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			For Stretch

		

	
		
		
			The ultimate mark of power may be its invisibility; the ultimate challenge, the exposition of its roots.

				—Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History

				If a New World were discovered now, would we be able to see it? Would we know how to rid our minds of all the images we have become accustomed to associate with the expectation of a world different from our own…in order to grasp the real difference that would be presented to our gaze?

				— Italo Calvino, “How New the New World Was,” from Collection of Sand
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			An Introduction

			Rt. 66

			By some concoction of sugar, nicotine, prescription painkillers, rancor, and cocaine, my father, Gregory Pardlo, Sr., began killing himself after my parents separated in 2007. He measured his health and lifestyle against his will to live, and determined he had ten years left in the tank. Though he did “fuck up and live past sixty-five,” as he was afraid he might, he was only a year over budget. He lived his last years like a child with a handful of tokens at an arcade near closing time. Those tokens included: access to credit, the patience and generosity of his family and friends, and any saleable assets (including, possibly, the titanium urn that contained his mother’s ashes, mysteriously missing from the one-bedroom Las Vegas apartment where he chose to fizzle out). These resources had to be exhausted. He didn’t want to endure penury, but neither would he ever “leave money on the table,” as he often put it.

			He died without leaving a will or naming beneficiaries. My brother, Robbie, and I agreed to have him cremated. No medical school would have taken him, and I didn’t even entertain the idea of a casket. Robbie traveled from Willingboro, New Jersey, to Vegas to claim the body. My father had retired as a union representative for the American Train Dispatchers Association (ATDA), but without a will, my mother had to negotiate unfamiliar bureaucracies even to claim the two-thousand-dollar grievance pay the ATDA provided to cover his funeral. My father left an assortment of defaulted mortgages, overdrawn bank accounts, and maxed-out credit cards; the remaining balance on a luxury sports car he had all but totaled; and a five-figure debt to the taxman.

			
			He died May 12, 2016, as I was working on the final drafts of this book. Writing the book gave me an excuse to talk to him. Each time I interviewed him by phone from my house in Brooklyn, I was prepared for that to have been the last time we spoke. Yet even with all my psychic and emotional preparation for his death, it was a poignant exercise to have to comb through these pages and change verb forms from present tense to past.

			Robbie initially believed—sincerely, I suspect—that our father died of a broken heart. Robbie’s story of our dad’s death and life is very different from mine. I’m ten years older. I have a bigger file on our parents. Our mother and father were kids when they had me in 1968. They were twenty-one and nineteen, respectively. In the heyday before 1981, before my father lost his job as an air traffic controller in the infamous strike that ended with Ronald Reagan firing thirteen thousand federal employees, my parents’ spirits were high. They wanted a second child—so much so that after miscarrying one who’d already entered the family imagination as “Heather,” they succeeded in having Robbie. Robbie was born in 1979. We were a boomtown under a single roof. The father I imprinted on was infinitely capable and resourceful and, as far as my child’s-eye view could tell, had the world on a leash. Robbie knew a less idealistic, chastened version of our father, by then a man who was resigned to having been blackballed from the career that defined him. By the time Robbie outgrew the hypoallergenic cloth diapers that were delivered to our house once a month, Dad was, if only for lack of alternatives, more involved in domestic life.

			
			The father I grew up with still resented the competing demands of an unplanned offspring. I was the mistake that he felt he was nobly taking responsibility for, and I was thus made to suffer the flexing of Big Greg’s narcissism in all its demonstrative and petty renditions. I don’t mean this in a self-pitying way. Whereas he wanted from me a show of gratitude, I studied him. He interpreted my scrutiny as insubordination. This made our lives adversarial. Robbie, at least symbolically, was a comfort to him. I was a threat. I was my father’s rival, and he was mine. This may sound wildly self-important, but this is the prerogative—my father would agree—of the one who has outlived the other.

			There is a picture of me in my mother’s arms on my first birthday. Voodoo child, star child, love child. My first birthday was a Monday, Lunes, day of the moon. It was the day my mother turned twenty-two. Every year, the same tired joke: Happy Birthday! I’d grin, empty-handed and pitiful. I was the gift, the reminder of what she gave of herself, to herself, that she must tow through the cosmos in a contrapuntal orbit. I have always belonged to her, through the infinite umbilicus of fate, a Taoist Return to my origins revealed in this annual eclipse, November 24, the shared anniversary of our births. What grief, what blemished self-image did she need to bury that she would risk an accidental pregnancy with a man as superficial as my father? Yet my guilt over being the unexpected orange detour arrow of her life elevated me in importance over my father’s fleeting diversions. Good and bad, I was beyond evaluation, the fulcrum of every story she might devise to tell of her life.

			
			My parents’ marriage collapsed like a shoddy circus tent on the evening we held the launch party for my first book of poems. The Creative Writers House at New York University, where I’d completed my master of fine arts degree in poetry, hosted the party. It was the fall of 2007. My father was a jealous man for his wife’s attention, the success of others, and the attention of the crowd. This was the kind of crowd he coveted most: my old classmates, colleagues, and writer friends. If I’d only asked him to make a toast that night at the launch party, he might have been in better spirits. If he’d felt acknowledged, he might still be alive. That’s a wild leap, I know, but thoughts like this cross my mind.

			Before the party ended, he picked a fight with my mother. After he drove her two hours down the turnpike to our hometown of Willingboro, dropped her off at her father Bob’s house, and told her not to come home, she discovered that he had taken her house keys from her purse. According to my mother, he wouldn’t say what had provoked him or why he was upset. But I know he was throwing a tantrum over having been ignored at the book party. He was acting out. A true diva will not be upstaged.

			In April 2015, days after it was announced that I’d won the Pulitzer Prize for my second book of poems, I still hadn’t heard from my dad. Most of our communication was via text message, because he would get winded and need to rest after a few minutes of talking. I wanted to know if the news had reached him. He texted back, “When a Roman general conquered a town, Caesar would send a slave to ride alongside the general in the victory parade, and remind the general that he was only human.”

			
			The last time I saw him was in August 2015, at the party my mother threw at a hotel in Marlton, New Jersey, to celebrate the prize. I was surprised he made it all the way from Las Vegas to Marlton. What a wreck he had become physically; during our rare phone conversations, he complained about the multiplying failures of his body. He couldn’t walk five feet without losing his breath, so he’d often sit near exits where he could get out easily to have a smoke. He’d lost half his right leg to diabetes, refusing to give up the junk foods he equated with his dignity. He was incontinent. It took a herculean effort for him to “be there” in both the emotional and physical senses, an effort you’d think was motivated by pride in his son’s achievement. But I knew, as perhaps only a son can know, that I was the opening act. My father loved me, and was indeed proud of me in his complicated way, but he came to Marlton for the crowd.

			He came with his motorized chair and his life-extending contraptions to give his final performance. He looked glorious, the old bull, in his matching suede jacket and pants. Determined, he ditched the chair and stood on his prosthesis, no doubt imagining himself in the mode of some hard-bitten pirate declaiming from the quarterdeck. He gave a speech that congratulated me by commemorating his own place in history, situated generationally, as he explained, between “two titans”: his father and me. We were the giants standing on his shoulders.

			
			My father didn’t suffer from humility. He thought it was a deceitful affect. He favored potential over humility, and believed that showing the latter prevents indulging the former. Potential is a promissory note always worth more, not more than, just more. With humility, what you see is what you get. My druthers lie somewhere between, and this book studies that overlap. Can one aspire to Saint Augustine’s humility? When I got sober and began working the steps, I got stuck on the one that says, “Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.” This book is my Step Four. That I have failed is evident in my digressions and indulgences, but the eight remaining steps are full of promise.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One
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			The Up-to-Daters Club

			My mother’s father, Bob, leveraged a career with the federal government to support his interests in art, science, and business, all of which he pursued quixotically, as if he’d been born into the oak and ivy security of old money. I wish I could imagine him triumphing over racial discrimination, and heeding only the command of his ambition as stories of black exceptionalism would have it. Strictly speaking, Bob was not a lone master of his fate when he left Philadelphia for the Civil Aeronautics Administration training center in Oklahoma City in 1951, the year he started out as a fledgling head of household. He was no superhero. His story is most unremarkable, especially set against the social and political backdrop of the time. Indeed, when I consider how unexceptional my grandfather was, I appreciate his unique virtues all the better.

			I don’t want to diminish Bob’s accomplishments, but it is worth pointing out that before President Woodrow Wilson made segregation the law of the land, federal jobs supported many middle-class black families. For sure, there was plenty of discrimination in the public and private sectors, but according to “Negro Employment in the Federal Government,” a 1945 article in Phylon: The Clark Atlanta University Review of Race and Culture, blacks held “positions such as Register of the Treasury, Assistant Postmaster General, Recorder of Deeds, and numerous positions in the consular and diplomatic services” before President Wilson’s policy backlash. The article’s authors report that “by 1912 there were over 19,000 jobs held by Negroes in the Federal Service.” I think about the impact those jobs would have had on the lives of multiplying generations if they had been allowed to mature into pensions, home ownership, and college degrees. This may have been what Southern Democrats feared when they started demanding resignations from blacks in white-collar positions, and restricting them to “custodial and janitorial service.”

			
			Inflaming racial distrust to obscure fears of competition, the Navy Department was the first to make black employees sit behind screens so that their white colleagues would not have to see them. Under President Wilson, federal appointing officers repurposed the “rule of three” to justify not hiring qualified black applicants. According to the Phylon article, the rule of three “permit[ted] the appointing officer administrative discretion to select one of the three highest eligible but not necessarily the highest….This rule permitted the arbitrary passing over of any Negro who stood highest on a list of eligibles.” The authors concluded, “It soon came to pass that practically no Negro had a chance for appointment to a clerical position no matter how high a grade he obtained in the Civil Service examination.”

			When the Harvard educated businessman Monroe Trotter and other civil rights leaders called on Wilson at the White House in 1914 to ask him to help stanch the segregationist fervor, Wilson claimed he had never been spoken to so disrespectfully. He threw Trotter and his delegation out of the Oval Office and defended segregation as being in “the best interest of both races.”* The “Red Summer” of 1919 saw unprecedented bloodshed and lawless attacks on black Americans aspiring to the middle class. Wilson left office in 1921.

			
			After more than twenty years of deepening racial division, in 1941, under pressure from Eleanor Roosevelt, A. Philip Randolph, and other civil rights activists, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt established the Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) to curb racial discrimination in hiring for all “war-related work” of federal agencies and contractors. The FEPC—an early iteration of affirmative action in a history of similar legislative efforts—was reviled by the segregationists, and quickly dismantled after Roosevelt’s death. The committee’s work, at least, made it possible for President Harry Truman to integrate the armed forces in 1948. Bob joined the federal payroll in this climate of intense racial adversity.

			In 1946, the expanding Civil Aeronautics Administration Standardization Center relocated from Houston to Oklahoma City. The CAA, precursor to the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), set up shop using leftover wartime equipment and surplus Quonset huts salvaged from the War Assets Administration. Increasingly consumer-friendly, aviation was a vital engine of commerce and postwar prosperity, and the CAA was responsible for bringing order to the unregulated industry. Oklahoma was a curious choice for the CAA because of that state’s aviation history. Twenty-five years earlier in Tulsa, some three hundred people were killed in what was likely the first aerial attack on American soil.

			
			In 1921 Tulsa, a black teenager accused of raping a white female elevator operator in a busy hotel lobby was apprehended and jailed. Less-than-objective news of his crime spread quickly to all but ensure that the prisoner would be dragged from his cell that night, as was common practice at the time, hung from a tree, and set fire to. Empowered black residents hoped to prevent such a miscarriage of justice by guarding the jail to make sure the accused lived long enough to stand trial. The mob would not be stayed. Before long, people were shooting and screaming and running for cover.

			Tulsa was rivaled in prosperity only by Oklahoma City. Its oil barons could afford, combined, a fleet of private planes, which were scrambled for service in what history would recall as the Tulsa Race Riot of 1921. These private planes were used to drop sticks of dynamite and burning balls of turpentine on the homes and businesses of black Tulsans, the wealthiest African American community in the nation. Buck Colbert Franklin, Tulsa lawyer and father of historian John Hope Franklin, described the aftermath: “the planes—now a dozen or more in number—still hummed and darted here and there with the agility of natural birds of the air.”
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			In 1951, my grandfather Bob—his wife and friends called him “Shorty”—flew to Oklahoma for training as a radio technician. At the time, he lived with his wife and their toddler, my mother, in his parents’ Philadelphia row house. He’d been working as a stock clerk in an electronics supply store when he took the civil service exam that qualified him for this federal training program.

			It was the first time the twenty-five-year-old had traveled beyond the Delaware Valley. When the Douglas DC-3 dragged its tail across Will Rogers Field toward the terminal in Oklahoma City, Bob and Kenneth, the two young black men from Philadelphia admitted to the program, noticed a commotion on the runway. Squeezing their faces into the oval porthole they shared, they made out pulsing cherry tops on police cruisers, and wondered aloud whether there had been an accident on the airstrip.

			
			Bob would not have known about Oklahoma’s aviation history. Even if it had been taught in schools, he hadn’t seen a classroom since his father forced him to drop out in the tenth grade. Bob’s father, Robert G. Parham, Sr., we called him “Rob-Pop,” believed public school would not shield Bob from having to “sweep the white man’s floors” for a living, and that public school would, in fact, only be an expedient for a life of such service. Bob and Rob-Pop shared a hobby as ham radio operators. The sixteen-year-old Bob picked up odd jobs at radio repair shops throughout Philadelphia. In exchange for his labor—ironically, for “sweeping the white man’s floors”—Bob got to learn how electronics worked. He crisscrossed the city several times a day to get to these proto–unpaid internships.

			Working in two different shops, he solicited lessons whenever possible. The skilled workmen found Bob a quick enough study that in time they relied on him to ease their workloads in addition to keeping the floors clean. Bob leveraged their reliance on him to negotiate an hourly wage. Someone mentioned that an electronics store downtown on Market Street needed a stock clerk, and he gave notice at both repair shops. He spent two years working at the store on Market Street, identifying and teasing out the functions of electronic parts throughout the stockroom until a regular customer told him about the civil service exam advertised in The Philadelphia Inquirer. Bob had already taught himself Morse code, a skill that helped him pass the exam.

			
			Kenneth, unlike Bob, came from a religious home. Proud enough to avoid any racial confrontation that would reveal his second-class condition, he often reminded Bob—like a caddy with a scorecard side-mouthing prudent advice into a golfer’s ear—how much liberty they were permitted in the company of white folks. Kenneth had a high school diploma, a virtual pedigree compared to Bob, and had been tutored in electrical engineering by an idealistic teacher. Bob and Kenneth couldn’t have been less alike, but combined they posed a singular threat to the racial order in Oklahoma.

			A crowd was gathered on the tarmac. There were pressmen and photographers filling out the crowd, which seemed to grow agitated as the plane approached. A group of policemen stood apart. Maybe there was a celebrity on the plane, Bob and Kenneth wondered. Workers rolled the gangway out to meet the aircraft. Bob and Kenneth didn’t realize what the cause of the fuss was even after the sheriff approached them at the bottom of the gangway—somewhat aggressively, they felt. The sheriff’s pearl-handled revolvers glinted sharply on each hip. Bob heard the shutter click of cameras as the big man announced, “I guess you know you’re in the South now, boys.”

			Bob hadn’t thought of Oklahoma as being in the South, but hearing the sheriff put it this way, he could see how that might be the case. The two men from Philadelphia were loaded into the backseat of one police vehicle while their suitcases were loaded into another. It occurred to them that they were the celebrities.

			The mini-motorcade ferried Bob and Kenneth away from the terminal, the crowd, and the cameras. The sheriff’s deputies delivered the two men to the one rooming house in town that would accept “colored” guests: the local brothel. Here, the proprietor confirmed that Bob and Kenneth did indeed have some local renown. Their admission to the academy had been announced in the paper. They were not the first Negroes to attend the academy, but they were the first of skilled rank, and as such were rare enough to be newsworthy. In the week before classes began, however, Bob discovered he would hold that dubious honor alone. Kenneth booked a flight back to Philadelphia after he discovered that their only accommodations would be in a house of ill repute.

			
			Bob, meanwhile, had to adjust to the brutish imperatives of segregation legible over doorways and water fountains throughout Oklahoma City, and intuit the enigmatic social codes that seemed to frame even the most mundane interactions. At first, he smiled at people, made eye contact, and said hello as if he were just any other neighbor. Disgust was not an uncommon response.

			While he acclimated, he searched for more domestic accommodations, and eventually met, through the YWCA, Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins. The Hawkinses were the proprietors of a dinner club on the outskirts of the city. The Up-to-Daters Club was on the “chitlin’ circuit,” and because there were few venues of its kind in Oklahoma City, many popular black entertainers of the day performed there. The Hawkinses took Bob in as a boarder and let him earn extra cash waiting tables at the club on weekends. Of the numerous marquee-name entertainers to appear there, Bob would remember the young Ray Charles most fondly for having taught Bob his first blues chords on the piano.

			
			The Up-to-Daters Club was a segregated club—meaning blacks only, as whites-only clubs were not considered segregated. But the club was popular among whites who found the atmosphere in mainstream establishments less inspiring. Bob was surprised to find the sheriff who had met him and Kenneth at the airport among the regular customers. The gregarious and foul-mouthed sheriff often entertained large tables of his deputies, their wives, and guests of the police force. Oklahoma was a dry state, so Bob had to negotiate layers of irony and contradiction as he served the white lawmen illegal spirits in this segregated nightclub. The Up-to-Daters Club in 1951 was also where Bob, as he told me, “learned to drink.”
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			As the only black person on the facility, his days were marked by routine humiliation. Buses were shunned by all who could afford alternatives. And Bob, dressed like a Beat poet in black sport jacket and skinny black tie, was forced to the ass-end of these rolling asylums, prohibited from riding in the more comfortable seats at the front of the bus. Lunchtime presented medieval challenges, as there was only one mess hall, and Bob was not allowed to eat there. Neither was he allowed to bring food into any of the classrooms. A Jewish classmate, at considerable risk, smuggled food to Bob through the loading bay of the kitchen, where Bob ate his lunch each day on the wooden stairs in the shade of an awning.

			The dirt road from the classroom to the mess hall led past households whose breadwinners were the caretakers and groundskeepers of the training facility and the airport at large. These families were white, and by lunchtime their children, released from school, filled the street with mischief and sport. Bob, more infamous than ever now for having dared to complete his training, forded this wind-scored path each day, trailed by kids who nettled him like deer flies, calling him nigger and kicking the red earth at his pant legs. The children’s mothers looked on in amusement as they absently pinned sheets of laundry to lines in their front yards.

			
			Bob was responsible for the maintenance and development of landing systems, systems capable of guiding aircraft in zero-visibility weather conditions. The machines he worked on communicated through radio signals that aircrafts would tune in to so precisely that they would practically carry the plane landward. After training, Bob was assigned to a municipal airport in Millville, New Jersey, where he lived with his family until my mother was eight. Bob claimed a large section of their bathroom to outfit as a radio station. My mother remembers Bob letting her announce his call sign, “W3QBP,” over the airwaves.

			The junior Parhams moved back to the city when Bob was promoted first to Northeast Philadelphia Airport, then to Philadelphia International. Their new home on Widener Place announced its prestige with a detached garage and its position at the end of the block of row homes. The full basement allowed Bob to build a more professional studio for his radio equipment. His enthusiasm extended to the family car, which sported a whip antenna that strained skyward like the arm of a kid with the answers to all the teacher’s questions.

			Perhaps feeling nostalgic for the Up-to-Daters Club, Bob outfitted the new basement with a bandstand, too. My grandmother Sarah complained that Bob was grudging with grocery money while his musical inventory in the basement grew to include a piano, a church organ, an upright bass, drums, guitars, assorted horns, and one accordion. Bob continued to study the piano, and soon the basement on Widener Place had a reputation as a jazz laboratory and hangout for the black artist community.
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			Bob loved his children, but he was impatient with bourgeois life. There was something Gaugin-like about his ambition. Once he retired, he left his wife and family to satisfy whatever urges he had put on hold for the previous twenty years. My grandfather died April 13, 2013, before it occurred to me to give him the chance to determine how his story would be interpreted, arguably more important than the story itself. I didn’t ask what drove him. He never forgave his father for making him drop out of high school, and his relentless curiosity proved it. He’d told me that Rob-Pop had literary ambitions, and that he himself flirted with writing, too, but I didn’t know how serious either had been.

			After Bob died, I found among the love letters and photographs from his various girlfriends several poems, stories, and plays he’d written. The poems were sentimental and antiquated in style, but the prose was socially conscious and showed the influence of the burgeoning Black Arts Movement. The all-night jam sessions on Widener Place had attracted writers and actors as well as musicians. Bob befriended fellow Philadelphians Ed Bernard, who would later play Detective Joe Styles on the television series Police Woman, and Charles Fuller, the future Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright of A Soldier’s Play. Bob once answered an open call downtown to audition for the lead role in a new television series that seemed custom-made for him. He performed well enough at the audition to earn an invitation to Los Angeles for screen testing. Whether his daughters talked him out of making the trip to LA or out of pride he decided that a sitcom was beneath his artistic ambitions, Bob declined the invitation, and the role of George Jefferson in The Jeffersons went to rival Philadelphia actor Sherman Hemsley.

			
			Bob landed the role of Othello at the McCarter Theatre in Princeton. Rather than commute from Philadelphia, he rented a room from George Warfield, professor of physics and engineering at Princeton University and, eventually, lifelong friend and mentor. Professor Warfield’s influence drew Bob back to science and engineering, and after his run in the theater, Bob started, among other businesses, a janitorial service cleaning offices at the university. He met other members of the faculty, and soon reprised his earliest role as shop intern, picking the brains of all who would indulge his interest.

			Years later, in 1989, he won a contract earmarked for minority-owned businesses, his most successful venture yet. Amtrak had sent out a request for proposals to develop computer code that would analyze data from terminals installed along train tracks. Bob’s company employed his youngest daughter, Robin, and his old friends, programmers from Princeton University. Earnings from this company allowed him to buy a little neighborhood bar in Merchantville, New Jersey. The Serengeti Café & Jazz Club had a bandstand with piano, upright bass, and drums. The club was lucky to break even most months, but that was kind of the point. It brought the family together. Among his three daughters, sons-in-law, and grandkids, most of us worked at the club in some capacity at one time or another. Every Thursday night, and weekends when we couldn’t afford a headline quartet, Bob played piano with the house trio, a rhythm section that welcomed musicians from across the Philadelphia area to sit in with them. For the decade that the club survived, it was legendary for jam sessions that lasted long into the night.

		

		
			*  “President Resents Negro’s Criticism,” New York Times, November 13, 1914.

		

	
		
		
			
			Student Union

			Doctors tried to halt the infection at his ankle, but my father had ignored the rot for too long. He needed pruning all the way up to the knee, and lost much of his right leg to diabetes. Sitting as close to upright as he could manage in the folding bed at Our Lady of Lourdes in Camden, he dragged on an electronic cigarette, which he’d made me smuggle in for him from the Wawa on Haddon Avenue on my way to the hospital. It was strangely rejuvenating, buying cigarettes for my father again the way I had as a kid. He “lit” the thing and a tiny diode where the ember should be pulsed like a blip on a radar screen, as if to echo his weak vitals.

			“You know Paddy Chayefsky,” my father asked. “Wrote a movie called The Hospital? Well, you’d like him.” He released the vapor with relish. “The way you get the nursing staff to leave you alone? Press the call button. Guaranteed at least ten minutes of undisturbed smoking if I press it.” This was one of the lessons he’d taken from Chayefsky and applied to his current circumstances. He took pride in being able to project movie plots onto his life, and he believed deeply in the verity of plot contrivances sanctioned by the big screen.

			
			All the reminders of mortality around us put me in something of a clerical mood. I pried into the facts and milestones of my father’s life, no longer afraid of him cutting me off or sending me out of the room. Greg Sr. got kicked out of Central High School in Philadelphia for truancy in 1965, and enrolled instead at the sprawling regional, Germantown High. He told me that was where he became president of Germantown High’s first Black Student Union. I’d learned at a young age to adjust for the self-aggrandizement in my father’s narratives. Problem was, so much of the way I interpret the world has come from the way he interprets it. I let him ramble.

			My father told me that his ambitions for the Black Student Union had been in no way altruistic. He wanted to master the master’s tools. Period. He wanted to show that he could, I guess—and he wanted to be seen doing it. He was more interested in the aesthetics of protest than in the real-world impact of changing social structures. As a teenager, my father led his band of protesters to sit-ins, be-ins, drum circles, and community centers. They appeared on the public broadcast station, WHYY, he claims, and also on the neoclassical steps of school buildings. Did they constitute the voice of a community? Did they actually represent anyone’s interests beyond their own?

			The Black Student Union of Germantown High acquired a reputation for being “well-mannered” and “articulate” when, during a fateful school board meeting in the auditorium of Leeds Junior High, my father first responded to the words that became for him a rallying cry, a call to duty: “Young man,” someone asked, “would you care to say a few words?”

			I imagine parents and administrators at school board meetings typically groaned and rolled their eyes at groups of young African American toughs, arms folded, in the aisles of auditoriums wearing black turtlenecks under dark explosive topiaries of hair. But, after word got around of the speech my father gave that night at Leeds, the young radicals from Germantown High became welcome guests at such meetings. Committees began inviting my father’s group to serve as a preemptive buffer against less “mannered” groups of activists. Other groups would arrive at a school board meeting prepared to disrupt its proceedings only to fall silent upon recognizing my father among the white men seated behind the microphones.
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			Central High School opened in 1838. It is the nation’s second-oldest continually operating public high school, and it remains among the highest-performing public schools in the state of Pennsylvania. My grandfather Samuel Pardlo, Jr., graduated from this elite institution in 1939. He expected my father to replicate the rare achievement, which, he maintained, should have been easier for my father in the 1960s, given significant advances in race relations. My father responded to this pressure with a defensive machismo ill-suited for the classroom. He feared the vulnerability and the humility that the learning process, undertaken in earnest, requires.

			Once, when he was nine, my father took a walk through a park with Sam. I have a black-and-white photograph of the two of them, which I associate with this story even though, in the photograph, my father and grandfather are standing in the front yard of the family house in Willow Grove, Pennsylvania, about twenty minutes outside of Philly. In the photograph they are wearing what might be matching suits, but Sam, I know, wouldn’t have gone for anything so cutesy. My dad’s head is tilted at a playful angle, his mouth open as though he’s in the middle of a song or telling Sam something amusing. Sam is expressionless, the disparity between their faces proving Sam’s impatience. I set the still image in motion and watch as my grandfather brings his open hand up against the back of my father’s head, smacking the shit out of the boy. The few times he retold this story, my father emphasized, strenuously, the lesson my grandfather was imparting: that, with life being so unpredictable, you must always be on guard. No time for idle chatter. Still, I read my dad closely for signs of what must have unfolded after the shutter clicked on the photograph, the moment the smile was wiped from his face. The lesson could not have made sense to a boy that age. My father’s subsequent refusal to make himself vulnerable to authority figures rendered a classical education like the one offered at Central untenable.

			
			The final exam for his AP philosophy class at Central helped him
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