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THIS KIND OF MAN

Stories

SEAN MURPHY

praise for THIS KIND OF MAN

This Kind of Man, a suite of dramatic monologues and meditations, seems to pick up where Raymond Carver left off: anatomizing all the ways that American masculinity finds itself adrift, with a special thought for the women in the same lifeboat. Murphy sees how we live so plainly and clearly that, in the best possible way, it hurts.

—Louis Bayard, author of The Pale Blue Eye

The stories in Sean Murphy’s extraordinary collection This Kind of Man are swift, sharp, sometimes harsh, often sad, but so absolutely, transcendentally honest that the final effect is thrilling, a form of liberation. I know of no other eulogy for the post-war American male that so deftly captures the mingled love and anger of fathers and sons.

—Robert Anthony Siegel, author of Criminals: My Family’s Life on Both Sides of the Law

In This Kind of Man, Sean Murphy excavates the complicated, tender, wild truth of what it is to be a man across generations and relationships. His wistful, funny, precise honesty lights up the page and helps the reader see the complexity of the filter of maleness. An insightful and necessary book. 


—Karen E. Bender, author of Refund, Finalist 2015 National Book Award



With its refreshing vulnerability, frankness, and insights, This Kind of Man fills a void in our literary landscape by artfully capturing both the tender and tormented sides of masculinity. Sean Murphy’s courageous stories do what groundbreaking literature should do—simultaneously comfort and disturb its readers. This is an important, indispensable read for our times. 


—Whitney Collins, author of Big Bad and Ricky & Other Love Stories


Twenty-first-century manhood is a minefield – a terrain riddled with hidden dangers. A wrong word, a long-held grudge, even a mistimed joke can easily end in disaster. Traversing such explosive territory requires tremendous skill, a bucketful of courage, and no small amount of humor. Sean Murphy’s This Kind of Man has all three, in spades.  

—David McGlynn, author of One Day You’ll Thank Me: Lessons from an Unexpected Fatherhood

This Kind of Man examines the moving target of modern masculinity and asks, from multiple angles, What is a man? The discourse around this question has been shockingly absent from the literary landscape, whether due to a lack of bravery or a certain paralysis that accompanies such an inquiry. Yet Murphy dives in head-first, offering stories that explore marriage, fatherhood, aggression, alcoholism, gender expectations, generational backlash, and more with nuance, humor, and an abundance of truth. His prose thrillingly invites us to think deeply. Instead of hiding from what it means to be a man today, he gives us a broad canvas from which to take in the answers, plural, to this essential question.

—Cheryl Della Pietra, author of Gonzo Girl  

From yearnings never expressed by “strong and silent” types to competitive father/son relationships, veteran misogynists and burgeoning incels, Murphy’s new collection looks straight at the worst traits of the white American male with a view to the future where these men can do better, be better, think beyond themselves. A timely, gripping read by a courageous writer.

—Courtney Maum, author of The Year of the Horses 
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in him broods already a taste for mindless violence. All history present in that visage, the child the father of the man. 

—Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian
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He lacked the wisdom, and the only way for him to get it was to buy it with Youth; and when wisdom was his, Youth would have been spent in buying it. 

—Jack London (“A Piece of Steak”)
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She didn’t understand how men could do those things. What things? he asked, and she said, The things men do. Then he nodded. Oh, he said, those things. 

—Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried
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Here in this darkness

I know what I’ve done:

I know all at once who I am. 

—Steely Dan, “Don’t Take Me Alive”

For Mark Seferian:

oldest friend, ideal reader, unwavering ally
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The Letter My Father Never Wrote Me
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Listen, son, you have to understand: Everything was different, and everything’s the same. That’s the secret of life. It takes most people their entire lives to learn it. Most people never do. Actually, it isn’t the secret of life, it’s the secret to dealing with the fact we’ll never understand anything. My advice is simple: Don’t worry about it. When it’s all over, either everything will be explained to us, or nothing happens at all. Either way, we’re covered.

We smoked in movie theaters when I was growing up. You can’t do that now. For one thing, no one smokes; for another, no one goes to movies anymore.  Can you imagine the sissies of your generation smoking on an airplane? Can you imagine a new mother, today, if somebody lit up next to her? Did you know lawsuits used to be a last resort? Can you imagine eating red meat at least once a day? Can you imagine not counting the number of cocktails you had each week because no one kept count? Can you imagine a world where nobody exercised but no one was fat? Can you imagine a world where you had to marry certain types of women before you could have sex with them? Can you imagine when getting in a fight meant using your fists and not typing words onto a screen? Can you imagine life without insect repellant? Can you imagine a world where there was no such thing as therapy or depression (unless you were rich, and it ran in the family), and if you couldn’t handle reality, they put you in an institution? Have you figured out that shame keeps people in line more than any laws ever could? Do you think a car in need of fuel ever complained that gasoline didn’t taste good?

Do you understand what I’m saying?

Can you believe we used to eat bologna and processed cheese, and white bread wasn’t an adjective, or a political statement? Did you know we didn’t know what irony was? Did you know that not being able to change your oil, or fix a flat tire, or repair a leaky faucet meant you couldn’t call yourself a man? Can you call yourself a man? Did you know no one used to be gay? But if you wore cologne you were a queer? Can you imagine that armpit sweat and ring around the collar weren’t embarrassing, but badges of honor? Do you understand that if skin cancer is the price you pay for not wearing sunscreen, then so be it? Can you imagine a world where people didn’t like, let alone trust, color TV? Did you know newspapers used to be delivered in the afternoon? Can you believe professional athletes in the ‘50s had to get second jobs to make ends meet? Did you realize there was no such thing as endangered species? Can you picture a world where priests were more respected than actors? Do you realize there’s never been any accountability, for anything? Do you understand that’s why people need to believe in God?

Have you figured out that knowing everything doesn’t mean anything?

Did you know wearing a tie to the office was not optional? Or that we used to be able to describe our jobs in one or two words? (By the way, rich people have always been assholes—get over it.) Could you ever see yourself listening to nine innings on a radio? Listening to a radio at all? Can you imagine a world where you canned food instead of freezing it? Did you know we used to enjoy when movies had happy endings? Did you know that dogs, just like the people who owned them, used to die because there was no money or options to prolong their lives? Can you believe people used to turn their underwear inside out to use them a second time? Do you think all those fuckers on Wall Street got spanked as kids, or did they get put in “time out”? Did you know the underclass used to go to college for free because it was called the military? Did you know I learned more from kicking someone’s ass than I ever learned in school? Did you know I learned more from getting my ass kicked than anything else? Have you ever had your ass kicked? (We know you’ve never kicked anyone’s ass.)

Do you understand what a toll it takes loving things you don’t believe or even want?

Do you understand if fathers talked about everything the way everyone always wants them to, wives, and children, and friends might like them more, but would never respect them? Are you aware this is the sacrifice required when you become a father? Do you know that we figured out how to be fathers, and husbands, and employees after we already had skin in the game? Do you understand this is why we despise your generation? Do you realize it’s why we pity you, too?

Can we agree, finally, that if I’ve done my job as a man, as a father, I won’t have to tell you any of these things?
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This Kind of Man
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The ground beef has been mixed with two eggs, salted, and shaped. My hands thoroughly scrubbed with soap and water, I’m ready for action. Next step is going to the grocery store for the rest of the ingredients.

What kind of man does this?

A man with a lot of time to kill.

My wife was like most women. She would ensure she had everything she needed before preparing a meal. But even before our second child was born, she’d already cooked enough dinners to lose all fondness for the routine. Food became another chore—fuel which fed a family; another task to accomplish with as little effort as possible. The more time it required meant less time to do anything else, and something else always needed to be done. The bathrooms wouldn’t clean themselves; the dishes wouldn’t put themselves away; the carpets wouldn’t miraculously get vacuumed.

If I didn’t comprehend all this then, I do now.

I could and, according to my daughter, should, just hire a cleaning service. It’s only me, though, and the house remains pretty manageable, at least compared to the days when four of us were living in it. I tell her I can handle things; that this isn’t about the money. And it isn’t. The truth is, I have too much of what my wife always wanted more of: time.

My wife considered it an unforgivable lapse of discipline if she had to make separate trips to the store in a single week. Her shopping lists were legendary, almost scientific equations, precise and unerring. Years of trial and error led to an exact awareness of how much milk, bread, toilet paper, and detergent our family used. We seldom had extra supplies but never seemed to run out of anything. I can’t recall ever needing a razor, or a Q-tip, or a tissue. There’s a sort of method there anyone might emulate. Not especially organized when we first got married, my wife became an expert at efficiency. Housewives from our generation learned how to balance budgets and resources in ways that should embarrass the clowns in today’s government.

When my wife got sick, I learned how to cook. I hated it. Prepared food or frozen meals were fine with me. Maybe I was busy doing other things (by that point I was doing everything), or simply took no pleasure in eating. It’s difficult to enjoy familiar flavors when you live with someone who can hardly recall what they taste like. When they’ve reached the point where all the machinery keeping them alive has turned them into a machine. My wife once told me she envied my morning bowel movements, something I never imagined hearing one person say to another. 

I was a terrible cook, like most men from my generation. It should have been easier, following a formula for consistent results. Nevertheless, it took longer than I’d like to acknowledge, becoming comfortable in my own kitchen. Then again, I couldn’t have become an accountant the same day I learned to add and subtract. Anything done with some degree of competence involves practice, and a great deal of failure.

I’m not sure if I enjoy cooking now so much as I appreciate overseeing a process from start to finish. My son makes a good living, but he’d save a lot more if he didn’t eat out or order-in for every meal. In fairness, I would have done the same if I’d never settled down. 

I’d explain this to him if we still spoke, but he’ll figure it out, eventually. 

Or maybe he won’t have to. We shouldn’t wish for our children to be exactly like us, especially when it entails making the same mistakes. 

What kind of man doesn’t speak to his son?

A man whose son won’t speak to him.

I used to spend weeks with difficult clients, doing everything possible to convince them and still occasionally lose the account. When I cook, I know exactly what I need, the precise time, materials, and effort expected. If we were able to know what was expected of us, what we should expect, I reckon most people would be perfectly content.

My wife and I always joked about how I would die first. Which of my friends, I’d ask, will be the one who flirts with you? Which ones would you consider going on a date with? Would you ever remarry? What on earth would you do with all the extra time? I never admitted it, but it was that last question that caused me the most distress. That was the one I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer to.

What kind of man worries his wife will be at peace when he’s gone?

Any man who is honest, I say. 

Women from my generation are capable of losing sleep over one simple question: How will my husband manage, living alone? Men worry that, after so much time spent serving and fretting over us, our wives would relish an autonomy they’re unaccustomed to. Perhaps even regret the wasted years, the missed opportunities, etc.

Thank God for religion. Without its mechanisms of control, our hospitals would become retirement homes for chronic alcoholics. Our streets would be overrun with once highly functioning husbands who can’t do anything other than work, sleep, eat, and sometimes screw. It’s safe to say, if not for religion—and the self-regulating shame it imparts—my own mother would have been there too, once I was out of the picture. Religion, money, and viable options: Without the first and with either of the following two, how many wives would stick it out? 

I know there must have been times my wife saw greener grass on the other side of our marriage, and I can’t blame her too much. However, if she had followed through, she wouldn’t have had a partner by her side when for better turned to worse. 

Or maybe she would have. Maybe she would never have gotten cancer at all. We always figured I’d be the first to go.

Losing your wife tends to complicate your feelings about the afterlife. If it’s there, she’s there, and someday, God willing, I’ll be there, too. 

But so will everyone else. That means God—not to mention countless strangers—will know everything. They’ll have seen all the fights, the times I wouldn’t speak to her, all the lies (mostly small ones), that one time at the Christmas party that I was too drunk to remember exactly what happened anyway, etc. Her parents will have seen the way their grandson and son-in-law squared off in the garage, just after their daughter’s funeral; the day my son finally felt he had the right to pop off about how miserable I made his mother, as if he was the one wiping stains off the bathroom floor, or double-washing sheets soaked with sweat and puke, or keeping track of the meds, or driving to another appointment, or sitting alone in the waiting room bracing for bad news— it’s always bad news no matter what you think you’re prepared to hear.

What kind of man would trade places with his dying wife?

Well, it’s complicated.

No sane person would want to suffer like that. It’s difficult enough dealing with disease from a mostly safe distance. Still, once it became obvious how our story was going to end, I won’t say I didn’t envy her a little.

We don’t get to see our own funerals. We never know what everyone will say, what they really think of us. And unless there’s some type of eternity, we never will. Unless we die first, unless we have the type of death that attracts a crowd. You expect sympathy, but it’s the ones who show up that tell you everything you need to know. I couldn’t believe the people who came to say goodbye, not just the viewings, but those last few days. People we hadn’t seen in years, people I had frankly forgotten about, people I know would never have come to see me. 

Who will come to see me? I can count on my daughter, even though she lives in a separate time zone. I don’t think my son will even be there to see me buried, but he’ll have to live with that, just like I did, not attending my father’s funeral. I’m pretty much at peace with it.

Of course, I was relieved so many people showed up for my wife. I know it meant a great deal to her. It provided proof she was loved, that her life mattered. Most of us won’t get that same opportunity. And if we do, we might not like what we discover.

Even when her bones hurt, she worried about me. My bones hurt when I breathe, she said. And she still told me she worried about me. Mostly, she reminded me everything would be okay, that I deserved a break after this ordeal, that I’d enjoy my space, that we’d never have to fight over the remote control anymore, that kind of crap. But she really did worry. Her concern was the one thing, besides her pain, that I remember most clearly about those last weeks.

Although I saw her give birth, and breastfeed, and get up in the night with sick kids, and make bag lunches, and wash dirty underwear, and maintain every important relationship, and send out birthday cards to relatives, and put everyone she loved before herself, even as she lay dying, it wasn’t until then that I finally understood the real difference between husbands and wives, fathers and mothers, men and women.

What kind of man doesn’t have some regrets?

A man who has tried his best, whatever that means. 

A man who owns what he’s done, whatever that is. I know I was there when it mattered most, and my wife said it meant everything. But did that make up for all the other things? The wasted opportunities, the forgotten slights, the countless times I could have told her something sweet, the times I made her cry, the days and nights I wasn’t there?

The only promise I ever cared about keeping was the one I made to myself when I swore I wouldn’t be like my old man.

I saw him do things, and say things, and mostly not say things, but I don’t think he ever entertained a moment of doubt. He checked all the boxes men of his time were supposed to: When he wasn’t working, he was sleeping, or in church, or building something, or repairing something else. He was the only man I’ve known who didn’t appear to have an imagination. I don’t think he ever envisioned anything other than what he expected to happen. I couldn’t forgive him for this, and now I’d give anything to experience what that feels like. Especially if there’s no afterlife. If it all ends, what’s the point of all this wasted thought? All this useless energy convincing ourselves that anything matters...

What kind of man will the neighbors, or paramedics, or whoever find, when someone finally finds him—as though he simply fell asleep on the same couch he’d slept on during so many forgettable TV shows, in the same suit he hadn’t worn since his wife’s funeral, an emptied bottle of pills he’d stolen from the hospice nurse and hidden away, without a note, or phone call, or farewell, a half-made meatloaf on the counter, some kind of signal or surrender?

A man who hopes he’s not around to ask or have to answer any further questions.
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I am not my father’s son.

This is what my old man would tell me, throughout my childhood, when I disappointed him. In hindsight, and in fairness to us both, it wasn’t that often, but when I was growing up it seemed like he was saying this, or some variation of it, constantly.

“I don’t even know where you came from,” he’d sigh, holding another report card like it was a dead rodent. I had no trouble with English and History—the sissy subjects—but was hopeless at Math and Science—the real subjects. This was a personal affront to his sensibilities.

“I should sue the hospital for malpractice,” he’d say, shaking his head. “They gave me the dumb one by mistake.”

“There is no way you’re mine,” he’d insist, especially when it came to anything sports related. Tough love was the only love. I was a half-decent soccer player and could usually hit my weight in baseball, but who can’t in grade school?

My mother was also culpable, only able to provide him one child, defying his designs as well as his Catholic aspirations. Given one or two more opportunities, the better-looking, left-brained reincarnation of the varsity wrestler he’d once been would have at least been conceivable.

When they got divorced, he won custody. This was exceedingly rare in those days. I imagine it was a fairly acrimonious trial because after it they never spoke, as far as I know. It’s not like she disappeared so much as she did a do-over: remarried within a year and relocated to the other side of the country. 

It was easy to blame him for her absence, and I often did, once I came to understand other kids had something I didn’t. Eventually I realized, he, too, was deprived; he never remarried, and on a couple of occasions he mentioned that he still loved my mother. She left him with a son and that was it, just the two of us, no mediators or distractions. We both seemed to assume, if not accept, we’d spend the rest of our lives figuring one another out.

***
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My father needed to compete.

That may sound extreme, or trite, but the vitality he conjured from competing was a force that kept him alive. In a sense, his life was an extended competition: He watched his old man battle the absence of employment as their family stared down poverty. Later, he was the first of five siblings to attend college, made possible through scholarships and loans. If these early obstacles forged the resilience that made him a successful businessman, they also provided the perennial chip, slung over both shoulders, which pitted him against the world.

He had a heart murmur—which I was not aware of until later in my own life. It was detected in childhood, so the specter of premature death colored his outlook before it had any business being there. It became a condition he kept at bay by simply beating it; ignoring it, each day a victory that prevented it from beating him. Moreover, he mocked the condition by the lifestyle he chose: He made himself tough.

This carried over into all aspects of his existence, at work or at play. I grew up watching the Red Sox with him, a pathology that only augmented the household tension; each game would dictate his mood. This is not to say he’d necessarily be in good spirits if they won, but if they lost? It was best not to be in his vicinity. He had to vent, to take his frustration out on something, and I was made a target by simply being there. As always, sports and being in control were the things that drove him to distraction, and the only things that could restore him. It was not unusual for neighbors to see him out in our driveway after 10 p.m. shooting baskets, his own brand of therapy.

***
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As far back as I can remember, my father and I were competing.

I was branded with competitiveness like a steer, and whenever I’d compete, that ugly scar became visible. No one likes a poor sport, and God knows I was as poor of a sport as they come. Of course, the only thing worse than losing was dealing with my old man when I lost. So, in a sense I was always competing with him.

Paternal neglect was never an issue for me. My pops was at every game, every practice. He even watched from inside the house, pacing and chain-smoking, when I kicked the ball in the yard.

He was there when I scored my first soccer goal. I was seven years old, and after the game he took me to 7-Eleven and bought me a large Slurpee, announcing to everyone in the store that his son was a winner.

The next week my team lost the game two-to-one; I didn’t score our goal. In fact, I blew my chance at being a hero by kicking a last-minute penalty shot right into the goalkeeper’s arms. My father didn’t say a word as I walked off the field, and he wouldn’t look at me as we drove home. I stared out the window, shaking with my effort to hold back tears. I never cried in front of him, it only made everything worse. He seemed to sense my distress and pulled up to 7-Eleven.

“Wait in the car,” he said.

He returned with a large Slurpee in his hand and set it down on the dashboard in front of me. When I happily reached out, he grabbed it and looked at me like I’d just broken a window.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

I looked at him in confusion.

“You’ll get a Slurpee when you deserve one,” he said, placing the cup back on the dashboard. “Just stare at it and think about why you lost.”

Even though I successfully held back the tears until we got home, he still won, as always.  I practiced penalty kicks for the rest of the afternoon.

***
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I became a good athlete as I grew older.

Before I was ten, I already played on travel soccer and basketball teams. I swam every day in the summer, and every winter morning my old man would awaken me at 5 a.m. to swim laps before school.

Anytime I had a chance to succeed was an opportunity to see my father happy, so I was at once driven and selfish. I was not particularly well-liked by my teammates, but winning was more important than camaraderie. 

One memory—the only constant aside from his presence at every athletic event—is the annual bike ride we’d take each summer vacation. We always spent the last week of August at Martha’s Vineyard, which was at that time still a best-kept secret of sorts. The highlight of each trip was when we rented bicycles and ferried over to Chappaquiddick, the neighboring island. To this day it’s still mostly known as the place Ted Kennedy ruined his chance to be president.

Those bike rides were typically a respite, a peaceful farewell to summer. They were the calm highlights of each vacation, until the year I turned thirteen and initiated a new tradition.

We were about a mile from the ferry and, out of nowhere, I challenged him to a race. Without a sound he was five yards ahead of me, peddling like a lunatic. He beat me by about ten seconds and near the end, when I realized I had no chance to win, I began coasting, pretending to have lost interest. He taunted me the entire ferry ride back.

“Maybe next year, boy,” he said. Each time he laughed I fantasized throwing him overboard.

He beat me the next year, and he beat me badly. I never could figure it out. I was convinced I could bike circles around him, just like I knew I was a better basketball player. But for some reason, whenever I was out there with him, I moved in slow motion.

As we each grew older, I came to understand my father had his own reasons for wanting to win. By beating me he could maintain the ideal father-son equilibrium: I was still young enough to remain in his shadow, and he was still young enough to keep me there. No son truly grows up until he grows out of his old man’s shadow.

It wasn’t until I turned seventeen that I finally beat him.

It was an overcast day, and we said practically nothing to each other as we rode around. Over the years, even the novelty of our pre-race ride dissipated. I scarcely admired the scenery as I once did; now I concentrated on pacing myself, focusing on the road directly in front of me. I noticed the pebbles and beach





[image: ]























[image: ]








[image: ]
















[image: ]




[image: ]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
This
Kind
of Man

STORIES





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





