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My grandfather Bernard grew up secure in a small, country Missouri family that, while not rich, had always had enough to eat. His early life was happy as an only child, and he loved his parents with a natural and unstated devotion. He wasn’t afraid of hard work and knew the importance of honesty, traits he assimilated from his parents. His father had a small dairy farm and regularly bartered with neighbors to meet his family’s needs. They got a milking machine when Bernard was little, which instantly fascinated him. As he grew older, he wanted to learn about more machines, so his father took him to other farms and, when he was ten, to the World’s Fair in St. Louis. The Palace of Machinery enthralled him, and his fascination turned into a lifelong captivation with how things worked. He read everything he could about machines and prodded his father to buy a cream separator. When he was twelve, he spent the summer at his uncle’s wheat farm in Iowa and learned how the steam engine powered the threshing machine. By the time he became a teenager, he fancied himself a budding machinist. His fascination had turned into skill, and his future looked bright.

After high school, he moved to St. Louis to find work in the city’s burgeoning machine shop industry. He eventually apprenticed as a machinist and was then hired by a small machine tool company on the city’s south side. A few years later, he married Gertude, a pretty department store clerk who was also an only child from the country. He saved diligently and a few years later bought a small house, with a plan to start a family as soon as possible. They both wanted two children, and maybe a third if there was enough money. They were optimistic and hopeful and imagined their future with the dreams that drive all young couples just starting out in life. But then the Depression hit.

Just like many other skilled workers, Bernard lost his job. When he went to the few machine shops in the city that hadn’t closed, all he saw were signs on the windows that said, “No Work, Don’t Apply.” Yet he still went out every day in search of work, anything that would bring home some money. As he walked the streets, he thought about routine and discipline, other traits that he had absorbed from his parents. That is what keeps life orderly, he thought. He knew he would eventually find some type of work, if only he just kept trying. His faith in himself had not been shaken. But as the months went on, he still hadn’t found full-time work. Although he was able to get occasional day labor jobs, it was a constant struggle to make ends meet.

They came within days of losing their house, only to be saved by a large loan from a distant cousin of Gertude’s. Even though the money came from family, it didn’t feel right. It wasn’t like the bartering that his father had done on the farm: he had only met the cousin once and, more importantly, there was nothing Bernard could offer in return. He could never forget how uncomfortable he felt when the loan was offered.

Cousin Fred had come to the house for Sunday dinner, and he wondered why Gertrude had invited him. She had only met him on family reunions and had never talked about him much. He didn’t even know if she liked him. When Fred offered the loan, Bernard politely thanked him but declined. But Getrude interjected and forcefully contradicted him. She looked like a junior diplomat who had suddenly overruled her superior as he was about to miss a crucial opportunity for agreement.

Although this stung him, he swallowed his pride and accepted it. Yet he knew it might be years—if ever—before he could pay it back. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he had just taken a handout. Yet he was secretly grateful that the future he had envisioned with Gertrude was not lost.

Bernard’s self-confidence began to crater after that night. He had allowed his wife to take control of their household, and he never again felt quite like the man he thought he was. When he compared himself to his dad, he winced in shame. His dad had never accepted handouts.

My father, Paul, was born on the late afternoon of Friday, August 28, 1931. His birth seemed like a miracle, as my grandparents had been trying to conceive ever since they’d gotten married four years earlier. At first, the wonder of a new baby and the adjustments to their daily routine allowed Bernard and Gertrude to forget about how hard they struggled. Although hardship was never far from their minds, neither spoke much about it. Paul was a sign that a good, regular job was just around the corner and, with it, a return to normal.

Ever since he could remember, Paul idolized his father. Whenever he looked into his eyes, his emerging sense of identity was confirmed. That’s who I am, he thought. They would go to the nearby park, and Bernard would watch Paul run around, climb trees, and bounce on the seesaw with the other children. In the spring, his dad would point out the different species of birds as they migrated north, and in the summer they would eat ice cream bought from sidewalk vendors to cool off. Just before Halloween, he would carefully watch his dad as he carved the family pumpkin on the front porch. When they knew his mother was out of sight, his dad secretly gave him the knife, and he made a few furtive cuts himself.

Paul loved playing with alphabet blocks, having discovered them at a neighborhood child’s house. The big wooden blocks with colorful letters in an elegant font gave him hours of delight. He and his playmate would stack them high in piles and then knock them down and shout, “Boom!” Soon they spelled out words with them; at first simple, short ones, and later longer ones.

He desperately wanted a set for himself, but his parents couldn’t afford it. When he was three, he decided to ask Santa Claus for them. On the Friday after Thanksgiving, he told his parents his wish. Then every day afterward, he thought about how he would play with them once Santa had come.

When he awoke early Christmas morning, he bolted down the stairs and into the living room where the tree was. After spotting his parents sitting on the couch, he quickly looked at the tree and saw lots of small boxes covered with manila wrapping paper and tied with green ribbons. One had an envelope addressed to him resting on it. He looked back at his parents, who smiled and said nearly simultaneously, “Merry Christmas, Paul!”

He smiled back but didn’t speak. Then he rushed to the box with the envelope on it.

“Paul, there is a card in that one. You should open that first,” his mother said.

The card had a picture of Santa Claus with a bag of toys, stooped over to give a boy a stuffed bear. The boy was smiling and putting out his hand to reach for it. It said, “A Merry Christmas.”

“I think you will be pleased with Santa this year,” his mother said.

He was confused and wondered whether he was he getting a stuffed bear. But the box seemed too small for one. And what were in the rest of the boxes? He stopped worrying, stuffed his fingers underneath the box, quickly found the green ribbon, and snapped it off.

His mother said, “Now Paul, slow down. If you untie the—”

He ignored her. With a few hard tugs and some wiggling, the ribbon and wrapping paper was off. The present was what he had wished for: a big wooden block. It had the letter A on it and looked just like the ones his playmate had. He grabbed the block, smiled, and said, “Thank you, Santa!”

He attacked the rest of the presents in the same way until small piles of torn wrapping paper and scattered ribbons covered the living room floor. Each letter was neatly lined up alphabetically in a long row. After unwrapping the letter J, he noticed that there were only three boxes left. Since there were more than three letters left in the alphabet, he wondered where the rest of them were.

He didn’t let his confusion stop him from unwrapping the rest of the boxes, and soon he had finished lining up his letters. He looked over to his parents and in a halting voice, he asked, “Di-di-did Santa br-br-bri-ing anything else?”

His mother replied, “Remember Paul, slow down and enunciate your words. And no, he didn’t. He brought you half of the alphabet because you were a good boy this year. Now, you can ask Santa next year for the other half. And if you are good, then next Christmas, Santa will bring the other half.”

He looked at his father, who said, “Santa has been very generous to you this year. You should be grateful.”

He felt a sudden sharp pain in his stomach and lowered his head. His friend had a full set of blocks. Why would Santa only give him half? Had he done something wrong? He couldn’t think of anything.

“Now Paul, good Lutheran children shouldn’t be ungrateful. You can play with your blocks for a little while until church,” his mother declared.

After his parents disappeared into the kitchen, he gazed at the blocks. He wanted to spell all the words he knew, but he couldn’t. As tears trickled down his cheeks, he thought about the past. Had he done something wrong but forgotten about it? Then he remembered a summertime dinner when his mother had sent him to his room because he refused to eat his broccoli. After a while, he had come out and seen his parents eating apple pie, his favorite desert. When he asked for a slice, his mother had said icily, “Desert is only for people who eat all of their dinner.” He had then run back into his room, slammed the door and flung himself on his bed in a rage.

Ever since then, he had always eaten everything on his plate. He even forced himself to eat beets, which almost made him gag. Could that one rebellion be the reason he got only half of the alphabet? If it was, then he would have to vigilantly watch his conduct next year in order to get the rest of the letters. He was determined to be better next year. He beamed as he realized that he had half of the alphabet; what words could he make with the letters that he had? Better, he thought. That was what he would strive to be next year.

He reached for the B and put it beside him. Next, he saw the E and placed it next to the B. He looked around the floor, but couldn’t find the T. Then he realized his blunder; of course there was no T. There were no more letters after M. He couldn’t spell BETTER because of what he had done. His face turned red, and he started pounding the floor with his right foot and stuttering, “I can’t spell be-be-better because I am ba-ba-bad.” Worried that his parents would hear him, he stopped and waited to hear if his outburst had been detected. There was no noise coming from the kitchen, so he was safe. But rage still rushed through him, and he clenched his fists so tight that his wrists hurt. He wanted to pick up every block and, one by one, hurl them against the Christmas tree. He hated what Santa had done and wanted nothing more to do with Christmas.

Adrenaline pumped through him, and he fiendishly smiled and went into action. He grabbed the E and shoved it across the floor. Then he grabbed the A, and placed it where the E had been. Next he picked up the D, curled his fingers, and it fell into the palm of his hand. He closed his eyes and clenched and unclenched his hand several times before reopening his eyes. With a devilish grin, he placed it after the A. He had spelled BAD. Yeah, that’s what he must really be. Why else would he only get a partial present? And what did his dad mean, he should be grateful? That he hadn’t behaved worse?

Then he heard his parents’ voices and decided to put on his mask. He would appear to be grateful and play the role of the loving son. His father came back into the living room and put a record on the phonograph: Bach’s Christmas Oratorio. The flutes, trumpets, and strings filled the room with a joyous sound. He saw his father smiling, which made him feel better. Yet as they sat and listened to the music together, he still couldn’t help thinking about his Christmas present.

Another bond between Paul and his father was baseball, a sport Bernard had loved ever since he was a young boy. One of the earliest stories he told his son was the time he was born: thirty minutes after the Cardinals had beaten the Pirates on a walk-off homerun in a late-summer game in that magical 1931 season. His birth had propelled the Cardinals to finish off the year with nineteen wins and then defeat the As at home in the seventh game of the World Series. Bernard believed that none of that would have happened if Paul hadn’t come into the world. Those late-summer and early-autumn days had been etched into Bernard’s memory and passed on to Paul.

When Paul was five, Bernard bought him a baseball glove, which immediately became his most treasured possession. They spent hours together at the park, as he learned to throw the ball with increasing control, speed, and confidence. Across from the park was a baseball field, and when a game was played there, they watched as Bernard patiently explained the rules to his son. While he didn’t understand everything, Paul loved having his father’s attention. Afterward, Gertrude would have lunch or dinner waiting, and they would all eat together. It was in those moments when Paul felt most like he was part of a family.

Paul loved the basement in his house because it was large and private, a place where he could safely dive deep into his imagination. In the winter, he pretended to play baseball, imagining himself as Stan Musial. He would ball up his wrists, place one atop the other, and then shove them back and up toward his shoulders, as if he were going to bat. After a few swings, he would pretend to hit a ball and then dart forward across the long, empty concrete floor with all the joy of youthful fantasy. In his mind, all the fans in a packed Sportsman’s Park would be cheering for him. Sometimes he would be down there for hours before his mom called him up for dinner.

Occasionally, his dad would join him, and they would daydream baseball scenarios together. His dad would play the role of the hometown radio announcer, enthusiastically describing the miraculous hit by his son that won the game for the Cardinals. His dad made him the hero, and Paul remembered how that felt whenever he saw him.

Paul also liked to play with his favorite toy truck in the basement. He would roll it across the floor as fast as he could and then let it go. With all the open space, the truck would go far before crashing into the wall. Sometimes his father would play too, each one taking turns to see who would make the loudest thud when it crashed. Those times were magical, father and son as gently competing thrill seekers.

One day when he was headed down the basement stairs to play with his truck, he heard moaning coming from below. He froze, looked down the stairs, and saw his father sitting in a wooden chair in the corner. He was hunched over with his hands covering his eyes, whimpering. It was the first time he had seen his father cry, and it frightened him. He rushed down, looked at his dad, and said, “Daddy, why are you crying?”

His father continued to cry.

Hesitantly, he walked a few steps toward him and repeated his question, this time more fearful. His father kept his head down and still said nothing. So Paul walked closer, and was now straight in front of him.

His father slowly lifted his head and looked up at his son. His eyes were bloodshot, and tears streamed down his cheeks.

Paul said, “Daddy, are you sick?”

His father replied, “I’m sorry, Son. I’m so sorry.”

Now Paul was terrified. He said, “What’s wrong, Daddy? What’s wrong? Shall I get Mommy?”

When Paul heard the upstairs door to the basement creak open and footsteps on the stairs, he felt a rush of hope: his mom was coming. Soon everything would be all right. When his mother arrived, she stood directly in front of her husband and unleashed a diatribe. “What are you doing, Bernard? Stop crying! Stop feeling sorry for yourself! You’re not the only person out of work!”

Things had gone from bad to worse. This wasn’t what he expected from his mother, and it confused him. Something was wrong with his dad, so why was she yelling at him? His sympathy overwhelmed him, and he opened up his arms and rushed toward his father. Gertrude turned toward him, extended her arm, and blocked his embrace. She looked directly in his eyes and said harshly, “No, Paul. Stay away.”

Then she turned back to her husband and said, “Did you even try to find a job today? I bet you didn’t. You probably just sat on a bench in the park, felt sorry for yourself, and waited until Paul got home from school. Just like you did yesterday and the day before and the day before that. Why are you so weak?”

In this moment, Paul felt everything was wrong, deeply wrong. This shouldn’t be happening, he thought. He needed to stop her attack, so he opened up his arms and moved again toward his father. Gertrude lunged toward him, grabbed his shoulders, pulled his face to within an inch of hers, and scolded, “Paul, don’t you dare! You father doesn’t need to be comforted!” Then she latched onto his right ear and said, “Do not touch your father.”

For a moment, he thought about breaking free of her grip, but something held him back. Instead, he meekly answered, “Yes, Mother.”

She returned to her verbal assault.

Even though Paul had the urge to run away from the attack, he didn’t. Leaving his father alone would have been even more painful than witnessing it. His father endured every last cruel word that came spewing out of her mouth.

Paul tried to ignore the knot that was building in his stomach, but when it became too painful, he began to quickly blink his eyes. Maybe he could magically blink away what was happening. But nothing changed, so he shut his eyes tight, endured his pain, and vowed to keep them closed until the tirade ended.

When it was finally over, the knot went away, and he felt calm. Paul opened his eyes and saw his mother walking up the stairs with purposeful, heavy footsteps, deliberate Teutonic strides. His mother’s walk sounded like a soldier’s march after carrying out her duty. Order had returned to his house, but something felt wrong.

Paul was confused by his mother’s cruelty. He wondered if his mother would ever be so mean to him. His mind raced, and he thought about all the times he hadn’t done something that his mother wanted him to. He also thought about what he had hidden from her. When he heard the basement door close after his mother was upstairs, he flinched. Was he now in danger?

Paul clenched his jaw and thought about his father. His instinct to comfort him had been squelched by his mother, who had brutally blocked what he wanted to release, what he needed to release within his core. A sadness came over him so deep that he feared his mind was about to break apart. His emotional anchor had been pulled up from the seabed, and he was unmoored. Now he knew it would be pointless to feel sympathy for his father because his mother had forbidden it.

In that moment, he realized that whenever uncomfortable feelings came up, he could force them out of his mind. There was no reason to acknowledge them if he couldn’t do anything. Then everything would always be all right, and he would always be safe.
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“Are you up for a game of Carroms?”

My gut told me the text was from Hal Richardson, my estranged best friend from childhood. He was the only person I had ever played Carroms with, and I had never forgotten the games we played as tweens. I had just looked through an old yearbook, and fond memories were seared into my adolescence. Yet I hadn’t seen him in forty years and wondered why he was contacting me now.

No, it can’t be him, I thought. That would just be too weird. But then I looked at the number, and it had a 907 area code, which, for some reason, I knew was in Alaska. I smiled, remembering that he had moved there after graduating from college. It just had to be him.

It felt like a ghost had suddenly appeared; one that I desperately wanted to make amends with. I put my phone on the table and marched out of my apartment in search of an incident in my distant past that I hadn’t been able to forget. My mind was swirling, and all I wanted to do was to walk. My body needed the rhythm of a stride so my mind could go back to that awkward time between childhood and adolescence when I had made—and lost—my first best friend. I wanted to understand an unresolved hurt from long ago and maybe make it right.

Soon I arrived at my old junior high school, which was only a few blocks away from my apartment. From memory, I proceeded to the track just behind the main building and began walking. The track was empty, and I felt comfortable losing myself in strides of necessary musing. So that’s just what I did.

I was thirteen and had just started junior high school when I met Hal. He lived one street over from me, and our similarities struck me as amazing. Our birthdays were the same year and only one day apart. We were both tall and liked basketball. We even wore the same nerdy, full-rimmed-style glasses.

I remember how astonished I was when he first told me his birthday. That meant there had to be a special tie between us, I imagined. It was wonderous how improbable that was, and from that moment on, I felt destined that we would become best friends.

Yet Hal and I were different. While I was overweight, he was lanky. Hal had a paper route that forced him to get up early in the morning, while I usually stayed up late and did well just to make it to the bus stop on time. Our biggest difference was how we spent our schooldays. Hal was methodical and disciplined, while I was spontaneous and disorganized.

Hal’s mom was always home after school. A domineering woman who kept him on his toes, she reminded me of a drill sergeant. I can still hear her militaristically barking orders: Homework done first. Then you can go to the store or play a game. While he complained about the rules, it always seemed to be more of a grumbling acceptance than a defiance. I never saw him talk back to her. Hal had an older sister that I never paid much attention to. Yet the few times I saw her, she reminded me of his mother. His dad was a mystery; he didn’t live with Hal, and I had never seen him. There were rumors that he had been in the military in Vietnam. Nobody ever talked about him.

I went to Hal’s house most days after school. Our time together then were idyllic hours of gentle, competitive contentment: a dreamtime, when we relished instant freedom. No longer having to put up with the tyranny of textbooks, assignments, and bells, we were adventurous and spontaneous, our decisions determined by whatever we thought would be fun.

I looked up from my pacing and noticed basketball courts in the distance. They reminded me of the hours we had spent leisurely shooting hoops in his driveway after school. We usually played either one-on-one or horse. Although we both wanted to win, our competition never crossed into deliberately trying to hurt one another. I wouldn’t rub it in if I was creaming him. If one of us had just beaten the other in a tight game, he would never celebrate too long. Our taunts were healthy gibes, just enough to startle each other into intensified battle.

When I got bored, I’d try a deliberately outrageous shot, like throwing the ball like a baseball toward the basket from the edge of the driveway. When it occasionally went in, I was as euphoric as he was incredulous. Other times, we both just got weird, like trying to bounce the ball into the basket like a four-year-old would. Sometimes we shut our eyes and shot over our backs.

When we were hungry and thirsty, we easily satisfied our craving for chocolate bars and soda at the neighborhood store. Only three downhill blocks away, it had an abundance of sweet choices. As we meandered out of breath toward the store, we talked confidently about our favorite candy bar or soda. Interspersed between Three Musketeers and Dr Pepper, we added to our swagger the minutiae of recent football games and familiar teachers.

As I continued around the track, I gently smiled, thinking about the idiosyncrasies of my adolescent basketball and love of sugar. My smile turned into a grin as I remembered the afternoon Carroms games we played in Hal’s basement. Although we played year-round, it was our battles in the late afternoon springs that are etched in my mind. I began to picture what they had been like.

Even though the full blast of heat and humidity hadn’t yet arrived, the approaching discomfort of summer was in the air. The door to the basement was adjacent to the driveway of the house, and as soon as I opened it, a cool, pleasant darkness enveloped me. The instant contrast with the outside felt wonderful as I entered the cave-like room.

The basement was dark, except for a tiny block of light peering through a small window near the top of the far wall. An old couch, a tacky lounge chair, and a few side tables filled most of the space. Across from the couch and sitting on top of a built-in cabinet was a black-and-white TV, its rabbit ears flung up toward the celling. There were two small lamps tucked away on the cabinet shelves, one toward the top and the other near the bottom. They were always on, making the room feel cozy. At the far end, next to the stairs leading up to the first floor, was the Carrom board. A flimsy, cream-colored wooden structure with red-and-black squares and net baskets at the corners, it was the venue where Hal and I battled.

For countless hours after school, we tested each other as I developed confidence and dabbled in bravado. Bending over the board filled me with determination as I eyed the next shot. I thought not only about the angle at which I wanted to hit the Carrom but also how hard to strike it. Precision and force had to come together simultaneously to sink it into the corner. When I did, and the colored Carrom swiftly disappeared into the pocket, I felt powerful. It was at that exact moment when I felt anything was possible.

Of course, my triumph was immediately met by Hal, as he prepared to sink his shot. If he did, I reflexively prepared to sink my next shot, Hal responded, and the game went on. Our competition slowly intensified until one of us missed, and then everything started again. The rhythm of our camaraderie continued on into the late afternoon darkness of his basement.

When the light shining through the small window dimmed, it became difficult to see the Carroms. I didn’t care because the darkness was just another challenge to meet. My confidence was bolstered when I continued to make shots in the semidarkness; I was Paul Newman in The Hustler.

However, when seeing the Carroms became almost impossible, Hal gave in and turned on the overhead fluorescent light. That killed the ambience; I was no longer Paul Newman, and Hal wasn’t Minnesota Fats. The magic was gone.

I began to notice sounds coming from upstairs then. Muffled voices and the aroma of food cooking enveloped my senses; his mother and sister were preparing dinner. This was the signal that it was time to go home soon, for I was not part of the family meal. So I left, only to usually return the next day after school.

Clouds began to darken the sky, and I thought about how our friendship had begun to weaken. The usual culprits of adolescence had emerged to slowly pull us apart: different friends and diverging interests. Yet, it was our predictability with each other that was the most toxic; our benign overfamiliarity eventually turned into malignant tedium, and our bond didn’t feel so special anymore. We played Carroms less often, and our basketball games added new friends, which changed the chemistry between us.

I always had to think when my new friends were around Hal. What if I talked to one of them about something we had done together, but not with him? Would Hal wonder why he hadn’t been invited? I didn’t want him to feel left out. So, I checked myself and always thought about how Hal might react to anything I would say. This made our friendship more like work than play.

I picked up my pace and began to run. As endorphins kicked in, the incident that ended our friendship rose to my consciousness. It happened at the bus stop early one morning before school.

I had just gotten there and seen Hal by himself, a few feet away from the other kids standing around. I walked over to talk to one of them when suddenly Hal came over and stood right beside me. He had a big sneer on his face but didn’t say anything. I tried not to read too much into it since I wasn’t fully awake. But as he continued to stand there, it began to feel like he was getting ready to mock me. This confused me because he had never made fun of me before
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