at the thought of my father watching Jed drain three-pointers in some imaginary dream world. And then a memory of my father bubbled up in my mind. He and I were with my mother somewhere in Colorado sitting at an outdoor table with a panoramic view of the Rocky Mountains. The cancer that eventually destroyed my father had started to manifest itself in his thinning frame and bald head. He stared out at those majestic mountains and said, “Well, I’d have done a lot of things differently if I’d known.” What did he mean by that? Did he mean he would’ve spent less time working and more time with his family? With me? Did he ultimately find his work soulless and deadening? Did he wish he hadn’t built his life around it? Is that what he meant? Is that what killed him? His work? His regret?

I didn’t know the answers to those questions then and I still don’t. But I do know this: before Jed arrived, I was on a path heading straight to that same place, a place of deep regret. And I was headed down that dark, dead-end road in the name of trying to keep my father close. But that first night with Jed started me on a different path, a path to freedom from the constraints I’d placed on myself. And as was the case at so many turns in my life, I have music to thank for showing me the way.

Looking back at that night singing “Brokedown Palace,” I realize my impromptu rendition was the manifestation of a deeply-held wish to share my passion for music with my son. But even more than that, to stake a claim to a part of myself I’d held in check my entire life, that had lain dormant as I tried to fill the hole created by my father’s absence. Singing to Jed started me on a journey toward recognizing the indispensable role music has played in sustaining me and it allowed me to begin to embrace that part of myself, to know that the hole cannot be filled by suppressing my passion, that in fact the hole is of a type that can never be filled but must instead be acknowledged, honored, and somehow, someway, transcended.

Satisfied that Jed was down for the count, I turned on the baby monitor and tiptoed to the door. My wife was standing in the hallway outside Jed’s room. “That was incredible,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. “Was that ‘Brokedown Palace’?”

I nodded and squeezed her hand. She pressed her head against my chest and hugged me close. I felt my head gently drop and come to rest on top of hers.

“He’s lucky to have you for a father.”

I tunneled my nose into her hair and breathed deeply. Hearing her refer to me as Jed’s father made me feel proud. I sensed my father passing me the paternal torch for safekeeping. And I hoped that his absence wouldn’t dim its glow.

My wife looked up at me and sighed. “That song really saved us,” she whispered as we embraced in the blissful quiet.

I smiled. Music as succor, music as sustenance—music as savior.







1
DON’T SPEAK OF IT



I was a sophomore in college when my father told me he had lung cancer. He was forty-six. I was nineteen. He broke the news during our family’s Christmas vacation. My older brother Rob and I were throwing a football on a white, crescent-shaped beach, and from under an umbrella a short distance away my father looked up from the work papers he’d been reading and called to us, “Guys, let’s take a walk.” Rising from his chaise, he carefully secured the papers under one of the chaise straps, those papers that followed him everywhere as a corporate lawyer, so light they could blow away in a faint breeze but so heavy they could cause his entire body to slump.

We set off down the beach, my father walking slowly between Rob and me, his eyes staring straight ahead. I don’t remember the exact words he used to convey that my life, and his, would no longer be recognizable to either one of us. But I distinctly remember the phrase “five years on the high end”—that found purchase in my memory. I still can’t shake it. It’s always there in moments of absence. I hear it in the backcountry, while hiking in remote, beautiful places. I heard it on my wedding day—before the ceremony as I stood alone at the end of the dock at our summer place on Long Island, closed my eyes, and breathed in the sea. I heard it as my son slept in my arms the day he was born.

I also remember pulling my baseball cap down to keep out the sunshine that was suddenly blinding me, turning everything that was, moments before, carefree—the sailboats anchored offshore, the palm trees, a tray full of umbrella drinks, the toddler dressed in a rainbow bathing suit holding a small plastic shovel—into one giant blur of nothing, a Seurat painting viewed from three inches.

And then just as suddenly, objects regained their form, lines and dimensions were reestablished. I looked at Rob. He stood straight and stiff, his jaw fixed, his eyes boring into my father’s. The football floated in the light surf at his feet, bumping into him every few seconds and receding. He looked taller than usual, but that could be because I was slouching, my body having lost some of its structural integrity, like a puppet without a puppet master.

There was a huge disconnect between what my father was saying and his demeanor. We learned they had caught it early, that he was optimistic, that he had no symptoms and was otherwise in great health. “There’s a good chance I’ll be an outlier,” he said, practically upbeat.

“I thought only smokers got lung cancer,” I said, stunned.

“Apparently not.” My father put his hand on my shoulder. “Look at me, Matt.” I’d been staring down at my feet, watching the water bury them deeper with each passing wave. I looked up and met his gaze. “You have to play the hand you’re dealt,” he said.

We walked back down the beach in silence. I shivered in the searing mid-afternoon heat. My father returned to his work papers and Rob and I retreated to our hotel room, a thatch building on stilts with a view of the ocean and a large ceiling fan that kept the mosquitoes at bay. My mother came in and asked how we were doing.

“I’m feeling okay about it,” Rob said. “Sounds like they caught it pretty early so I think he’s got a good chance of beating it. I’m not all that worried.” I couldn’t tell if Rob actually felt that way or was putting on a brave face. My mother’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if she was trying to see something in the distance.

She turned to me. “Matt, what about you?”

“I feel like I’ve been hit in the stomach,” I said.

My mother’s shoulders dropped a touch. She nodded and took my hands in hers. “It’s shocking,” she said. “Really shocking.” I thought back to when I was a small boy and would climb into my parents’ bed to play Old Maid with my mother. We had one of those jumbo card sets with the old maid pictured on her rocking chair knitting a long pink and green scarf, a Dolly Madison pendant around her neck, her glasses riding low on her nose. I remembered my mother’s laughter whenever she’d be left at the end with the old maid. “You little stinker!” she’d howl and throw her hands up in the air like it was the worst thing that could possibly happen, and then she’d laugh and laugh as she hugged me tight. I wished I could climb into that bed again, drink in my mother’s all-encompassing love, and feel I wasn’t alone.

That night after dinner, Rob and I retired to the hotel lounge, a small open-air room with a view out to the black emptiness of the ocean, and sat at the bar drinking vodka-grapefruits. Most of the other vacationers were drinking daquiris of some fruity type or other, strawberry or peach, in large bowl-shaped glasses, but this night called for stronger stuff, something without a whiff of the festive to it.

“I always knew something like this would happen,” Rob said staring out at the ocean as he swirled the ice in his highball glass. “Our lives were too good. The other shoe was always going to drop.” The comment caught me off-guard, both because I’d never pegged Rob as a philosopher type, but also because I could see his point even though I’d never thought about our family situation in that way. But yeah, now that he’d said it, it made sense. Nothing really bad had ever happened to us. Or maybe I was just grasping for some explanation—any explanation—for what was going down, even if it was some crazy mystical shit. Maybe Rob was too. “But like I told Mom, I think Pops will be okay. They caught it early,” he went on, somewhat undermining his newfound philosopher’s wisdom.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said, although I didn’t believe it.

After last call, Rob and I staggered back to our room, where Rob caught site of the complimentary bottle of Mount Gay sitting atop the mini bar. “Hate to see that bottle go to waste,” he said. “Whaddya say, Dice Man? To the beach?” “Dice man” had become Rob’s nickname for me after I developed a habit in grade school of saying “no dice” in any context that a simple “no” would’ve done.

I wasn’t much of a rum drinker. Neither was Rob as far as I knew, but like my father had said, you’ve got to play the hand you’re dealt. “Sounds good,” I replied.

As we traded the bottle back and forth, the exhausted late-night waves lapping against the beach with a gentle whoosh and me getting further and further away from myself, I remembered all the times Rob and I had gotten drunk together, my mind eventually settling on one beer-fueled night at the old Nightingale Bar on 13th and 2nd when Rob was home from college and I was a senior in high school. We’d gotten fed up with the house band’s boring fare of Steve Miller’s “The Joker” and Bob Seger’s “Old Time Rock & Roll” and started yelling for them to play “Sweet Jane” by the Velvet Underground.

Rob was a big VU fan. He played their records a ton, and the band’s fearlessly aggressive energy, their rawness, penetrated not just the wall separating our rooms but my straightlaced sensibilities. I became transfixed by Lou Reed, the prophet of New York’s dirty underbelly who told stories of a world I knew nothing about. He made this tight-assed kid from the Upper East Side feel like I’d boarded some magic, graffiti-laden subway car to an enthralling underworld of social delinquency and unleashed desire.

The band ignored us, but we kept yelling for “Sweet Jane.” We nagged the band for a full hour, calling out after every song, the way strung-out but tireless Lynyrd Skynyrd fans clamor for “Freebird.” At long last to get us to shut up, the band jokingly said they’d play “Sweet Jane,” but only if Rob and I sang it. We were just drunk enough to think they were serious. To their dismay, we jumped up onstage and staggered toward the microphone. There was an awkward pause, then the lead singer stepped back and the bewildered band played those four perfect, crystalline chords. Rob and I lurched at the microphone and had at it, with the kind of gusto only drunk teenagers can muster, our contorted, sweaty faces inches apart as we offered up what surely stands as the worst public performance of “Sweet Jane” in the song’s long and glorious history. The band cut us off after the second verse, shaking their collective head. They seemed equal parts incredulous and horrified. But we didn’t care, and hell, we even got a few wobbly high fives afterwards from the other drunks in the crowd. “I’ve taught you well,” Rob said as we left in search of a cab. “That’s the greatest song ever written.” He had—and it is.

Even though our performance at the Nightingale had been only two years earlier, on this drunken beach night it seemed of a different epoch. I wondered if all my memories and everything still to unfold in my life would forever be separated—delineated—by this day. Before or after, AD vs. BC.

Rob took a long pull on the rum bottle and handed it back to me. “We’ll be okay,” he said. “Whatever happens, you and me, we’ll be okay.”

Maybe it was the rum, or maybe it was the immutable steadfastness of the stars twinkling above me, but I almost believed him.

After Christmas break, I returned to college at Duke University. I understood that my father would be dead sooner rather than later and felt the weighty truth of the thing biding its time deep in my gut, surfacing through sudden sensations of tightness in my chest that arose unpredictably during moments of bustle and quiet, of pitch blackness and broad daylight and left me in mute incredulousness every time, prompting me to exhale deeply as if to rid my own lungs of some lurking and deadly toxicity.

Like any proud dad, my father adopted my school as his own, becoming an avid Duke basketball fan and wearing with pride all the shirts and hats I bought for him. I made it a mission to get him to Duke for a game and he actually found the time to come down one weekend that winter. Not only were we treated to a thrilling, two-point Duke win over Georgia Tech, but my father got to witness the Cameron Crazies at their clowning best, throwing twinkies at Tech’s slightly corpulent star player during warmups. Although we had physical seats in the “adult” section, we opted to stand for the entire game in the student section. I’d occasionally look over at my father and see him smiling broadly, taking in the wild and deafening scene, exchanging high-fives with some of the Crazies in celebration of a dunk or three-pointer.

As ecstatic as I was to be there with my father, as delicious as it was to drink in his unbridled joy, I still felt that darkness, understanding we’d never go to another game together, never get to do countless other things together, probably never again be as happy as we were in that moment. But I never let on to my father, never showed him my anguish. I put on a brave face, for him as well as for my mother and Rob. But the act collapsed when I was alone and contemplated my life without Pops. Like the protagonist of Cormac McCarthy’s All The Pretty Horses, I felt the fact of my father’s terminal illness enter me like another being, felt it bore down in my gut and carve for itself a deep, dark hole. For short discrete periods, and for the benefit of others, I could pretend it wasn’t there. But I couldn’t fool myself. I knew it was there and I had no reason to believe it would ever leave.

When I went home for the summer, my father’s condition was jarring—the person squirreled away in the study working still strongly resembled my father, but something of him was missing. He’d lost weight and his face was drawn. He’d begun to lose his thick, lustrous hair, his beard was fading from his face, leaving just a permanent shadow. But nobody said anything about it; we all pretended that my father’s decline wasn’t the terrifying portent it clearly was.

My mother didn’t have the luxury of ignoring the truth. In countless doctors’ offices and specialty clinics all over the country, some of the world’s lung cancer experts described to her the limited treatment options and extremely long odds. But I thought my mother needed me to be strong for her, so I kept up the act even though she was no longer watching the play.

One night that summer, I was standing out at the end of our dock when she came to join me. She was drinking a beer. She never drank beer.

“I don’t want to burden you,” she said, “but I have nobody else to burden.” The tears in her eyes reflected the moon’s light. “I think we need to start preparing ourselves.”

“I actually think he’s doing okay, all things considered,” I interrupted her. “He seems to be tolerating the treatments really well.” It was as if my mother was falling but I couldn’t hold out my arms to catch her.

“Yes, he is,” she said and looked up at the moon.

I spent the fall break of my junior year back home in New York. My father kept busy as ever, going to work every day, bringing home reading for the evenings and weekends. He was now completely bald and had bought a set of three wigs, all different lengths and thicknesses to mimic the varied stages between haircuts. I’d never thought of my father as a vain person, and so the three-wig program—the effort of it—shocked me, made me wonder how he was processing things. Not that I ever asked him.

One night after dinner, my father surprised me by suggesting we sit for a minute in the living room. It was a large room with three tall windows facing a busy New York City street. When Jed was an infant and we’d visit my mother, I’d stand him up in the sills of those living room windows and he’d point excitedly at all the yellow taxis whizzing by down below. He could spend hours in those windowsills; it was his favorite place in the world. But we’d rarely use the living room when I lived there. It was more of an entertainment space for company. Two tan, low-back sofas faced each other in the middle of the room separated by a glass coffee table. My father sat down on the sofa facing the windows and I sat on the couch opposite him

“Come sit next to me,” he said patting the space next to him. I did as he asked, easing myself down gently, as if on a waterbed I didn’t want to set in motion for fear of jostling him.

“The cancer has spread to my brain,” he said matter-of-factly. He looked straight into my eyes so I couldn’t look away. “But it’s not in an area that controls speech or other major cognitive functions, so I’m lucky. The next round of chemo should knock it out.”

Even though I never held out much hope my father would beat the cancer, the news that it had now invaded his brain—his fucking brain, that it had breached mission control—sent a jolt of electricity through my body. I felt as if a black hole was suddenly swirling around me, trying to suck me in. I put my hands down on the sofa as if to brace myself.

“When’s the next round of chemo?” I asked casually.

“Hopefully next week. It was supposed to be last week, but it’s taking a little longer for my blood count to return to normal after each treatment. The doctor says that’s a good sign, though, that it shows the chemo’s working.”

That sounded like bullshit to me, but I didn’t let on about that. Turned out it was. Still, I never asked any questions, never said anything that might reveal I knew he was dying.

My mother asked me to go with my father to that next chemotherapy treatment. She had something else she needed to do that day. “You’ll need to help him into a cab afterwards,” she told me outside his earshot. Wow, this is fucking crazy, I thought as I involuntarily closed my eyes and shook my head.

“It’s so unnecessary,” my father protested when I told him I’d go with him. “It takes all day and all I do is read. I’ll be fine.”

“I’ll read, too, Pops. Not a problem.”

And we did read, for hours, both unable to conjure any conversation that seemed remotely natural under the circumstances. We sat in a cold, windowless room that seemed more appropriate for interrogating terrorists than dispensing medical care. The room’s only discernable feature was the chemotherapy bag slowly dispensing its benevolent poison, drip by drip by drip.

“See, it’s no big deal,” my father said cheerfully in hour four, looking up briefly from his work papers. “I feel fine.”

“That’s great, Pops. Glad to hear it.” We both returned to our reading. Another three excruciating hours passed in silence. My whole life I’d wished for more time with my father, but not like this.

When the bag had finally drained and my father was disconnected from the machinery, I wheeled him to the front door of the medical building. I wasn’t allowed to roll the wheelchair into the street, so I left it at the front door and helped him to his feet. We then left to catch a cab. With each step, he became weaker. It was as if a switch had been flipped and he was flickering off. He put his arm around my shoulders as I eased him into a taxi.

“You okay?” I asked.

He responded with a barely audible grunt.

At our apartment building, I helped him out of the cab, into the lobby, and down the three steps that led to the elevator hallway. “I can get it from here,” he said.

He shuffled along, pausing every few feet to catch his breath, leaning against the wall for support and stopping halfway down the hall to sit on a couch I’d never noticed before.

When we got upstairs to the apartment, I helped him into bed, getting all the pillows positioned properly. “You need anything, Pops? Water?”

“No, I’m fine.”

I turned away. “Matt,” he whispered.

“Yes?”

“Thanks for being there today.”

My father closed his eyes and fell asleep almost instantly, his listless body completely worn out. I watched the rise and fall of his chest, unable to leave, needing to watch him breathe, as if to satisfy myself he was still alive.

As I stood there transfixed, feeling in some way as if our lifelong roles had been reversed, I remembered myself as a kid, dragging myself out of bed before dawn to troll for bluefish with my father out on Long Island. He and I would set out for Moriches Inlet in our small fishing boat, which he’d christened The Wanderer. We’d charge into the giant swells where the ocean collided with the bay, charting a course miles off the coast. Rob had a weak stomach for all modes of transportation, most of all boats, and my mother wasn’t what you’d call “outdoorsy,” so I had my father all to myself. Just the two of us. I felt important.

The sun would be blazing bright, the ocean calm with only the occasional swell causing the boat to rock side to side. I’d set two rods with umbrella rigs, metal contraptions with five wires of different lengths, each holding a lure and connected to a single point to simulate a small school of fish darting through the water.

When all the lines were in, the boat would chug through the water, the drone of the engine steady, occasionally revving at the apex of a swell and then decelerating as the boat eased back down. The drone of that engine was like the white noise of the womb, creating not just an audible barrier but a physical one that wrapped itself around me, deflecting danger, as if we weren’t bobbing on a vast ocean in a tiny piece of fiberglass, defenseless against the elements.

When it came time for lunch, usually tuna fish sandwiches with a slice of American cheese on white bread, a Welch’s grape soda for me and sparkling water for my father, we’d reel the lines in and kill the engine, the stillness, the near perfect silence, interrupted only by the sound of the swells lapping against the side of the boat and the occasional squawk of the radio.

It was in fugitive moments like this, alone with my father, no legal briefs to lure him away, staring out at the endless flat of the horizon, that I felt as if everything in the world made perfect sense, my place in it secure.

But such blissful intervals were short-lived. After a bluefish seized a lure, the spell was broken. The adrenaline rush and excitement I felt as the reel spun wildly was inevitably followed by a pit in my stomach as my father barked orders to steer the boat this way or that to keep the lines from getting tangled. Although I tried as hard as I could not to disappoint him, the lines would occasionally cross and my father would have to cut one, relegating the attached umbrella rig to a long, slow fall to the bottom of the ocean.

Once things were under control, he would pass me the rod, take the wheel, and allow me to reel in the fish. The rod arched like a giant question mark, and the resistance on the line invariably left me feeling like I was fighting a great white shark—I was always surprised when my father would plunge the net into the water and haul out a little bluefish, usually no bigger than fifteen pounds.

After the chaos of landing the fish, peace would return, the low-pitch drone of the engine once again wrapping me in its secure embrace. It was during these moments of calm that I’d look over at my father, busied behind the wheel of the boat, and feel some profound wash of connection to him, reminding me that at my core I just wanted to be with him.

I left my father lying in bed and walked down the long hallway to my room. I sat on my bed, staring ahead at nothing at all. The late afternoon light filtering through the Venetian blinds eventually gave way to blackness. The jackhammers that seemed always to be at work in the courtyard below my window, re-making a space no one visited, eventually went quiet.

I got up from my bed and walked back down the hallway to check on my father. As I approached his room, I heard a sound vaguely familiar but so out of context I didn’t immediately understand what it was: my father retching in the bathroom, then the inevitable surge plunging into the toilet.

I didn’t know whether to offer help or leave him alone. I stood in the hallway, paralyzed for what seemed like several minutes, then turned back.

There was nothing I could do to help him.

Even as my father continued to waste away, even as I had to cover him in pillows to protect him from our thirty-pound Wheaton terrier Rosie who would jump up on the bed to kiss him, even as he gasped his last breaths with an oxygen tube shoved up his nose, he and I never spoke of the possibility of his dying. Only once did I hear him mention his feelings about his illness. It was after the cancer had taken a firm hold and he’d become extremely frail, his clothes hanging off him like they belonged to some fairy tale giant. My father was sitting at the kitchen table with my mother who was arguing with him about something, probably his constant working. Yet this time my father, who my whole life had calmly withstood my mother’s verbal slings and arrows about his workaholic ways, finally snapped. He stood up from the table, barely able to muster the strength to push back the chair in a pathetic attempt to add dramatic flair and said in a voice that was weak but laced with venom, “Well, you may not have to worry about that much longer.”

He shuffled out of the kitchen, leaving my mother and me in stunned silence. It was the cruelest thing I ever heard him say. It was also the only time I heard him acknowledge he might die, the only hint he ever gave of his own desperation. He always said his strategy was like the one he employed defending corporations from hostile takeovers: extend the fight until something else positive happens. I was never convinced, but I believed he was certain he’d beat it. Until that moment.

I’d like to say that I went over to my mother and gave her a hug, that I assured her, “Pops doesn’t really think you’ll be happier when he dies.” But I didn’t. I retreated to my room, put on my headphones, and cued up “Dark Star” by the Grateful Dead.

“Dark Star” is an intricate maze of a song—clocking in at over twenty minutes—with countless sonic cul-de-sacs where you can hunker down and hide, blind alleys of distortion and fuzz and faraway choral keys and piercing trills and mind-bending reverb and joyfully pulsating bass riffs and soul-quenching quietude and metallic, grinding guitar stabs, all ferociously pursuing some sacred core of mindful presence, with Jerry Garcia’s blazing guitar notes draped over simple drum brushes, the absence of a popping snare drum leaving the music groundless, spiraling away to oblivion.

Why in that moment was I drawn to “Dark Star”? I think it was probably related to my being an anxious flyer. The slightest turbulence leaves me clutching the armrests as I wait for the oxygen masks to drop, convinced I’m about to die. And when things get really bad, when the pilot asks the flight attendants to please suspend beverage service and take their seats, I put on my headphones and take refuge in “Dark Star.” I can shut everything down while listening to that song and luxuriate in a peaceful calm, even amidst the unnatural gyrations of an airplane in seeming freefall and panicked fantasies of my imminent death.

Witnessing my father surrender to the reality of his actual imminent death unconsciously catapulted me towards “Dark Star.” I felt like this time I was in fact falling through the sky. Nothing made sense. What the fuck’s a dark star anyway? Aren’t stars the brightest objects in the known universe? I lay down on my bed, closed my eyes, and drank in the omniscience of Jerry’s sweet, soulful voice, “Reason tatters, the forces tear loose from the axis.”







2
PRESENCE OF AN ABSENCE



One of the best things about visiting my dad in his skyscraper office on Park Avenue was riding in the high-speed elevator. It was like being an astronaut in a rocket ship, the way that thing took off, my ears popping all the way to the forty-eighth floor.

When the ride was over, I’d stumble out of the elevator, feeling a little woozy from it, and also like I’d arrived on a different planet, one made of dark wood and glass doors, inhabited by men in dark suits and brightly colored ties, all of them wearing glasses, their noses deep in shuffling papers as they marched down long hallways zombie-like. It was so quiet in there, the only sound being the electronic beep-beep of telephone lines ringing at the receptionist’s desk. I’d feel my stomach get all tight, look down at my white sneakers that weren’t that white anymore, and wonder if I should maybe take off. But the receptionist would always spy me standing there all still.

“Hello, sweetie, can I help you?”

“Um, I’m here to see my dad,” I’d whisper, not wanting to break the quiet of the place.

“Who’s your father, sweetie?”

That question always confused me some—it’d take me a second or two to figure out how to answer it. “Um, Mister Fogelson,” I’d finally say, the words sounding strange and somehow wrong.

“Okay, I’ll let Ruth know.”

Ruth was my dad’s long-time secretary. She’d take me through the maze of the forty-eighth floor to my dad’s corner office. “Matthew, darling, look at you, you’ve gotten so big,” she’d say to me. “You want to make a quick pit stop in the kitchen?”

The answer to that question was always yes. The kitchen area of my dad’s office was like something out of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. It had anything a kid could want. Refrigerators filled with sodas, cabinets filled with M&Ms and other candy. All free for the taking. No permission or money needed. Wow, I thought, I can’t wait to get a job! There were Welch’s grape sodas in the fridge, which were my favorite, but I’d grab a Schweppes ginger ale since ginger ale seemed more like what you were supposed to drink in an office. I’d also take a packet of peanut M&M’s and a Twix bar to save for later.

Ruth would lead me through corridor after corridor, past the xerox room and law library, finally leaving me in front of my dad’s office with those strange words, “Mr. Fogelson,” engraved in silver on the closed door. Ruth would knock and open the door all in the same motion, not waiting for permission to enter—like I did when I knocked on his study door at home. My dad would be talking on the phone, his back to the door, staring out the glass wall behind his desk.

“I can wait out here until he’s off the phone,” I’d tell Ruth.

“Don’t be silly, darling. Your father wouldn’t want you standing in the hallway. Anyway, it could be a while, so you might as well get comfortable.”

When he noticed the door open, my dad would turn around, smile, and wave me in. I’d take a seat on his large leather couch and listen to him on the phone. He’d be saying nonsense words, words like “equity financing,” “fiduciary,” “illiquidity,” “proxy,” “undercapitalization,” and “poison pill.” It was all pretty boring, except the poison pill bit—that sounded sort of cool, like maybe my dad was involved in some type of shadowy Dungeons & Dragons situation. When I got bored enough, I’d stand up and walk over to one of the two glass walls, put my face up against it and stare down at the street below. The people looked like ants from so high up and the yellow taxis looked like the matchbox cars my mom would buy me at the stationery store on Madison and 76th when I was really small.

When I got bored with staring down at the street, I’d sit back down on the couch, rip open the packet of peanut M&Ms and check out the magazines my dad kept on his coffee table. A couple had pictures of him on the cover, with headlines saying something about M&A transactions—whatever those were—and my dad being the future leader of the legal profession. That’s pretty cool, I thought. Not as cool as being on the cover of Sports Illustrated, but still, pretty cool.

Eventually my dad would finish his call and turn to me.

“I’m not so sure about eating candy right before lunch,” he’d say. “But since you’ve got them open already, how about some for your old man?” I’d hand over a few and he’d give me a wink.

“So where do you want to go for lunch?”

My answer was always the same: “How about Brew Burger?” I liked Brew Burger because they had red vinyl-covered stools up at the counter that swung all the way around like tops. My dad would let me take a spin or two before telling me to knock it off and look at the menu. Not that I needed to look at the menu. I always ordered the same thing: a cheeseburger and vanilla milkshake. The cheese came out all liquid-y, like it wasn’t even cheese. I loved that. Eventually my dad stopped taking me to Brew Burger. He said his doctor told him eating burgers and milkshakes wasn’t good for him. Something about cholesterol. So we’d go to Oscar’s, a restaurant in this fancy hotel, the Waldorf-Astoria it was called, which I didn’t like nearly as much. It had white tablecloths, no fancy spinning stools, and the menu was written in a foreign language—escargots, tartare, confit. Plus, a lot of my dad’s law partners seemed to go there for lunch. He was always introducing me to people at Oscar’s, which required me to make eye contact with them. I hated that.

“Brew Burger it is, then,” my dad would say. “Let’s get out of here.” But then his phone would always seem to ring at least once more and he’d race to answer it, even if we’d made it into the hallway. Or one of his law partners would stop in just as we were leaving and ask him a question and then sit down for ten minutes, the two of them exchanging more nonsense words. I didn’t really mind, though, since I figured it gave me permission to go ahead and eat my Twix bar.

When we finally made it over to that high-speed elevator, I’d jump up just as it began descending, the floor falling out beneath me like the Freefall ride at the Great Adventure amusement park in New Jersey. My dad would shoot me a stern look if somebody else was in the elevator, but he never told me I had to stop doing it.

Meeting my dad at his office for lunch was the best. He seemed happy and relaxed at his office, always smiling and in a good mood. When he was home, my mom was always yelling at him, taking out her frustration at his working all the time and leaving her alone with Rob and me. Even when he wasn’t home, she’d be yelling at him—over the phone. “Tell them to give the work to Bob Kramer!” she’d scream when my dad said he couldn’t make it home for dinner. “He sits around all day doing nothing!” Mr. Kramer was one of my dad’s law partners—my dad introduced me to him a few times at the office. He always seemed plenty busy to me, but maybe my mom knew different. She seemed real sure about it, anyway.

So yeah, my dad worked lots, which was kind of a bummer, but that’s because he was an important lawyer and important lawyers work a ton. My mom said that when Rob was born, she and my dad hired a baby nurse who told my mom she didn’t believe my dad was staying so late at the office every night, that he was probably visiting a friend after work. “Go ahead and call his office,” the nurse told my mom once at one in the morning. My mom did and of course my dad picked up on the first ring. “Well, I’ll be,” said the nurse. But I wasn’t surprised to hear it. His work was super critical—not that I knew what it was exactly.

I worried a lot that my dad would get sick of my mom always yelling at him and just take off. Some of my friends’ dads had done that. “Can’t you just let him be?” I’d ask my mom. “It’s not like he wants to work until midnight every night.” But I’d also try to get my dad to spend more time with us since that seemed like the other way to solve the problem. I often did this thing where instead of giving my dad birthday cards, I’d write him poems. When I was ten years old, I wrote him one for his thirty-eighth birthday which included this verse:


Jim: let me give it to you straight

You can’t keep working so late

Your wife and children get annoyed

And when Phylis gets mad it’s terribly bad



Pretty good, I’d have to say. Although I now see that “annoyed” doesn’t rhyme with anything. Not sure what I was thinking there.

My poem two years later for his fortieth birthday, which I called “Advice for Old Age,” was much better—everything rhymes in this one:


In your profession

You’ve always been the best

But now that you’re forty

Try to get some more rest

Don’t work from the rising to the setting of the sun

For now that you’re forty, there are other things to do that are fun

Spend more time with your wife and sons

Let’s go to some Yankees games, how about in the tons?

So here’s wishing you

A happy birthday

And maybe you’ll consider

Some of the things that I say



I really nailed it with that one! Going to Yankees games “in the tons”? Hilarious! We didn’t end up going to that many games, though, maybe once a year or something.

When I was at sleepaway camp for the summer, I’d write to my parents each week—the counselors forced us to, which sucked. I mean, who wants to spend their time out of school writing letters? Anyhow, my letters home when I was ten all ended the same way, with a note to my dad, like this one, “Pops: I hope work is going okay and you take it easy now and then. Sometimes you work too hard (almost always). Oh, and please send the latest Sports Illustrated.”

One day after school when I was eleven years old, I heard this song “Cat’s in the Cradle” on the radio. It was by some guy named Harry Chapin and I liked it so much I went over to Crazy Eddie on Third Avenue and bought the 45. It came in a gold paper sleeve which was pretty cool. The song is about a father and son who don’t spend much time together because the father’s too busy for the son when the son is a kid and then the son’s too busy for the old man when he becomes an adult. The son wants to be just like his father when he grows up and that’s basically what happens, which is sad because they don’t see each other so much but also kind of cool since he got to be like his dad. It’s a great song, although the part about the son blowing off his dad when he grows up didn’t make much sense to me—I was pretty sure I’d want to see my dad lots when I grew up, want him to play with my kids and stuff. Whatever. It’s still a great song.

I played “Cat’s in the Cradle” a lot. Sometimes if my dad was around, I’d play it a little extra loud, hoping he’d hear it and like in that old Pied Piper story, magically come outside and follow me to Central Park to throw the football. But it never worked. Usually he’d just tell me to turn it down.

One weekend when Rob and I were really little, it was snowing like crazy and my dad said he’d take us sledding in the park later that day. But he never came out of his study where he worked on the weekends. It really screwed Rob and me when he’d spend all weekend in there because that’s where the TV was, so we couldn’t watch football or anything. Anyway, my mom went in after lunch to make sure he was still planning to take us sledding. When we saw her open
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