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ONE

DOORS AND MEMORIES

hen my mother cleaned out my father's car,
Wshe found tickets to a movie she'd never seen.
They soon separated, and he moved away from
our home on the east side of Queens, NYC. I was eight
years old when it happened. No one recalls what the
movie was, but it's strangely important to me now. If
your family fell apart because of a movie, wouldn't that
movie's name have significance? But no one remembers.
She made other discoveries too — like lipstick on a ciga-
rette and a woman's glove — but curiously, the only fact I
recall is the tickets. And while the movie's name has
been lost to time, my father's choices changed my family
forever. He gave us our first experience of abandonment,
of being left behind, and of feeling not good enough to
be loved by someone who is supposed to love us the
most.
Here and now I've discovered light in the past. I don't
linger in my memories to justify sadness in the present.
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Instead, I've found something glowing in those old
thoughts I don't understand, and I'm compelled to un-
cover whatever is hiding there. This kind of search de-
mands a return to hard times. There are clues in my past
that may make sense only when I've seen them more
than once.

I remember sad times during the separation. My
mother often hid her despair in the basement, crying
alone and smoking hidden cigarettes. My older siblings,
Todd and Tracy, struggled as young teens to help her
and help themselves. We all hid in our own corners of
that house, forced to learn how to nurse our wounds.
But I wasn't angry or sad when my father left. I barely
knew him. I've realized now, as an adult, that I'm angry
his leaving mattered so little in my life. I deserved a fa-
ther involved enough that his departure, and his return,
would mean something. All children deserve this, and I
didn't get it. What does that signify for me now? I don't
yet know. I have more memories to explore to find an
answer.

I can admit for the first time that I come from a bro-
ken family. The events of this recent year of 2013, a wild
story central to this book, have made this undeniable.
Yet for most of my life I defended my family as a matter
of principle. We all want to feel pride in our families,
and that's what makes dysfunction common. We feel
ashamed to criticize our own blood in front of outsiders.
And we refuse to let light shine in to our private feel-



ings, afraid of how we'll feel when our truths are re-
vealed. It's a scary thing to know each other for who we
are rather than for who we want each other to be.

Maybe I was sad back then, but I certainly didn't
know it. I was proud of my family simply because I
needed to be someone who was proud of their family. I
considered myself happy, happier than my parents or my
siblings. I had friends, and I played sports I loved, and
that was enough. But maybe my family saw the same
sadness in me that I saw in them.

It was only later, in my twenties, that I noticed the ef-
fects the sad seed of those early years had planted. Why
did I love to argue? Why did I hate to lose? Why did I
share so little with people I was close with? After college
I moved away and finally had the distance to examine
myself, who I really was and why I'd grown up the way I
had. I realized becoming an adult demanded I recognize
what I needed and hadn’t received, or what had been
forced upon me that hurt me. All adults in age have feel-
ings about the past they need to explore before they can
be adults emotionally. Even if I'd had superhero parents,
I'd still have had an imperfect childhood with issues and
questions I'd need to explore. A perfect family, if such a
thing exists, denies children experience with imperfec-
tion, something they will encounter in every relationship
they have, including the one they have with themselves.

If I suffer from denial, it's my wishful belief there are
facts hidden in my old memories, facts imbued with



powers to explain the unexplainable. My family is an
enigma to me, and I don't want it to be. I know magic
doesn't exist, but for some things, knowing is not
enough. I have faith that even if I fail to explain the past,
by trying I will know myself better, an achievement
worth the hard work the search demands.

I'm forty-two now, a decade older than my parents
were when they separated. I have the life experience to
try to understand what they did and why. My mother
and father have generously granted intimate conversa-
tions, with answers of a kind many people only offer
their therapists, if to anyone at all. Who was this other
woman? Why, Father, did you leave? Why did you re-
turn? Why, Mom, did you take him back three years lat-
er? My parents raised a brave child and now endure the
curse of an all-too-curious adult, one who happens to
write. But my goal is not revenge: my ambition is wis-
dom. Questions beget questions, and my parents an-
swered them all. That is, all the answers they could
remember and the questions I could think to ask.

Some memories we love to share with other people.
We tell the stories of how we met a friend or spouse
hundreds of times, polishing the details with each tell-
ing. Other memories we review privately, again and
again, from different angles, at different speeds, and
with different questions. They hold a story we compul-
sively remember, like a reflex of the mind. We don't
consciously choose to recall them; instead, they take us



over like a force of nature. Marcel Proust called these
involuntary memories. He famously told a story of how
one bite of a madeleine cookie transported him to an-
other place and time with an intensity beyond the expe-
rience of normal recollections. He believed involuntary
memories tell us more about ourselves than the ones we
choose to recall.

There is one memory of my father that I've enter-
tained in the theater of my mind many times. One day,
during the separation, my father visited the house. I was
playing in my room, and as no one else was around, I
had to go down the stairs to answer the door. I thought
maybe it was my friend Brad who lived across the street
or one of my brother Todd's friends who was looking
for someone to join in a basketball game. I skipped down
the long staircase, crossed the hall, and unlocked the
door, pulling it open with my right hand. The white
storm door on the outside remained closed, and I looked
up through its window to see who was there. I was sur-
prised to see my father's eyes looking down at me.

He was like a god. He was the strongest, smartest,
scariest person I knew. I believed then that he knew eve-
rything, even though he knew little about me. And with
the recent separation, I didn't know if he was on my side
or another. It must have been the first time he visited
the house since the separation. He didn't smile when he
saw me that day. But I wasn't surprised that he didn't
smile. He didn't smile often, not back then.



I was the same age then that my nephew Joshua is
now. When I look at Joshua, with his sweet smile and
bushy hair, I imagine he looks something like what I
must have looked like to my father. But unlike my neph-
ew, who is warm with confidence, I was scared that day.
I didn't smile when I saw my father. My small hands
struggled to open the storm door, the kind with the
black air pump that made quiet squeaking sounds when
it slowly closed, as if by magic, on its own. I didn't know
what to do. Was I supposed to let my father in? What
were the rules when a parent moves away? No one had
told me. I felt certain I was going to do something
wrong, but I had often felt that way around him. He was
my father, so I waited for him to offer something, to set
the tone or lead the way, but he offered nothing. I said,
"What do you want?", as it was the only thing I could
think to say. Then I went upstairs to tell my mother he
was here. I left my father on the porch, with the sputter-
ing sounds of that storm door, little bursts of air releas-
ing as it closed, slowly shutting him out behind me.
After I found my mother, I went back to my room. I did-
n't see my father again that day, as he left without find-
ing me to say goodbye.

When it happened it meant nothing. I didn't think
about it the next day or the next week. As strange as it
might have been to greet my father at the door of his
own house, it seemed normal then. The innocence of
childhood hinges on its lack of context. When we are



young, we don't know how one experience compares to
others, since we've had so few of them. It's only when
we're older that we can look back and understand what
happened. We can project backward how we might have
felt if we weren't so innocent. And that day at the door
grows in power each time it comes to my mind.

I've learned that moment at the door stands out today
in my father's mind too. He told me recently that the
very same memory had stuck with him over these dec-
ades just like it had with me. He had somehow expected
a warm welcome from the family he left and had been
disappointed. I can see how it must have been strange to
wait on the cement porch of his own home, standing by
the white railings, railings he'd paid for and painted
himself. But what he has never understood was I looked
to him for how to behave. I was the child. I hadn't put
him on that side of the door, outside his own house; he
had put himself there. And he had put me on the inside
of that house, a house without a father, a house of lost
people, a house where I'd have to answer the door when
my father knocked and confront him at the door to his
home. I realize now we were two children at that door,
only I was his son.

On occasional Sundays during the separation, my fa-
ther drove to the house to take me out for the afternoon.
Sometimes Todd, the oldest, or Tracy, our middle sister,
would come along. But in my memory, inexplicably, it's
only the two of us: my father Howard and me. Those



afternoons were the closest we had to a functioning rela-
tionship, as broken as it was. Like being sentenced to do
community service, we at least had a commitment to
show up at a set time and place and honored it. Many
children don't get even that much from their fathers, a
sad fact I've considered many times. But three years lat-
er, when my parents reunited and he moved back in, our
outings ended. There was no discussion about it; the
offers to do things together stopped coming. I've tried to
find other memories, other stories of the two of us shar-
ing something, but there are few to find — just a handful
of lost afternoons during difficult years.

The outings were sad affairs: a depressed man in cri-
sis and the confused, quiet little boy I was around him. I
have gray memories of miniature golf at the place in
Douglaston I'd been to dozens of times for elementary
school birthday parties. It seemed so fun to go there
with friends, making silly faces to distract each other
from our turns, or sharing tips on how to beat the
tougher holes, but being there with my father was ab-
sent of easy joy. On other days, we went to matinee
movies, stopping for pizza on the way there. But since
we didn't have any shared interests, these afternoons
were filled with silence. There hadn’'t been much of a
relationship before the separation, and even if there had
been, separations and divorces strain even the healthiest

ones.



I loved baseball at the time, and it was my father's fa-
vorite sport, but even that wasn't enough to connect us.
We went to one game at Yankee Stadium, but all I recall
is my surprise when he yelled from the stands at the
umpire. Standing tall in the seat next to me, he cupped
his hands over his mouth and screamed with the mad-
ness of the crowd. It shocked me to see him yell so in-
tensely about something so distant while I sat so close. I
didn't want him to see my fear, so I hid it. I behaved the
way I thought I was supposed to and did nothing more.
It's no surprise neither of us had fun on these outings.
And neither of us knew how to change how it was.

Week after week we'd never address the one true
thing we shared: our disappointment. For misery to love
company, everyone has to admit they're miserable,
which suggests that a person who can't admit to being
miserable will always be alone (and always miserable
too). That's part of the mystery of my father: I'm not
sure he knew then, or now, when he was miserable or
not. The tiny little circuit of emotional self-awareness
most people have never worked well for him. He could-
n't calibrate how these outings should compare to other
outings we'd done before the affair, since few had oc-
curred. The affair, and the separation, was what forced
the motivation to make deliberate plans to see me at all.

On the drive back from many of these outings, we'd
speed across the Belt Parkway, riding through Brooklyn
toward the house in Bay Terrace, Queens. He liked to



drive fast, and I remember the brick overpasses flying
overhead and the empty trees of winter hovering over
rows of navy blue houses. And I'd stare out the window,
watching the world fly by, not saying anything. The
filmstrip memory of that drive has played forever in my
mind. Endless car rides in silence, but not alone.

When the quiet went on too long, he'd say, almost
sweetly, "A penny for your thoughts," to which I never
had an answer. I didn't have any thoughts. I didn't know
what was going on. I feared asking him a serious ques-
tion would only make him angry. Keeping quiet was
safe. I wasn't in control and had little influence on what
was happening. Those car rides linger so strongly in my
memory because I was, as all kids are, along for the ride.
The helplessness of those car rides echoed the helpless-
ness of being a child in that family.

My father had the sharpest of wits, but he used it to
cut people down, especially the people closest to him.
Todd once came home from a little league baseball
game, and Howard asked him how it went. Todd said, "I
got two walks," a respectable but modest achievement.
Our father replied, "My grandmother can walk" and said
nothing more. My siblings and I all have inventories of
these stories, innocent moments transformed into sur-
prise attacks. The implicit message to my brother was
you are not good enough, and your father, who is telling
you that you are not good enough, is not going to help
you become good.
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Children can only be victims in these encounters. But
as an adult, it's easy to see the wider picture: Why was-
n't my father at the game to see for himself? Why wasn't
he offering to teach Todd to hit better or looking for
something, anything, positive to say to his oldest son?
There was plenty of responsibility my father could have
taken if he wanted it, but he didn't. He mastered wound-
ing us just enough that we'd leave the conversations as
quickly as we could. This was an outcome my father,
without fully understanding why, found desirable. He
didn't want to give much, or didn't have much to give,
and these barbs and jabs were an easy way to ensure the
distance remained.

As the youngest, I had the easiest time avoiding him.
I benefited from watching how Todd, Tracy, and my
mother were wounded by his words. I kept my distance,
and if my mother didn't initiate something for me and
my father to do together, he rarely did. She'd tell me to
go help him paint the front railing or work with him on
the car in the garage. When I did, I found him perfectly
pleasant. Often he was patient in teaching me what there
was to learn, like how to replace a spark plug or use a
screwdriver. But he never said much. It didn't seem to
matter if I was there or not. I kept quiet, did what was
required, and faded away when my tasks were done.
That was the pattern I learned during the separation,
and I didn't see the need for a better one when the sepa-
ration ended. I learned not to ask him for advice, not to
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ask him for anything. I shared the house with my father,
but not my life.

By the time I was a senior in high school, I was des-
perate to leave Queens and go out into the world on my
own. I went away to college and was proud, given the
struggles I had, to graduate on time. But my graduation
day was depressing, as despite how hard I'd worked to
find a job and start my life, I had no real prospects ahead
of me. I'd watched many of my friends accept job offers
long before graduation. Despite dozens of job inter-
views, numerous career counseling sessions, and reading
many books on finding work, I still had no offers. By
June of 1994, I had two choices. I could either move back
in with my parents, which I saw as a failure, or I could
stay in my girlfriend Jill's apartment, buying time to fig-
ure out what I was going to do. It was an easy decision,
and I stayed with Jill.

I also decided to ask my father for advice. I wasn't
close with my uncles or aunts. I didn't know any adults
who I thought could help. I chose my father, as he was
the only person in my life who had experience with the
working world. It took weeks to work up the courage. I
hadn't asked him for advice on anything in years, cer-
tainly nothing that made me feel as vulnerable as this
did. I felt like a failure and was desperate. I decided to
show him my resume the next time I drove home from
Jill's Pittsburgh apartment to visit for the weekend.
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He was in his office on the first floor of the house, a
room that had been Todd's bedroom before he moved
out after college. I walked down the stairs, stairs I'd
skipped down thousands of times to greet friends at the
door or to hang out with my brother. This time was dif-
ferent, and I thought about turning around on every
step. I noticed the new fish tank outside his door, with
glass three feet wide, filled with quiet little creatures he
tended to every day. I looked just past the tank to the
front door, and I realized I could just keep going. I didn't
have to stop. I could go on out the door and walk away.
But I didn't walk away. My desperation for a job out-
weighed whatever pride I had left in not asking my fa-
ther for help.

His door was open, and I knocked. I said, "Hey Dad,
do you have a minute?" He was at his desk, which faced
the door, typing away on his computer. He nodded yes,
without taking his eyes off the computer screen. I could
see the blue glare of the stock trading program he used
reflecting in his glasses. He had a TV behind the com-
puter monitor that always had one of the business net-
works playing, a stock ticker running across the bottom.
He followed that ticker in spare moments when he
thought no one noticed his attention wasn't on them,
but I usually did. I collected myself and told him why I'd
come to talk.

"Could you look at my resume and tell me what you
think?" I asked and offered the resume to him.
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He reached across the desk and took it from my hand.
Without looking up, he began his examination. He
shook his head ever so slightly, as if disappointed I'd
make mistakes as obvious as he thought they were. In
hindsight the resume was in fact quite good. I still have
a copy of it.

"Why did you put this here? It should be further
down," he said. He added, with an expression of mild
distaste like what one would make after drinking an old
cup of coffee, "The dates should be on the right, not on
the left."

I'd rewritten and revised it hundreds of times during
my desperate senior year. I'm sure I had had versions
with all of the suggestions he made but had reversed
them in the desperate hope young graduates have that
the resume holds magical job-finding powers. Of course
a resume, at best, only gets you in the door. But I could-
n't know that then. Perhaps he could have, but his need
to dismiss what I'd shown him was more important.

When I'd handed him the resume, I'd forgotten
something about myself I still struggle to remember. Just
because I needed his help enough to ask for it didn't
change that he was always the first source of doubt in
my life. Like putting your hand in the river and expect-
ing not to get wet, bringing ideas to him was certain on-
ly to make me feel worse about whatever it was. He was
intelligent and creative in finding negative things to say
about anything. There was not, and hadn't been, any

14



mention of how hard I'd been working to find a job. Or
how impressive it was to graduate on time, given I'd
transferred between three colleges along the way. Per-
haps he didn't know any of this, but he didn't ask.

The resume encounter hurt me in an old way, a
wound I'd been trying to avoid most of my young life. I
felt far worse after talking to him than before, and while
sitting there, I realized I'd made a mistake. This was the
same man I'd seen do this to everyone in the family, and
I was stupid enough to invite more of it on myself.

But when the conversation ended, something new
happened, something I didn't expect. For all my life, I'd
absorbed those jabs and criticisms. I'd never thought to
challenge him, at least not directly. This time a voice in-
side me spoke up, and I don't know where it came from.
I said, "Thanks for the feedback. But did you have to be
so mean about it>" It was the first time in my life I'd giv-
en him adult commentary on his behavior instead of the
passive-aggressive sarcasm of a teenager. It surprised
him. He looked at me directly, more directly than he had
during the rest of the conversation. This was new, I
thought. Something good might happen here.

But then he asked, in his classic fashion: "What do
you want me to do? Butter it up for you?"

I sighed, and with that breath, whatever hope I'd had
disappeared. He didn't see me as a person with feelings,
and I didn't know how to show him otherwise. The old
wound, the one I didn't know how to defend, had been
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punched again, and this time I'd invited it. I retreated
into the familiar loop of feeling weak for asking for help
and feeling worse for knowing I was still a failure.

I Jook back at this memory, as a man of my own, and
want to yell at him: "Whose side are you on?" From this
vantage point in time, there was no evidence for assum-
ing my father was on mine. I was bright and ambitious,
more than my siblings had been at that age, but I was
left to figure that out on my own. Like all children, I
took the wounds of that day and all days like it to be a
reflection of something lacking in myself — something
my father wouldn't even care to take the time to explain.

I couldn't know it then, but fathers are our templates
for all men. The same unresolved issues and fears I had
of my father I had of most men in my life. I never went
to office hours or to see tutors in college, even when I
desperately needed guidance. I'd tough it out all on my
own, making myself sick in the fight to do everything
alone. Our bodies pay the price for the emotions we ig-
nore. It's no surprise to me now that I was sick enough
to be hospitalized once a year, around final exams,
throughout college. It was far more painful to imagine
arriving at a professor's desk with only confusion and
broken thoughts than any alternative. I didn't want
strangers to tear me down the way my father had. I de-
nied it all, a slave to my own invented idea of a man as
someone who didn't need help. And I had the hubris of
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youth, believing everyone was weak if they didn't want
to be as self-reliant as I thought I was.

We all suffer wounds in our childhoods. We do what
we have to do to protect ourselves, but we forget when
we become adults that the armor made to survive our
youth no longer serves us. It's for use in the last war, the
struggles of childhood, not the war or the peace of the
present and the future. Keeping that armor keeps us
immature. We can't grow with it on. Yet removing it is
painful. Taking it off means our true selves will be re-
vealed. Revelations divide who we were in the past from
who we want to be in the future, and we can't predict
where that division will take us. It can put us at odds
with our own family and friends, as tribes prefer to stay
with patterns of the past. Most people convince them-
selves that removing their armor is work they don't need
to do. And their families, complicit in the same denial,
reward the defense of the status quo, ensuring the same
wounds, the same armor, and the same ghosts will be
passed on to the next generation and the next.

Today I can see, looking back at those early years,
how miserable my father was. I feel sad for him. He was
younger and far more lost, even on the day I showed
him my resume, than I've ever been. He simply had
nothing to give to me or anyone else. His own father
had given him even less to work with than he was giving
me. I imagine my father's life was a disappointment to
him. He had imagined an impossible greatness for him-
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self in wealth that he never achieved. His refuge for as
long as I lived in that house was escape: the escape of
work, the escape of the racetrack, and the escape of the
blackjack table. What I experienced wasn't aimed directly
at me, even though as a child I felt it was. He simply
knew no other way to be, and he didn't possess the
courage or motivation to find a way. He was unknowing—
ly passing on his worst limitations: to deal privately with
his wounds, to put himself first, and to deny and repress
the expression of love. Like many young parents, he
never noticed that for all of his anger at his own up-
bringing, he was passing on many of the mistakes his
parents had passed on to him.

When I look back at those memories, there’s a gift I
wish I could give the younger version of me: a handwrit-
ten note from the future that says, simply, This sucks, but
it's not you. I wish my brother, sister, mother, or even a
stranger on the street had pulled me aside and whis-
pered, slowly and lovingly, a poem of context into my
young ear. Something I might not understand in the
moment but that I'd play with in daydreams. But per-
haps no poem has this kind of power, as I desperately
wanted to be a part of my family, and any secret message
that questioned the order of things wouldn't have been
believed, at least not at first. But maybe the memory of
that message would have helped me connect the dots
earlier in life and with less of a price to pay.
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There is only one outing with my father during the
separation that I recall where Tracy and Todd came
along. My father took us to VIP Pizza on Bell Boulevard,
one of his favorite places in Bayside. It was on a long
row of restaurants and bars, built up around the Long
Island Railroad station, a station I'd use years later as a
teenager to get to Manhattan when I had the money to
upgrade from the local 7 subway train. VIP Pizza was a
tiny place, with just a long counter in the front and a
handful of tables in the back. It had all the trappings
from the NYC pizza place kit: a neon sign out front, a
two-level glass case showing the latest pizzas near the
cash register, and short Italian-looking men with well-
combed hair in white kitchen overalls slinging pizza and
sodas all day long.

When our pizza was ready, we went to an empty table
and sat down to eat. We'd been there many times be-
fore, but this time something was strange. My brother
Todd refused to sit down. He stood by the wall near us
and looked away into the distance. He leaned on his
hands, which were behind him touching the wall: it was
like they were handcuffed together, and he was hiding
them from view. I, on the other hand, was hungry and
excited. I still didn't like cheese and would pull it off the
slices before I ate them, to the dismay of most cheese-
loving pizza place patrons. But I did it anyway, and my
family knew about it and didn't even complain anymore.

19



Sitting there, waiting to eat, there was nothing on my
mind except the pleasure of folding that first slice, imag-
ining the triangled tip flopping just slightly as I put it
into my mouth. The crust felt right in my hand, and I
held the pizza with a napkin in my palm to catch the
grease that slides down when pizza is held properly,
something my father had taught me. But when I noticed
Todd wasn't sitting down, I was surprised. I couldn't
imagine what was wrong. We were a family, mostly to-
gether, about to share a meal at a familiar place. We all
loved to eat pizza. My brother had seemed fine earlier
that day and even in the car on the drive to the restau-
rant.

My father noticed and asked Todd to sit. Todd re-
fused by silently shaking his head. My father asked him
again, pointing to the empty chair, but Todd did not give
in. My father stared at Todd for a long moment and
then, without another word, he gave up and started eat-
ing‘ Tracy began to eat too. It was just me who was too
uncomfortable with Todd's discomfort. When I realized
no one else cared, the alarm in me grew louder. It felt
awkward to say anything, but I worked up the courage to
ask, "Todd, what's wrong?" He didn't answer. He just
shook his head at me, tears in his eyes. He shook his
head as if to wave me off, to assure me that I shouldn't
be worried, but I was. I didn't understand.

I looked to my father and sister who were already eat-
ing, and they didn't seem troubled at all. Unsure of my-
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self, I tried to follow along with my father and go ahead
and eat, but I didn't enjoy that meal. The only thing on
my mind was Todd and my confusion. There was a lie at
that table, a lie I didn't understand. Was Todd angry at
something? Was he wrong for standing? It was an unre-
solved moment, one of hundreds our family would have.
I'd never felt anything like it before, but I'd feel it again
many times before I left that house.

Todd never came on another outing. Standing had
been his silent protest against my father, a message
Howard didn't understand, or worse, didn’t care to an-
swer. But my brother had planted a seed for me. The
silent drama between his feelings and my father's indif-
ference never resolved itself. Like an act of civil disobe-
dience, his silence spoke louder than any dramatic
outburst could have. Todd couldn't have known it then,
but I heard the message intended for my father, and it
has stayed with me for more than thirty years.

This is the surprise of memory. We don't know what
of our experiences today will matter most in our future.
We don't know what choices we make will last the long-
est in the minds of those closest to us. Powerful memo-
ries are a surprise, and the past is always alive, bringing
different stories from our history back to us depending
on what happens in the present.

There are happier memories from my early years, but
they're hard to remember now. The reason why is in the
summer of 2012 I learned that, at the age of seventy, my
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father was having another affair. Thirty years after the
first one, my father put his family in crisis again. From
the moment I learned the news, my thoughts returned to
the sad, tired memories I've shared so far in this book.
They hadn't been on my mind often, not for many years.
Now they've risen again, like the ghosts of sad creatures
that died long ago, haunting me because they want to
find peace but can't. The recent news has changed the
shape of these recollections so that no matter how I try,
they never fit together the way I want them to.

It is curious, perhaps even strange, that the choices of
my father would impact me so profoundly at forty years
old. It surprised me too. I didn't decide in a moment of
deep thought that I should dedicate countless hours to
thinking, yet again, about my childhood. I didn't have
any rational motivations. I was driven to do it, compelled
by some of the oldest feelings I have about who I am.
Maybe everyone, no matter how well adjusted, success-
ful, and self-aware, has something about themselves they
struggle their whole lives to fully understand. Or maybe
life takes an unexpected turn, raising doubts about what
had been the solid foundations of the past.

Memory is dubious because the way we perceive the
world is dubious. We have blind spots, cognitive biases,
and suffer from optical illusions. Our brains invent
things to fill the gaps, but we have no awareness of their
handiwork. Eyewitness testimony, even testimony given
moments after a robbery or a car accident, is highly un-
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reliable. And even when it's accurate, each person's at-
tention focuses on different things, noticing and re-
calling only parts of what happened. Perhaps the reason
I remember only the ticket stub my mother found in my
father's car is because I've always had a deep love for
movies, nostalgia for the printed tickets that grant you
admission, and little interest in cigarettes or gloves.

We think of memory as if it were a filmstrip, photo-
graphic in detail, but this is a convenient fantasy. Each
memory is stored as fragments strewn across different
parts of our brains. Every time a memory is recalled,
those fragments come together slightly differently. And
the only way to remember certain memories is to repeat
a condition present when the memory happened, which
explains Proust's magical madeleines. This is why the
scent of the ocean, or a stroll through an old neighbor-
hood, brings back clear recollections of events that
haven't crossed our mind in decades. It's the unifying
link that pulls together all of the pieces.

Contrary to our deepest instincts, our memories of
specific events change each time we remember them — at
least that's what I remember from reading books about
memory. Certain details are amplified, while others are
diminished. Despite our false confidence that our
strongest memories are the most accurate, there's in-
creasing evidence the opposite is true. Abigail Lewis
wrote that the past is every bit as unpredictable as the
future, and she meant that depending on what happens
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to us in the present, surprises surface in the past. The
very notion of the past shifts for each of us depending
on our present. Some memories come into focus, and
others fade away. Our minds add meaning to events that
seemed meaningless a decade ago when they occurred,
and take meaning away from events that seemed im-
portant when they happened. History lives on with us,
shifting and twisting through time. And we change the
stories in small ways as we tell them, shaping them to fit
who we wish we were or who we want to be.

Memory is a kludge, but it's all we have for our
thoughts — all we have except for writing. We can write
down on any day what happened, and those words will
persist exactly as we wrote them in ways we know our
memories do not. Keeping a diary might just be the san-
est thing we can do. But most of us push on through our
days with the false certainty that we know what we think
we know. We are all like Leonard Shelby, the main char-
acter from the film Memento, stumbling through life with
misplaced faith in our memories, our minds, and our
identities. This notion of memory is important. It will
come up many times in this book, so please remember it,
if you can.

The meaning of my past changed on an innocent day
in the summer of 2012. I was visiting my parents’ home
in Connecticut, where they'd moved, with my sister,
many years earlier. My brother also lived just a few miles
away. I'd been visiting all of them once a year, for nearly
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twenty years, since I moved away to Seattle after college.
My mother had picked me up at Todd's place, and she
was going to drive me back to her house so we could
have dinner together with my father. It was an ordinary
day of me visiting my family, catching up and reconnect-
ing.

I've always felt close to my mother, even when we
didn't talk for long stretches of time. Her warmth and
ability to share her feelings explain much of who I am,
although it took me the better part of my life to recog-
nize this was true. She could laugh and cry about almost
anything, finding humor in even the darkest of times, a
trait I am proud to share. But like I was with everyone in
my family, I often felt at a distance from her. When my
parents reunited, I was eleven years old and wanted to
become a man, which I defined as not needing my
mother for much of anything. I thought that's what a
man was: someone who didn't need anyone else, certain-
ly not their mother. Despite my confused masculine am-
bitions, she was the parent I trusted most and knew best,
a beacon of warmth, openness, and positive emotions
throughout my childhood.

As we walked to her car, she made a joke about her
age. "l better drive, as who knows how much longer
you'll trust me with your life."

We both laughed. We sat down and closed the doors,
but before she put the car in gear, she grabbed my left

hand. She didn't look at me; instead, her attention was
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out in the distance through the windshield. She told me
she had something important to say. I said, "Sure, I'm
happy to listen." She said she wasn't sure who else to
talk to. The night before, I'd shared with her and my fa-
ther some struggles in my own marriage, and she said
hearing me talk about it inspired her to now share in
kind. "Happy to help if I can,” I said, not realizing how
much of my world was about to change.

She told me Howard had been acting strange since
his return from a recent trip to Australia — a trip he'd
taken alone. I was rarely a confidant of either parent, but
I'd had many conversations in my life with her that were
very personal. Even so, this conversation was unusual. I
didn't remember having one that started quite this way,
which made me feel good at the time. I told her I was
certain this moment was okay. I gave her a loving smile
and told her I was genuinely glad to listen and help if I
could. I didn't understand what she was trying to say or
what was happening, but I wasn't afraid.

Sitting in the car, Mom thanked me for being willing
to listen. She told me Howard had been back from Aus-
tralia for weeks but hadn't shared much about the trip.
He hadn't responded to most of her emails while he had
been away either. Immediately I imagined he was having
another affair. The wheels in my brain went into over-
drive with a thousand questions, thoughts, and memo-
ries, and I had to concentrate to listen to what she was

saying.
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As the wheels slowed down in my mind, my heart
broke for her. She was still telling me the facts she'd col-
lected, but I know men are simple creatures. There are
only so many reasons for silence, even for a man like
him. Whatever the truth was, how sad for her to have a
partner for fifty years, to share a lifetime together, and
then have these doubts haunt her mind. As a family, we
had barely survived his first affair, and I couldn't imag-
ine doing it again even though all of us children were
now adults. But I kept myself together and listened on. I
said simple things. I told her I loved her. I told her I'd
help her figure it out.

When she finished, I gave her advice she'd once given
me. I told her she needed to figure out who she could
lean on. Who was her support team? Who were her true
friends? If she was right about my father, she would
need to depend on those friends heavily and quickly.
The sooner she knew who her real friends were, the bet-
ter. She was close with her sister and had some friends
in Connecticut. I recommended she reach out to them
immediately. She liked my advice and cried in that way
mothers cry when they feel loved. She thanked me and
began to drive us home to their house where Howard
was waiting for us. When we fell into silence, I asked a
question.

"Are we still going out to dinner with Dad tonight?"

She said, "Of course. Why wouldn't we?"
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Why wouldn't we indeed. Apparently this situation
was only strange to me. I was along for the ride yet
again.

I didn't realize in that moment in the car that I was
about to learn an important truth: families are linked
together forever. I was brazen enough to think that my
independence, being the most distant child from the
family, made me safe from what my mother had shared.
But if we pull hard on one end of a chain, the other end
is pulled as well, no matter how far apart the two ends
are. These chains can be used for good, to support us in
tough times, but they're just as strong when working
against us. All things can be good or bad depending on
how they're used. The links to our family may have been
well buried by our own careful hands years ago, but
when a powerful force suddenly pulls hard on the
chains, we're thrown down to the ground. And in the
first moment when we turn over in shock, disoriented
and angry, with pain in our side and dirt in our mouth,
we remember that the old emotions never go away com-
pletely. We only have one father and one mother for as
long as we live.

But I didn't know that then in the car. I didn't make
this realization during that entire familial visit, even as it
reached otherworldly levels of strangeness. Instead, I
thought to myself, “How interesting.” I'd never have
guessed at my parents' age that anything like this could
happen. I like to think of myself as an adventurous man,
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and in the mischievous cave in my soul where my writ-
er's mind lives, I was excited by this turn of events. I had
no idea where it would lead, but I sensed a good story
might be found if I followed along. So I did. I said to
myself, "I'm a very independent and self-aware adult,"
putting convenient faith in the notion that this kept me
safe from my feelings about the past.

It's easy, as a child, to take what parents provide for
granted. It's only as an adult I see how many things my
mother and father gave to me, things I hadn't earned.
The basement of the house in Queens where I grew up
was one of my favorite places in the world. My family
moved into the Bay Terrace neighborhood just as it was
being finished, and I was born at Long Island Jewish
Hospital soon after my family moved in. I remember, in
my teens, seeing a photo of our street before any of the
houses were finished, endless rows of wood frames and
bare streets out to the horizon. Buying that house was
good fortune for my family. The value of that small
house grew as I did, and its value helped make my dream
of going to college possible.

From that house I walked the half-mile every day to
P.S. 169, my elementary school, and from there I ran
with my friends to Jack's Pizza & Pasta for lunch. We'd
race through the neighborhood to see who could run the
fastest and reserve the best seats for their favorite
friends. As a teenager, I'd make the same walks late at
night to Peter Pan, the local video arcade a few stores
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down from Jack's. I lived a young life of independence
because of that house, and that neighborhood, a freedom
children today couldn't imagine. And when my friends
came over for birthday parties or for after-school play,
we'd stay down in that basement, the space my father
had built.

He had put in the walls himself and finished the
room with the fake wood paneling with black borders,
the height of style in 1975. By the time I was six years
old, the basement was furnished with a big black couch,
a record player, and a green Ping-Pong table. I don't re-
member when my father bought that table, but I'm glad
he did. Todd and I spent hundreds of hours in epic best-
of-seven games to see who would be the house champi-
on, and I'd storm up the stairs in a fury every time I lost,
which was most of the time. I was a horrible loser, angry
and bitter, but I didn't give up. Eventually I learned from
those games both how to win and how to lose.

While I don't remember ever playing Ping-Pong with
my father, Todd has told me the whole thing was my
father's idea. He bought the table with my siblings and
me in mind and encouraged us to play. It was my father
who also chose to fit a tiny basketball court into the
backyard, an area so small I sometimes had to shoot
while standing on one foot, forced to lean over the air
conditioning fan mounted on the ground. I'd spend
most of my waking hours as a teenager on basketball
courts, or wishing I was. I loved living in that house, and
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I loved that basement. I know those are things my father
gave to me. He worked hard in his way to make that
house a home, and in my memory it was. But I find it
hard now to see him with us in that house. I can't recall
him having fun with us in the basement or even watch-
ing Todd and me play. I don't recall him keeping score
or cheering us on. There are just shadows now when I
look inside these memories for him. I sense him in the
corner, a shadowy force of sadness, distant and alone,
looking down with disapproving eyes on everything and
everyone.

I remember my father teaching me how to play base-
ball, or at least I can't imagine that he didn't. Who else
would I have learned from? Even as a young boy, I knew
baseball was one of my father’s great loves, though he
rarely played. In my lifetime I've only seen him take the
field once: at a softball game with his co-workers while I
was in junior high school. He often spoke fondly of play-
ing as a kid and bragged about how talented he was. I
often asked him why he hadn’t played for his high
school or why he hadn't even tried out for the team. He
never gave a good answer. The things he loved scared
him somehow. Even baseball, our biggest chance to con-
nect back then, was a lost cause. The only memento I
have from the years I played in little league is a game
ball I earned. There are no photos or scrapbooks.

At the one game I remember him watching, he sat in
a folding chair far in the distance, past the dugouts and
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stands, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. During that
game I knew he was there, in the distance, and that
meant something, but not as much as encouragement or
pointers on how to play better might have. People can
be physically present and emotionally far away simulta-
neously, and that's often what I felt from him when he
was around.

My father's trip to Australia was a big surprise, as
he'd never expressed much interest in travel. He was a
very smart man, but plagued by ignorance, and arrogant
about that ignorance. Once, in a recent argument about
world politics, he yelled at me, "Why do I need to go to
France to understand the French? I know all I need to
know!" In a certain frame of mind he wouldn't listen to
anyone, and that was perhaps his favorite frame. He
could bully and out-debate everyone around him, and he
relied on those abilities to win arguments even when he
had little knowledge of the subject, or even more dan-
gerous, when he knew for certain he was wrong.

Once every few years he'd get an idea for travel in his
mind. He talked once of going to Lithuania and Romania
to see where our ancestors had come from. Another no-
tion was to visit London and Paris to learn something of
world history firsthand. I thought these were great ideas,
and I encouraged him to go. I told him about the amaz-
ing treasures in the British Museum, how he could see
an original copy of the Magna Carta, something that
would appeal to his vast knowledge of history and geog-

32



raphy. But he'd always find ways to talk himself out of
these trips. His fears would use his intelligence to invent
excuses not to go.

He eventually decided Lithuania and Romania were
not worthy destinations. His rationalization was that
although our Jewish ancestors had lived there for gener-
ations, being Jewish meant they had not been treated as
citizens there, which made the locations unworthy of
visiting. I never understood this, as I'd love to go to the-
se places. Either our family had lived somewhere for a
century, or they had not. These places were unique re-
gardless of how our family had been treated there, but I
didn't argue with him; I knew it was a waste of time to
try. His fears were in command, and facts are useless
against someone in denial of their fears. After Septem-
ber 1, traveling by plane was out of the question, as he
believed it was too dangerous, eliminating Europe and
the rest of the planet as well. He was close to being the
better man some part of him wanted to be, but the rest
of him held tightly to the little world he knew. No one
on this planet, not even his wife or his children, could
shake his grip, or so I had thought.

Most of what I've known of my father's thoughts was
told to me by my mother. When he lost his job while I
was in college, I learned of it from her. She also told me
when there was news of his brother or mother. She was
his press secretary to the family, and I thought nothing
of it, as she was easier to talk to than he was. She signed
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my report cards and gave me my allowance. And she
loved to feel central to the family, relishing the role of
queen of information. When Mom told me during the
fall of 2011 that he was planning a trip to Australia, I was
surprised, but not because she was the one who told me
instead of him.

She explained that his turning seventy years old af-
fected him deeply. This was the age his father had died.
She supported the trip and told me it was a way for him
to explore his life. I soon emailed him to say I was proud
of him for going. I'd been to Australia several times and
offered him my advice. I'd also been proud of him re-
cently for listening to new music. He'd discovered rap
and hip—hop, replacing Todd as the primary family
member I'd exchange music recommendations with. For
the first time in a long time, there were new things in
him I admired. I hoped when I was his age I was brave
enough to do new things.

Every time I visited the family in Connecticut, Mom,
Dad, and I ate dinner together. Todd and Tracy were
usually busy with their children, leaving my parents and
me alone for long evenings. I enjoyed those nights im-
mensely. Since my visits were once a year, I stockpiled
big questions to ask about my childhood or theirs. One
year, I diagrammed our entire family tree with them over
dinner. Another, I asked them about the neighborhoods
in Brooklyn where they grew up. My distance made the
depth of these conversations natural in that I was a spe-
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cial guest, and my probing questions were less intimi-
dating coming from their distant child. In those years, I
settled into a comfort with my parents, and as a trio
we'd have easy evenings, bonding in a way that hadn’t
happened in my youth.

But on the night my mother confided in me in her
car, things were different. That night, we drove to a fan-
cy restaurant, and sitting across the table from my father
unnerved me. When I looked into my father's green
eyes, eyes much like mine, I had the same questions my
mother did. What had he done? What did he know?
There he was, an arm’s length away, pretending there
was nothing going on at all. Should I force the issue and
bring it up? I thought. I wasn't sure. I buried my discom-
fort in Gin and Tonics, but it only helped so much.
There was a lie in all this, a lie I was now stuck inside.
Or then again, maybe it was just in my mother's head, a
misunderstanding that we'd laugh about when the air
had been cleared.

I decided the choice here was my mother’s, not mine.
She had confided in me, I had accepted it, and that
meant I had to follow her lead. I also realized, while in
my thoughts, that I had no idea where I was and no way
to get home. If I spoke up and caused a scene, I'd be
stuck in the middle of Connecticut, a prospect I found
oddly terrifying. I could have called my brother or a cab
or done a dozen different things, but I didn't think of
them then. Perhaps being with my parents made me feel
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more like a child than I realized. I said nothing more to
my mother about what she'd told me, and she said noth-
ing to me. The dinner and my visit continued unevent-
fully.

The next day, I packed my rental car and drove to the
airport, grateful the situation hadn't exploded open
while I was visiting. With each mile that passed between
my family and me, I felt increasing relief to be closer to
home. After a few hours, I was almost to the airport, and
that's when she called, and left me a message since I was
driving. I returned the rental car, went through security,
and found the quietest place between two gates to call
her back.

She picked up quickly, and I knew the worst was true.
She was crying as she told me: he was having an affair.
She had confronted him after I left, and at first he had
said nothing, but she had pushed and pushed and finally
got him to admit that that's why he went to Australia.
Her fury and sadness was overwhelming, with overlap-
ping waves of outrage, sadness, questions, and facts. I
didn't want to have that conversation on the phone, but
it was all we had. Standing near the Hudson News store,
in the quietest corner near the airline gates I could find,
I couldn't believe this was happening.

As I listened to my mother cry, I couldn't help but
watch a businessman eat far too many Dunkin Donuts. I
saw a young girl with blond pigtails, sitting on the floor,
fight with her brother over an iPad. A few meters away,
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an older couple debated what to order from McDonald's,
their pale hands pointing up at the combo meal deals on
the menu. Airports are caverns of trivia, and you're
forced to be near people unhappily involved in the most
ordinary decisions. In my travels, I've seen, a handful of
times, someone crying alone in the empty seats of an
unused gate, or yelling at a distant spouse as part of
some unresolved relationship drama, but I'd never be-
fore been in it myself. Now it was my turn.

I told my mother how sorry I was that this was hap-
pening. When she calmed down, I reminded her of my
advice to build a support team. She needed to call them
now. I told her I was on this team and would do what
she needed.

I asked, "Do you want me to get another car and
come back to you?"

She said, "No. I need to take care of this on my own.
You've been really helpful already, Scott."

I considered driving back anyway, but I wasn't sure
there was anything I could do. She soon made a joke
about how completely mad this was, laughing about the
absurdity of how he was still in the house with her. My
sense of humor was her sense of humor, and her laugh
made me laugh. She told me she'd figure herself out,
and I believed her. I told her to call Todd, but she said
she didn't want to yet, a sentiment I ignored; as soon as
we hung up, I called him.
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I decided, inside of a single moment, that I'd rather
her be angry with me for bringing him into this than
any other alternative. It was the only way I could make
sure she wasn't going to be alone that night; someone
else close needed to know. I called him, but there was no
answer. I couldn't imagine leaving this news in a mes-
sage, so I called again and again. I must have called a
dozen times, waiting until the last moment to board my
plane. Finally, I got through. I told him the thing he did-
n't want to hear, the thing he and I had both hoped
since we were kids that we'd never hear again.

"Todd, I have something important to tell you. Okay?"
I said.

Despite 500,000 years of spoken language, there is
still no good way for people who love each other to start
a hard conversation. Yet we're supposed to give a warn-
ing, as if that helps anything at all.

And he replied, as anyone does when they hear close
family say this, "Okay."

I continued, "Mom just told me Dad had another af-
fair when he was in Australia. She's really upset, and I
need you to call her."

It took a few moments to sink in. The first time we
hear something serious, we assume we've heard it
wrong. It's only on the third try that our brains catch up
with our senses, and the realization that the world has
changed begins. He knew I had to hang up soon to catch
a plane, but we both knew, in the odd pauses these con-
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versations always have, that something had shifted. The
center of our family had moved away from our parents
and toward us. I asked him to call her to close the loop
of news and let her share the situation with him herself.
I didn't like manipulating the situation this way, but I
did it anyway. My mother had always been closer to
Todd than to me, despite her choice to tell me first, and
the sooner I got myself out of the middle, the better.
Todd called me back shortly after and told me he'd
talked to her and that the three of us were again on the
same page. I clicked my seat belt in place, getting ready
for the flight and feeling relieved. But I couldn't help but
think of my father and mother in that same house to-
gether, with hard times looming over them.

I've come to think differently about monsters as an
adult than I did as a child. When Terry Gilliam cast the
very likeable Michael Palin to play the villain in his film
Brazil, he offered an unusual theory about evil. He sug-
gested that evil that looks like evil couldn't be as evil as
evil that looks like your friend. We can see the bad guy
in most films from miles away. Real evil doesn't come at
us with a scar over its eye or with a hook for an arm. We
don't hear a sinister orchestra play when it walks into
the room. In real life, we are on our own to sort out
what is evil and what is good and to decide if those
terms are cleanly divisible from each other.

Part of being an adult is deciding for ourselves what
good and evil are, including the good and evil in our
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families and in ourselves. Movies and stories betray us
in this respect. Angels and demons are harder to recog-
nize in life than in fiction. A person can be an angel to
their neighbor but a demon to their coworker, or a saint
to a stranger but vicious to their lover. We contain mul-
titudes. We demonize the diagnosis of split personality
disorder, but each of us are amalgams of many people,
and on each day and in each relationship, we're a slight-
ly different version of ourselves. We only have true con-
sistency in our memories of convenience. We can't be
self-aware without admitting those edges and knowing
there are many perspectives on who we are. We can be a
good person and a bad person simultaneously, but peo-
ple will only see us as one depending on their point of
view.

Who was my father good to? Who in his life got his
best? I really don't know. It was certainly no one I knew.
And there were so few people in his life. Todd and I of-
ten entertained the notion that there was a secret How-
ard, a part of him only our mother got to see. She'd
spent her life telling us about this other side of him, a
man who was privately loving, compassionate, and em-
pathetic — someone who thought about me and was in-
terested in what I was doing but just didn't know how to
express it directly. This was the Howard she loved to be
the spokesperson for. But with this new crisis, we both
wondered if she'd been making up this version of him
all along. Maybe my father was never present but was
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something of a ghost, and my relationship with him was
more with his absence than his presence.

After I arrived home, the next days were hard, harder
for my mother than for me or Todd, but hard nonethe-
less. Many old memories of hard times came back to me
and kept me up at night. I cried in my wife Jill's arms,
overwhelmed by how much of what I'd tried to put be-
hind me was present again. She knew about the epic trip
to Yellowstone I took with my father as an adult and
how hard I'd worked to recover from the failures of that
experience. She comforted me and asked why I was so
sad, and I was surprised to realize I knew exactly what it
was. I was disappointed in myself that I let him hurt me
again. I'd never imagined there was anything left he
could do that would wound me, and I blamed myself for
it. All the work I'd done on myself wasn't enough.

Over the course of those first days, Mom told me
what she knew. In the fall of 2011, Howard met a woman
online. It was a sad time for him, and he felt alone, join-
ing online chat rooms and social websites to meet peo-
ple. My sister Tracy had been living next door to my
parents for years, and she had moved away months pri-
or, taking her four children, his grandchildren, with her.
Perhaps this loss wounded him in ways he didn't know
how to handle, but he never spoke of it. He didn't reach
out to Todd or me or invest more in his relationship
with Todd's children, who still lived just minutes away.
Instead, he went online to seek comfort from strangers.
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Soon he met a woman named Crissy on a website
called Fubar.com (a prescient name, all things consid-
ered). It's a service that bills itself as the Web’s first
online bar, where users can buy virtual drinks for friends
using fu-bucks. It was embarrassing to explore it myself,
but I did and discovered it was much like a bar, with a
mix of people looking to socialize and those looking for
romantic encounters. Regardless of my father's inten-
tions, he and Crissy soon exchanged emails with each
other, and their connection grew stronger.

She knew my father was married, and he knew she
was going through a divorce. Somewhere during the fall
of 2011, he proposed the idea of flying to visit her in Aus-
tralia. She initially refused. When he explained the na-
ture of his “cockeyed marriage,” she agreed. In my
father's eyes, his marriage to my mother had always had
fundamental problems, hinged on the fact that they'd
married too young. At nineteen, his father threatened to
throw him out of the house, and his engagement to my
mother bought him time. Soon after, my oldest brother
Todd was born. And two years later, Tracy came into
this world. Four years later, it was my turn, and by the
time I was eight years old, my father wanted to escape
from his marriage and had his first affair.

But if the marriage had fundamental problems, why
hadn't he tried to repair the marriage or end it in the
three decades since the first affair? I asked him this
question, but he had no answer. He held an amazing ca-
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pacity for duality in his mind, seeing himself both as a
powerless victim of forces beyond anyone's control and
a heroic figure. Depending on the question I asked, he'd
pick one or the other or ramble his way between both.
His marriage to my mother was a mystery to him too
perhaps. If it was so bad, why didn't he leave? If it was
so good, why risk it on affairs? It didn't make sense to
me, and I don't think it did to him either.

Howard's lies piled up. They were his favorite kind:
the half lies. His fear of turning seventy might have been
real, but that wasn't the primary reason for the trip or its
destination. Whatever feelings of sadness or despair he
felt, he kept them to himself and worked out this new
plan of escape all on his own, with no thoughts for how
the rest of us would feel once we knew the facts, which
was inevitable.

I didn't know what to say when Mom shared the de-
tails. It was shocking and demoralizing. I felt like how I
imagine the children of criminals feel. I had to tell Jill
about the details to help me absorb the fact that this was
happening. It was only listening to the words come out
of my mouth that made it real and not merely something
in my mind. I felt embarrassed to have encouraged him
to go to Australia. I felt ashamed to be his son, both for
what he was putting my mother through and what it
might mean for me and my sense of family. I felt hate
for him, the old hate, the hate I'd worked hard through
my life to leave behind: the hate of a child in a family
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divided by its father, and the hate fueled by a separated
family thrown back together without healing the wounds
that had divided us. I didn't sleep well anymore. It was
as if someone had swept my legs out from under me,
and when I turned to look at who did it, I saw my father
nearby, walking away without even looking me in the
eyes.

I ran through the possibilities of what might happen
next. Where was this situation going to go? One possi-
bility was that my father had had a fling, a chance hap-
pening, a tryst. That he'd recognize his mistake and
apologize, asking for forgiveness. His entire adult life
had been dependent on my mother, and she was and
had always been his best friend. But the months of pre-
meditation in his trip and the weeks of silence when he
returned made this less likely. He'd also already pur-
chased tickets to return to Australia. Before I'd arrived
for my visit, he had already planned to return but told
none of us. This had been a slow, careful, thoughtful
choice, and none of it had involved thinking of my
mother. If none of his choices considered my mother's
feelings, there was no chance he considered mine.

For the first time in my life, I considered changing
my name. This surprised even me, as I had always liked
the sound of the name of my family. For every basketball
team I've ever played for, I was simply called Berkun,
and even today, many friends call me by that name. I
know my family history for four generations, and I'm
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proud of where I'm from. I've always felt my achieve-
ments honored my parents and everyone else who
shares my name. But after I learned of what my father
had done, every time I signed a contract or read my mail,
I'd see my father’s name in my own, and it bothered me.
I wanted no reminder that my life was tied to his, as the
very idea of family and his role, or lack thereof, in it had
been revealed as foreign to me.

I didn't feel betrayed by his affair. At least that wasn't
the primary feeling I had. I wasn't angry that my parents’
marriage might end, as sad as it might have been. My
father could have divorced my mother or moved to Aus-
tralia or done a thousand other things I'd have preferred
he didn't, and I wouldn't have taken it personally, as it
had nothing to do directly with me in my adult life. In-
stead, my anger came from his silence. There was no
attempt to explain himself, and I felt I deserved an ex-
planation. He'd kept a secret of his own making, a secret
that, now revealed, left all of us — my mother, my broth-
er, and me — to sort everything out for ourselves. Had he
called me to tell me the news himself, I could have at
least respected him for being accountable for his deci-
sions and tending to their potential impact on me, but
that call never came. Instead, I saw him as a coward, a
person afraid to take responsibility for the consequences
of his choices.

Days passed as I realized I wasn't going to hear from
him. I decided I would write to him myself. I refined and
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refined this note until it was simple and pragmatic, di-
vorced from my feelings about anything. Taking the
highest ground and giving all the benefits of doubt I

could muster, I sent this:

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Sunday, June 24, 2012 9:25 AM

To: Howard Berkun

Subject: Your legacy with the Berkun family

Mom told me you are leaving. She told me you know that I
know. Yet you haven't called or written to tell me yourself what
you're doing.

There may be more to your story but you have not made any
effort to share it: I can only assume her version is true. With this
I'm devastated by the choices you've made. I can't express how
hurt, upset and disappointed I am. But that's not why I'm writ-

mg.

You need sound advice. I do not believe you have close
friends or family who can give you good council. Even if you do,
I doubt you've made use of them to inform your feelings and
decisions these last months.

I suspect you have been isolating yourself from those closest

to you for some time, denying yourself the benefit of the honest
perspective only those who care most about you will give. You
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told me you think I'm the ace in the deck, yet I can't remember
the last time you asked me for advice.

My advice is this: As the patriarch you will leave a legacy
that will carry on for generations. This last chapter will define
how Todd and I remember you, and how your grandchildren
and their children understand who you were. How did you treat
us? How did you treat Mom? How did you handle good times
and tough times? Tara, Aaron, Josh, Jessica, Aidan, Gavin, me,
Tracy and Todd will all carry on and you have invested much of
your life in providing for us.

Yet your recent choices abandon us. You're rejecting your
family in favor of a person you only recently met. You're trading
50 years with Mom, 46 years with Todd and 40 with me, entire
lifetimes, for something you barely know. We can only feel we
never meant much if you are willing to vanish to the other side
of the world, and trade us in for so little.

You've made choices without explanation and little fore-
thought into the consequences for us. If you needed more from
me or Todd or Mom, or had issues to solve, or painful feelings
you were dealing with, you never gave us a chance to help you.

Every day is new. You can still try to seek advice. But now
you are confused and lost and alone which is a bad place to be
when making choices that define the rest of your life. If you con-
tinue on this path your legacy will be rejecting your children
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and your best-friend of 5o years, repeating for us the most pain-
ful episode of our lives when you left nearly 30 years ago. Your
story will be defined primarily by abandonment and selfishness.

What legacy do you want to leave with the family you spent
your life building? Please keep that in mind as you make your
next decisions.

Love -Scott

When I wrote this letter, I didn't know I'd be writing
a memoir about my family. As a writer, I never imagined
that if I wrote a memoir, my father, of all people, would
be at its center. As I read this email now, I can't help but
notice the word “legacy.” Of the many reasons I'm writ-
ing this book, one is so my nieces and nephews have
one telling of this story they can read if, even decades
from now, they become curious. Most families rely on
memory, and the story changes with each telling of the
tale. I don't want more ghosts haunting my family. To
put into words what I know and feel is an act of hope for
the future, a faith that whoever reads it can put it to use.
I didn't know it then, but my questioning my father's
legacy in that email led me to question my own. But I
went to bed that night without a reply, wondering what
would happen next and if the high road was the right
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The first fable I learned about fathers was from Star
Wars. The discovery of the true identity of Darth Vader
shocked me in a way no movie or book had before. The
American Film Institute lists Vader, in his The Empire
Strikes Back appearance, as the third best villain of all
time, ranked only behind Hannibal Lecter from The Si-
lence of the Lambs and Norman Bates from Psycho. I've
noticed many of the films made by Lucas and Spielberg
have plots defined by distant and absent fathers (Raiders
of the Lost Ark: The Last Crusade, E.T., Hook, Close Encounters
of the Third Kind, War of the Worlds), and it's a theme that
runs through Shakespeare's Hamlet and even Shelley's
Frankenstein. There is a long history in almost every cul-
ture, in literature and mythology, of stories of fathers
who weren't very good as parents.

But as a boy, the only story I knew was Vader's, and
I'd grow up making my own comparisons between me
and Luke Skywalker, and my father and Vader. It's a dis-
turbing memory now, but I remember sitting on my fa-
ther's shoulders when he took me to a Star Wars
publicity event to see the one and only Darth Vader. Of
course, it wasn't really Darth Vader but instead some
out-of-work actor in a rented Darth Vader suit, but these
trivialities are irrelevant to a young boy. I was going to
see someone from the greatest film of all time as far as I
was concerned.

I only remember this story because of an old photo
I've seen dozens of times, a photo now lost to history. In
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the photo, I was six or seven years old, still small and
light enough that my father didn't mind carrying me
around. It was at a Toys ‘R’ Us store, and we were wait-
ing in a crowded line, packed with screaming kids and
parents at the end of their ropes of patience. My mom
was there too, as it must have been she who took the
photo. It's strange to me now how we are fans of evil,
that we'd sell merchandise and hold events to celebrate a
person, real or fictitious, who epitomizes what we're
hoping, in our real lives, to avoid. Perhaps part of the
power of stories is they allow us to relate to evil in a way
far safer than examining the bad, however silent and re-
pressed, inside ourselves.

I can't think of this day visiting Vader with my father
without recalling what it was like to see Star Wars for the
second time. I don't remember what it was like the first
time, because I was too young and without expectations.
I didn't know what it was like to love a film that much.
But the second time I saw the film, I'd been anticipating
it for days. I remember sitting in the front row of the
balcony at the huge single auditorium theater in Bay
Terrace, looking down as wave after wave of families
walked down the aisles, filling in the seats below me. I
nervously ate from the bag of popcorn in my hand, hop-
ing with each and every second that the film would start.

It was in the second film that the world of Star Wars
shifted from magic to despair. I remember the drive
home after seeing The Empire Strikes Back and feeling
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deeply disturbed. I'd never seen a film that hit me so
hard emotionally, generating feelings I didn't even know
that I had. I was sad, I was angry, and I was confused all
at the same time, and thinking about these feelings did-
n't make them go away — it made them stronger. When
Vader told Luke that he is his father, the defining mo-
ment of the film, I thought it had to be a trick. It was
incomprehensible that a hero so good could have come
from someone so bad. I wishfully decided there had to
be some other explanation. It was magical thinking, be-
lieving that something couldn't be true simply because
of how much I didn't want it to be.

Luke's horror was twofold, and it was the combina-
tion that was more than my young brain could handle.
Knowing little of his father's life meant Luke's father
was a mystery to him, a neutral figure. Maybe he was a
good man, maybe he was a bad man. The shock that he
was alive would have been difficult enough to handle. To
learn at the same time that his father was an enthusiasti-
cally bad man, a figure that stood against all that Luke
had just learned to love, was devastating. And the last
touch was that this discovery was made only moments
after Vader had nearly killed Luke, his only son. Why
would Vader choose this time, and this moment, to re-
veal himself? Why not send a nice box of Stormtrooper
chocolates or a gift-wrapped light saber with "To Luke,
From Dad" monogrammed on the handle? The answer is
that Vader was someone who confused control with
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love. Vader believed the only way to get what he wanted
was to force it to happen, pun intended, and what he
wanted was all that mattered.

Few people know that the evil of Vader was likely a
reflection of Lucas' own experience. George's father re-
jected his interest in filmmaking when George was just a
boy. His father wanted George to join the family busi-
ness, much like Vader wanted "to rule the galaxy togeth-
er." Whatever the motivations were for Lucas, and the
screenwriters Leigh Brackett and Lawrence Kasdan, I
know I'd never seen a movie that disturbed me so deeply
before. It twisted the fabric of good and bad in a way
that has stayed on my mind all of my life.

When we left the theater after seeing The Empire
Strikes Back, 1 asked my mother if it was true: was Vader
really Luke's father, or was he lying? She smiled at me in
that way that said there's a truth she knew I didn't want
to hear. I pressed on, and she told me that yes, it was
true, but I still didn't believe it. It was only when I saw
the next film, Return of the Jedi, that I accepted the truth.
The redemption of Vader in Return of the Jedi, where he
sacrifices himself to save his son, came to mind often as
a private fantasy. I wondered what I could do that would
impress my father enough to change him, or in the par-
lance of the film, reveal the good that had been in him
all along. I wondered how I could achieve something
worthy of his goodness, worthy of his love. If only I
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were better at basketball or school or something, I
thought.

Lucas made three more films about Vader, an attempt
to redeem this father figure even further than the first
trilogy did. It's no surprise that Lucas and his father rec-
onciled during those many intervening years. Vader now
easily fits into a long series of misunderstood monsters,
going back through Frankenstein, the Greek Myths, and
even Aesop's Fables. The pattern of the misunderstood
monster is a creature who suffers a deep wound early in
its life, a wound it never recovers from. As the creature’s
personality grows around that injury, covering it up and
patching it over, the foundation of the creature’s identity
that forms is incomplete. With each year that passes, it
puts more and more layers of experience above that
wound, so much that it can't see the wound anymore.
And the deeply buried pain hurts so much that the crea-
ture struggles to be good to others. The depth keeps the
wound safe from further injury but also prevents it from
ever healing. Dr. Frankenstein hurt the creature he made
by instantly abandoning him after he was born. The
creature wanted the love of his father but received only
hate and rejection. His father's response to his very birth
turned the child into a wounded creature of rage, a mon-
ster that would take his father's name, forever seeking
revenge from the person who'd given him life but not
love.

53



I don't want to see my father as a monster. We all
suffer old wounds we don't have the courage to heal, as
healing is one of the most painful things we can do.
Healing requires being vulnerable, often to the very
people who have wounded us. There are many good
things my father did for our family and for me. He
worked hard to provide for us and kept us safe. But be-
cause he couldn't see his own wounds and how they'd
changed him, he never realized the biggest danger to the
family wasn't outside the house but was inside him in-
stead.

Irving Berkun, my father's father, was the quietest
man I'd ever met. When I was a child, we visited my
grandparents’ house in Elmont on Sundays. He'd sit
quietly on his puffy orange couch, a couch covered with
those ridiculous plastic covers. Those strange covers,
popular in those days, signified a postponement of liv-
ing, of choosing to preserve the couch instead of enjoy-
ing the pleasure of sitting on it. My grandparents’
miserable little black dog Poochie spent his hours hiding
under that couch, growling at anyone who dared to
reach underneath. They never clipped his nails, so they
twisted in knots at the edge of his paws. Poochie was the
first dog I met that I didn't like. He was an insane guard
dog, driven mad by neglect, or perhaps abuse, protecting
himself from everyone instead of protecting his family
from danger.
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Irving, my grandfather, was always watching profes-
sional wrestling when we visited. He'd stare into that
television as if he and it were the only things left on the
planet. His social skills, even with his own grandchil-
dren, were nonexistent. I didn't receive a single smile or
pat on the head from him in my life. In my entire life, I
don't remember him ever saying a word to me. As sad as
that sounds, I can only imagine the tragedy of being
born his son. What must he have been like then? Irving
had served in WWII in the Merchant Marine, perhaps in
a line of work that required little talking. Even after the
war, he was often away at sea, preferring the silence of
the ocean to being in his own home.

My father's mother, Tessie, was always kind to me.
She had warmth and a sharp humor that made those
visits fun. Every time I walked in that door, she'd smile
and hug me, offering hot Jell-O, which sounds disgust-
ing now but was sweet and warm then, and I'd accept
her offer of it more often than not. I'd sit at the small
folding table in her kitchen, drinking the hot Jell-O and
eating Entenmann's coffeecake. We never stayed there
more than a few hours, a short enough slice of my life
that the visits were never more than a curiosity, a visit to
a world I knew I never had to live in.

As the oldest son, my father had been the center of
his mother's world when he was young. She had con-
vinced him he was brilliant and great at everything. The
price for this attention was her demand of perfection in
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everything he did. A grade of ninety-five on a spelling
test was not good enough, and she pushed him hard,
more through guilt and shame than encouragement.
When he turned fifteen years old, Tessie's mother be-
came mentally ill, demanding long hours of care from
her every day. With Irving also away so often, Howard
was on his own. He'd recently skipped a grade level, a
choice made with Tessie's encouragement, which made
the social challenges of school hard for him. He strug-
gled with school and with making friends. All his life
he'd been groomed to believe how special he was, but
now the world around him told him something else.
Even his mother, the one person who loved him the
most, abandoned him and left him alone. It was a painful
time for him, the worst time of his young life.

There were only two possible ways for young How-
ard to resolve this situation. One was to realize he was-
n't the amazing person his mother had told him he was
all his life. The other was to decide there was something
wrong with the world. He decided the latter. It may be
too much to say it's something he consciously decided.
Or perhaps he was already too far gone in his own nar-
cissism to consider alternatives at all. Instead of being
humbled by his situation, his arrogance grew. Instead of
learning to connect with people, he stayed away. Four
years later, he met 'd meet my mother. She protected
him from the world and enabled his immaturity, in
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many of the same ways Tessie had. A decade later, I was
born, and when I was eight years old, he moved away.

The story my father has told me more than any other
about his childhood is about a time he was playing base-
ball in a park in Brooklyn. His mother watched him play,
standing on the sidelines near first base. He was up at
bat and hit a ground ball into the infield. He ran as fast
as he could to first base, and just before the throw came
in from the shortstop, he stepped loudly on the bag. But
the first baseman and the umpire both thought he was
out. An argument started, and the umpire asked Tessie
what she saw. Howard looked to her, hoping she'd come
to the defense of her oldest and most amazing son. I im-
agine the look on her face, slowly looking at him, then
back to the base, and then at him again. Finally, she said,
"He was out." My father was devastated. He'd wanted
her support, but she gave it away to strangers. My father
believes she knew he was safe but didn't want to argue
on his behalf, preferring to please other people instead. I
can imagine young Howard brooding all the way home
and for days to come, feeling betrayed. The only person
he’d trusted in his life had abandoned him, and he'd
never give that trust to anyone again.

My father was seventy years old the last time I heard
this story. The event itself took place sixty years ago.
There is no one else alive who shares this memory, as
my grandmother passed away in 2005. I know he never
brought the memory to her to see how his recollections
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compared with hers. Given what we know about
memory, it's impossible to know what really happened.
Maybe she wasn't paying attention and responded with
a shrug, which disappointed Howard. Or perhaps he was
out, and the first baseman was right. Should she have
defended him anyway and lied about it But maybe the
facts aren't important in memories like these. Every time
my father tells this story, there's a meaning that's im-
portant to him in the present that has little to do with
the past.

Year after year, emotions filter our memories, shift-
ing their focus. The details we fixate on express feelings
we've yet to resolve or understand. Each time I've heard
this story, its point is his feeling of abandonment, a no-
tion that echoes my own feelings about my father. He
has played the same role in many of the childhood
memories I have. He wasn't there. He wasn't an ally. He
chose the world over me more often than not. We both
share the same kind of wound. Where I hope we differ is
in what we've done about it. He never gave up his grip
on blaming his mother, which left him with only one
hand for experiencing the emotions of life.

Leo Buscaglia, the author of the powerful book Living,
Loving, Learning, defined an adult as someone capable of
making choices. We are not slaves to the past, saying
lines from a script written long ago, a script given to us
by our parents. A mature adult instead is aware of their
own patterns and the experiences that created them, and
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can, with effort, choose to go another way. But it re-
quires work to reach maturity, work few people do.
Abraham Maslow, of the eponymous hierarchy, called
this process of a person living to their potential “self-
actualization.” When we're stuck in the past, protecting
old wounds or fighting with ghosts in our minds, we are
fractions of who we could be.

Assuming Buscaglia and Maslow are right and that
it's possible to leave the past behind, who is willing to
do this kind of work? Maybe one person in five? It's far
easier to go with the grain of the lives we find ourselves
in, even if we're unfulfilled. Few people willingly choose
to take on the challenge, and of those who do, it's often
a crisis that motivates the attempt: a faﬂing marriage, a
near-death experience, or a deep depression. It's only
when things are the worst that we have enough despera-
tion to change. I sent my email to my father with hope
that this was that time for him, that finally after all this
time, he'd faced something too big to explain away, forc-
ing open paths he'd denied before.

The situation had its effect on me too. I discovered
long ago that writing in my journal, meditating, and ex-
ercising are three habits I must keep to stay aware of
myself. If I'm an easygoing person, it's because of those
habits. But in those first weeks of this new world, I
struggled to concentrate. I had nightmares. My mind
wandered easily to the past, stuck in old, sad memories
like the ones I've shared in this book. It felt like a curse,
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as no matter how much I worked through my feelings in
the present, it created waves of old emotions back from
the past. I took comfort in talking to Jill, Todd, and close
friends. Jill and I were seeing a marriage counselor at the
time, and my feelings surfaced there too. No matter
what I did, those feelings and memories stayed at the
front of my mind.

One gift of art is catharsis. Art can express feelings
we struggle with, helping us to follow along. There are
three films I watch when I'm having the hardest of
times: The Thin Red Line, Fight Club, and Magnolia. Jill
knows I'm in a bad way when she comes home to find
me on the couch watching one of them. Watching dark
films during dark times is a curious therapy, but it works
for me. The darker the story, the more contrast I find
with my struggles. Dark stories remind me how much
worse the human experience can be than whatever I'm
currently struggling with. And when the film ends, and I
return to my own world, I discover my feelings have
moved, even if only slightly, toward a better place. In
hard times, small wins change lives.

I've seen Magnolia many times, but this time I found
myself most absorbed by a scene I'd never thought much
about. There is a moment in the film where young Stan-
ley Spector, having just had the worst moment of his
life, embarrassing himself on national television, discov-
ers something important. The action slows down, and

the camera moves in close. In a moment of existential
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recognition about the strangeness of life, he says to
himself, "This is something that happens."” When he ut-
ters these words, a calm overtakes him, and the judg-
ment of the world fades away. And something in this
moment, Stanley's acceptance of the absurdity of life,
touched me where I needed to be touched, and I cried. I
was like Stanley as a boy during my parents’ first separa-
tion: sad and lost in an ocean of distant adults. Some-
thing released in me that I didn't realize I'd been
holding on to so tightly for so long. My father's new af-
fair put my emotions back in time to those dark days,
and there were things back there that wanted to come
out. I wrote the phrase down in my journal and on the
whiteboard near my writing desk: This is something that
happens.

This phrase, as my mantra, kept me from falling into
denial. It prevented me from indulging in indifference. It
stopped me when I thought for too many hours about
what I could have or should have done in the past. It was
a reminder that the unraveling of my family was real,
and I had to accept it even if I'd never understand it. Far
worse things happen to far better families. I was lucky to
be so old and so far away when this happened to my
family a second time.

At midnight a few days later, my father replied to my
email. It was the longest and most personal letter he'd
ever written to me. I shared it with Todd, who had never
seen anything like it either.
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From: Howard Berkun

Date: Mon, 25 Jun 2012 23:47:28 -0400

To: Scott Berkun

Subject: RE: Your legacy with the Berkun family

hi scott,

Yes, i have not acted well. Not speaking to you on this very
important matter. Its not an easy topic to discuss, let alone with
the ones who love mom so deeply.

i have not succeeded in my life for various reasons. the big-
gest being living life to someone elses wishes. Doing the right
thing as my mom would wish. Living with previously made de-
cisions and although unhappy, finding it harder or impossible
to change course. Sort of doing the expected thing would be
most popular to many, but not right for yourself. e.g. you chang-
ing careers, discarding microsoft for a new path.

i attempted a breakout 35 yrs ago, finally doing something
selfish and pleasureable and rewarding. Guilt, stopped me from

carrying through.

[..]
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Generally speaking, regarding death as you alluded to, the
way i see it, i have been sitting and working here endlessly and

being unhappy and waiting to die.

And so, i went and chatted with another, and started awak-
ening. And after a while life started to overwhelm the rest. And I
dont know where i go. Where life takes me. But there is more to
life than building a legacy.. Life should be for the living. And as
for building throughout my life, it hasnt resulted in gratifica-
tion. All i have to show here is walls, windows, and trees.

Dont want to hurt anyone. But, i hurt. I hurt for a long time.
and it never gets better.

I love you very much
Dad
keep up the communication

A lifetime of my father's silences ended with this let-
ter. It was hard to take in, and I found myself going back
to read it many times. He'd never once mentioned feel-
ing like a failure in anything in his life, at least not to
me. He was proud of providing for his family, proud of
the small company he had started, and proud of some
things he shouldn't have been proud of. Had all that
been a grand lie, and this was the truth? Or was this a
way to justify his recent actions? Or some of both?
There was no way to know. It came all at once like an old
forgotten dam breaking open, burying everything that
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had been assumed to be safe in the wake of powerful,
old waters.

From one perspective, the letter made complete
sense. My father excelled at harboring feelings, some-
thing he'd learned from his own parents. He'd held each
of his children, and my mother, in silent contempt,
blaming us in the privacy of his own mind. Like many
men of his generation, expressing feelings was foreign,
almost absurd to him, and that in itself hid a multitude
of problems. He'd only bring his feelings to light, often
with coaching from my mother, when he needed to jus-
tify an offense. He'd pull from his inventory of ancient
grievances as justification: "If I hurt you, I'm sorry, but
you hurt me on December 2, 1984 at 11:05 am.” His life-
long misery described in the email, if true, was another
secret he'd kept in his back pocket. Perhaps he was Tho-
reau's average man, living in quiet desperation and shar-
ing the truth only now when it was harder than ever to
want to help him. Or perhaps that was the best story he
could imagine for explaining himself.

The middle of the email, which I've omitted, was a
painful ramble of accusations against Todd, Tracy, my
mother, and me, spanning many years. He mentioned
how I sent flowers on Mother's Day, but not Father's
Day, a deliberate choice I had made after our failed trip
together to Yellowstone. He listed his disappointment at
gifts to Todd and Tracy that didn't work out the way
he’d wanted. It was a jumble of intense, unsorted feel-
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ings, making it hard to know what he was hoping to ex-
press. The question I was left with was: now what? He'd
responded. What should I do, if anything?

Jill taught me long ago that the place to start in emo-
tional situations is with acceptance. It doesn't matter
how small the thing is that we accept, but when some-
one makes themselves vulnerable, we have to ask if we
want to continue the conversation. If we do, we must
start on their terms, even if just by saying, "I understand
how you feel, as I've felt that way myself." This meant I
had to think through what he'd said carefully, looking
for something to agree with, something I could honestly
acknowledge. Anything else I wanted to say would have
to wait.

I knew all this might be a manipulation, that his email
was more about him rationalizing his choices, but if that
were true, I'd know soon enough. For the sake of my
mother, my brother, and what was left of my family,
there was advice he needed that he wouldn't hear from
anyone else. I decided that I alone could give him this
advice, and that was the best thing I could do for him,
my family, and myself.

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Tuesday, June 26, 2012 5:56 PM

To: Howard

Subject: Re: Your legacy with the Berkun family

65



Thanks for sharing how you really feel. I understand. I'm
sorry you feel so much pain.

I have many thoughts on what you have written, but you
haven't asked for my opinion so I won't offer any unless that's
what you want. I'd like for you to be happy and to help you.
How can I help?

As a son to both of you there is only so much I can do. I
hope you'll forgive me for giving you two unsolicited pieces of
advice:

1) If you want to move on, hire a mediator. You need a third
party to help you do what's best for each of you. Given the bag-
gage you mention and the intense stress both of you are under
right now, neither of you is doing your best thinking. Give your-
self the benefit of a calm, neutral expert who has significant
experience with the situation you are in. It will cost little and if
you learn one thing it will have been worthwhile given what's at
stake.

2) If you expect to continue a relationship with Mom, of any
kind, see a marriage counselor together. They are experts in the
crisis you are in. They can provide tools and perspective to help
you both, and provide a needed neutral perspective on every-
thing (I say this as a man who has been seeing a marriage
counselor for over a year). If you go and don't like it, you've lost
nothing. If you decide to move on, a visit to a counselor will help
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you both relate to each other in the future, which is likely given
the children, family and everything else you currently share.

Love, -Scott

While this email conversation continued, I talked to
Mom daily on the phone and gave similar advice. I want-
ed to avoid playing a mediator role in any way. I'd done
this as a teenager for some of their fights and didn't
want to do it again.

My father replied two days later. He took my advice
better than I expected, yet worse too — more complica-
tions. He agreed with my suggestions but wanted to wait
until he returned from Australia in a few weeks to do
anything about them. He made no mention of his behav-
ior or how I might feel about it. He seemed almost excit-
ed, which was hard to understand:

Thanks for the email, and your consideration and understand-
ing. It means a lot to me that you understand. Anything else.??
Ears are open !

The ears were the easy part, I thought; it was his
heart he had trouble with. Somewhere between his ears
and his heart, the wiring didn't work right, and that's
how we'd ended up here in the first place. But I knew
this was as close as he was ever going to get to asking
how I felt, so I wrote a short and honest reply.
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From: Scott Berkun

Date: Monday, July 2, 2012 at 9:36 AM

To: Howard

Subject: Re: Your legacy with the Berkun family

> Anything else.?? Ears are open Il

About you: What advice would you have for me if I told you I
met a woman in France on a business trip and was separating
from Jill to be with her? I think you'd tell me that there was a
luster and romance to the new, and as the relationship becomes
less a fantasy and more a reality, many of the problems I was
trying to flee would surface. Traveling 15,000 miles to be with
someone is a powerful tale of romance, but that power fades. I
caution you to keep that in mind as your family hangs in the
balance.

About me: I have many thoughts and feelings about what
has happened. I'm hurt by your choices as I am still part of the
family unit you have cast aside. It's likely I will never be able to
come home' again as there won't be a home to go to. I'm also
angry about the way you handled your choices. We were togeth-
er as a family last week and you could have chosen to talk to
me, or the family together, about what you have done and are
deciding to do. You could have at least made certain I heard
about your choices from you, rather than through Mom. As a
result this drama played out in a very stressful way for me, and
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put Todd and I in crisis mode trying to figure out what was
going on and figure out what we should do. I was deeply
wounded once by you leaving when I was young, and you have
wounded me again in similar fashion as an adult.

I wish you the best. Love,

-Scott

I sent that email on July 2. To this day, he's never re-
plied. A few days later, he got on a plane to return to

Australia. Without a thought, he left his wounded family
behind him to fall backward into the limbo of the past.
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TWO

BROTHER AND SISTER

ntil I was eight years old, Todd and I shared a
Ubedroom, We got along well even though he was
six years older than me. My childhood friend
Craig had a brother the same age as Todd, and he picked
on Craig often, using his size to push Craig around.
Many older siblings take advantage, but Todd never did.
He was friendly and fair despite the countless ad-
vantages he had over me in size and smarts. We shared
the same creative spirit too, spending long hours invent-
ing worlds of Matchbox cars in the basement, with
maze-like tracks for them to ride on. In the hallway up-
stairs, we'd have paper airplane flying competitions,
carefully drawing logos and names like “X-15" or “Apollo
1" on the wings of the loose-leaf paper we used. Then
we'd see which of us could throw their planes the far-
thest from our bedroom, maybe out past the stairs, or if
we got lucky, all the way to the couch in the living room.
The bond we shared happened on its own and grew
strong but never reached the radar of our parents. It

71



seemed our connection was a mild annoyance to them
and Tracy too. Tracy, as the middle child and only
daughter, often felt left out. She never found her way
inside the connection we had, despite the attempts eve-
ryone made to bring her in. We didn't mean to keep her
out, but she easily got upset, sensitive to the smallest of
unintended slights, wearing away the motivation to
bring her closer inside.

During dinner, Todd and I made each other laugh do-
ing Monty Python routines or jokes and skits we'd in-
vented ourselves. My parents were sometimes annoyed
by our banter despite its innocence. We weren't making
fun of anyone at the table, but they'd ask us to stop
sometimes as if we were disrupting everyone. | realize
now it was foreign to the family to see two people who
genuinely got along. Anyone could have joined in our
playfulness, and occasionally they did, but a certain joy
was required that wasn't in abundance. My parents nev-
er took the golden opportunity of rewarding and en-
couraging a powerful bond of brotherhood that formed
all on its own.

Looking back now, the relationship between me and
Todd was the strongest in the family, though no one,
including us, thought about it that way. No one told us
being close as siblings was rare and worth protecting.
Howard and his younger brother, who were also six
years apart in age, didn't talk to each other for most of
my childhood. The story I was always told was that
Danny was a difficult person, a story I've long doubted
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and have more reasons to doubt today. Even my moth-
er's sibling relationships were complicated at best. Yet
Todd and I never heard much praise for what we had
and still have. It's the things a family is silent about that
say more than what they talk about all the time.

For years, Todd was a counselor at the same summer
camp I went to, the Samuel Field Y in Little Neck, Long
Island. We'd ride the same bus to and from the
campgrounds every day. I was ten years old when this
picture was taken, and Todd was sixteen years old,
which means our parents were separated at the time. It's
clear that even at this young age, I was destined to be a
wiseass and a troublemaker.

At night, Todd and I used to listen to radio shows on
our old alarm clock, the kind with the black and white
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flip cards for the minutes and seconds. One evening, the
story was a thriller about a group of vampires that was
stalking young high school students. It scared me in a
way that was thrilling and fun while the story was play-
ing, but that left me terrified when it was over. Todd
shut off the radio, and we went to bed. In the silence, we
wished each other goodnight, but I knew I was far too
scared to sleep.

I asked my brother, in a whisper: "Hey, Todd. What
happens if a vampire comes in the night?"

It was a serious question, and he heard the fear in my
voice. It was a different thing to listen to these stories at
my age than at his.

He thought for a moment and then replied, "Don't
worry; I'm bigger, so it will get me first. I have more
blood than you do."

This was great news to me, a fantastic insight into
vampire tactics. I felt comforted, and my fears faded
away. He seemed so certain, which relieved me, and I
rolled over and went to sleep. Todd of course stayed up
all night, terrified by his own logic. He took an imagi-
nary bullet for me. It was a small thing, a tiny shared
moment that has stayed with me forever. Inside that
memory is something important about Todd's nature
and the effect the little decisions he made in my pres-
ence had on me.

Todd was almost a parent, in the emotional sense of
the word, in those early years. He didn't possess all of
the knowledge adults have, but he shared the most im-
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portant possession we have, which is time. Since he was
wiser, even if not by that much, the time we shared let
him nudge me toward confidence in dozens of little
ways. I've asked him, as an adult, why he did this. He
didn't get much positive encouragement from our par-
ents. And few older siblings were so kind. His answer
was that he didn't want me to struggle with the things
he had struggled with. He didn't want me to have the
same wounds, the same bad experiences that he'd had
when he was my age. He did it simply because it was the
right thing to do, and he wanted to be the kind of per-
son who did those things. For all the tension I felt in the
absence of my father, it was counterbalanced by the pu-
rity of my brother's love. It's one of the great good for-
tunes of my life to have grown up with Todd as my
brother.

One year in summer camp, I was afraid to go in the
deep pool, a pool deep enough that I couldn't stand and
had to swim. I'd done all of the lessons in the kid's pool,
but I was afraid of moving on, so scared that I fell be-
hind all my friends. Since Todd was a counselor and had
been volunteering that week at the pool, he saw me re-
fusing to go in day after day. Eventually he'd had
enough. He walked over to where I was.

I saw him coming and instantly knew his intentions,
but he was bigger and stronger. He grabbed me easily
despite my flailing attempts to escape. I screamed and
kicked, demanding to be put down, but he didn't give
up. In one motion, he leaned his shoulders back and to
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the left to get enough momentum and then threw me
right over the stone edge of the pool and into the deep
water. I was furious as he threw me, already thinking
about how I was going to fight him when I got out.
Through my anger, I didn't care how much bigger he
was. I remember being in the air, waiting to land, plan-
ning to start swimming at the first possible moment.
And then I hit the water, muttering to myself as I gritted
my teeth. Inmediately I swam as fast as I could to get to
him. But then, mid-stroke, I had a realization: I was
swimming in the deep water! I didn't stop to think about
it, as all I wanted was revenge, but as I swam, I couldn't
get the fact that I was swimming in the deep pool out of
my mind. It was fun in the deep water, I realized. It was
just like swimming anywhere except for the thrill of
knowing how deep it was below. I was strangely proud
of myself for being there in that moment, even though I
was still angry with Todd for putting me there.

I told myself I'd explore this new experience for a
moment, and then when I was done, I'd go after him.
But by the time I left the pool, I'd forgotten I was angry
at all. My first breakthrough about fear had happened,
and I didn't know it. Without saying a word, my brother
had set me on a course to grow up to be a braver man, as
this story of the ethereality of fear would come to my
mind hundreds of times in my life. I don't know when
it's right or wrong to force someone to do something,
but I do know if you love someone, sometimes you have
to push and hope they'll understand. Being thrown into
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the deep water changed me. There was no one else in
my life who threw me into anything. It was a day that
made me a braver man — a man brave enough to write
this book.

I've always been confused by my father's confidence
and lack thereof, how his great love for baseball hadn’t
compelled him to try out for his high school team. The
missing piece of that puzzle, and of his childhood, might
have been he needed someone older, someone he trust-
ed, to encourage him and to convert that notion he had
about what he could be into an attempt to achieve it.
Whatever the cause of his doubts, he passed them on to
me. When I switched from baseball to basketball, what-
ever limited interest my father had in my athletics faded.
And at the same time, basketball had grown into the
most important thing in my life. It was the one thing I
had the most confidence in, and it shaped the way my
friends thought of me. But I'd never played for an orga-
nized league. It wasn't like today where most children
play in soccer or other sports teams from an early age. I
had big dreams of playing in the NBA but was ignorant
of even the most basic steps to take to discover what po-
tential I had.

When I was twelve years old, Todd told me to try out
for the junior varsity basketball team at the Samuel Field
YMHA. I was a year too young, and despite how cocky I
was, I didn't think I could do it. I played for hours every
day in the city parks near our house, but an organized
league was real, with referees, foul shots, and everything.
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It was a new world, and I was intimidated and too proud
to admit to my fears. I told Todd it was a mistake, and he
stopped talking about it. But that little push, that single
mention, was enough for me to look at the tryout sched-
ule. They were a few weeks away. Still hoping for a way
out, I asked my mother if she could take me, half hoping
she'd say no. But she said yes. She usually said yes to
helping me do the things I was trying to do. With each
little step, it became clear there was no reason left not to
try, so I did.

To my surprise, I made the team. It was an enormous
triumph to get validation from strangers that I was good
at something, but I don't remember a celebration at
home. I don't recall a mention from my father. It was,
like everything else in life, only worthy of a shrug from
him. This began a divide that would become enormous,
the gap between the praise I received outside the house
and inside. No one inside the house knew or understood
what these achievements meant to me or cared to join in
celebrating them. It would fuel my fire to want to leave
home, as I didn't feel home was a place where people
were invested in how I felt about my dreams, however
ridiculous they were to the rest of the world. Of course,
I'd never play in the NBA — I was barely good enough to
play for a small college — but that's never the point with
dreams. At the time, it was the dream I was investing in,
and anyone who wasn't helping me make those invest-
ments put themselves on the outside of my young life.
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I played at the Y for another year before making my
high school basketball team as a junior, another triumph.
I was so proud that day, the first Berkun to ever play a
varsity sport, but no one else cared. I was a starter on the
team as a senior and eventually played a year for Drew
University. Throughout those years, basketball was my
life; it was my primary source of identity and self-worth.
I wasn't tall or particularly gifted. It was through disci-
pline, study, and smarts that I was able to achieve what I
did. It was how I learned that passion changed little in
my life if I didn't convert it into work.

I discovered I could do some of the things I saw Larry
Bird or Michael Jordan do simply by slowing down what
I saw. I'd study their moves, breaking them into small
steps I could practice individually. And then by putting
the pieces together and doing them slowly over and over
until they became familiar, eventually it would become
natural to do it faster and faster again. Soon I'd be able
to do something in a game I couldn't do before. Leading
a project or writing a book demands the same attitude of
divide and conquer and dedication to practice. There
isn't a single professional achievement in life that I don't
link back to what I learned from basketball. I don't know
who I'd be without it. And it all started from Todd's lit-
tle pushes and nudges. There was no one else looking
out for me in that way.

The absence of my father’s interest in what I was do-
ing was the defining element of my childhood; it made
me strong, and it made me weak. Basketball was a pro-
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ductive way to occupy myself. The freedom of my
neighborhood let me practice in private on empty courts
or go to the park to play with older kids. I grew comfort-
able with making my own choices and with time alone.
As much as I have anger about my father's absence, I'm
also glad for it. Had he been involved, things might have
been far worse for me. I look at Todd and what he went
through alone, getting more criticism than encourage-
ment, and I can't help but feel grateful.

But the anger I had for my father was a smoldering
one. It burned slow and deep inside me, a constant
source of heat that rarely flared into a fire that I couldn't
handle. I know I wanted how I felt about him to be dif-
ferent. I wanted him to love me for who I was and to see
me as a person with my own ideas. I didn't need him to
love basketball or any of my dreams, but I desperately
needed his approval for having dreams at all. Instead,
there was just unworthiness, a persistent feeling that
nothing I did mattered much to him, and by implication,
the world. It was my love for him, and the impossibility
of feeling it in return, that made him the first person in
my life that I loved and hated at the same time.

I've always feared that if I released all of my anger
toward my father at once, I'd lose myself. My feelings for
him have been like a tightly leashed monster, a dragon
by my side, snarling with me and for me throughout my
life. It was a dragon I knew how to feed and hide. That
dragon would help fuel me to practice and train, and I
discovered anger was an energy I could use to help me
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do hard work. But to let go of that leash, to put the an-
ger in charge of its own choices, would reveal it was
more powerful than I could control. I've been working
throughout my life to let go of that monster without it
consuming me at the same time.

Yet I've wondered in bad times, like this new affair
where my father seems lost, that perhaps if he saw the
power of that naked rage, he'd understand and see who I
was for the first time. It would wake him up. It's a wish-
ful, magical thought of a child. I wanted a formula for
my father, a way to ﬁgure out what to put in to get out
what I needed. I never imagined that for some people,
including those in my family, no such formula exists.
People are not vending machines. We don't all make
sense to each other or even ourselves.

I never told my father about what my mother's boy-
friends were like during the separation. It was a strange
thing as a child to have other men in my life, men who
weren't strictly friends or family of my parents. But my
father never asked me about it, and I've felt telling him
those stories seemed too cruel, as he'd take it as an at-
tack rather than a way to understand his son.

When I was nine, my mother dated a man named Jer-
ry. Unlike the other handful of men she'd dated, he
moved into our house. I recall him being nice. Of course,
Jerry and my mother had their arguments, and Todd saw
far more of his deficiencies than my younger eyes did,
but I was happy to have a man in the house again. It felt
good to get attention from a man, however small and

81



insignificant it was, like a pat on the head or a smile
when he saw me enter the room.

I remember once, before I went to bed, I ran into
what had been my parents' bedroom and hopped up on
the bed where Jerry was. I leaned in on his shoulder, as
far as I could reach, and kissed him on the cheek. I did it
instinctively. I had love to give, and it went to the only
man who was around. I remember how foreign the stub-
ble of his beard felt on my cheek. Had I never kissed my
own father this way? Had I betrayed my father in this
moment, embracing a man who was taking his place? Or
was it my father's own fault, like the day I greeted him at
the screen door to our house, for putting this situation
in motion? It's a curious memory. It has never resolved
into a simple explanation or reason. The physical sensa-
tion of that act was strange and new, as many things
happening in my life were at that time, and perhaps
that's why it's a memory that has lasted more than thirty
years.

In that moment, though, I remember being very hap-
py. I went to my bed smiling and feeling good about
everything. Perhaps the whole family had a good even-
ing that night and everything in the world seemed to be
in the right place. Beneath any level of consciousness, I
assumed this man would be my stepfather, that he
would be in my life for a long time, and I welcomed the
idea. And I remember how he disappeared when my
mother broke up with him and how I never saw him
again. My father and Jerry were two very different men,
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but the results were the same. Two people leaving. Zero
explanations. Many doubts.

The seeds of my independence grew from this pat-
tern of men entering and leaving my life. Todd would be
distant in my life too for a time. As a teenager I was a
graceless winner who had surpassed him in sports. Todd
took the heat that would have gone to my father had he
been involved enough to be the person I tested myself
against. I rejected Todd as I rejected everyone in those
adolescent years, seeing my needs for relationships as a
weakness, having learned implicitly that to be a man was
to be alone.

I've wondered what life would have been like if my
mother had never taken my father back, if she had
stayed a single parent and made her way on her own. I
know for certain we'd have been hurt financially. It
would have been hard for her, or anyone with three
young children, to make ends meet. I wouldn't have
been able to afford going away to college, and without
my father's financial support, it would have taken far
more courage to leave the orbit of NYC. As much as I
love my hometown, I'm grateful I left it. The opportuni-
ties I found by moving away define me as much as
where I'm from.

But if my father had never returned, I'd have been
protected from the lie of our family. I wouldn't have ab-
sorbed the pretense that we were a functional unit or
the empty faith that he was fully present and committed
to us. I've fantasized about the family in This Boy's Life by
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Tobias Wolfe, where he writes about how his young
mother never feared leaving bad situations. She'd move
with her young boy from town to town and man to man,
unafraid of the future. I'm sure Wolfe suffered in his
own way from their lack of stability. My father's return
at least anchored us to a place and a pattern for the rest
of my childhood, as broken as it was. But I can't help
wondering what I'd be like if I were born to a parent
who felt free in the world, who led me out into life in-
stead of trying to protect me from it.

The separation affected the three of us kids different-
ly. Todd and I were diminished by the separation and
the years that came after my parents reunited. When the
separation happened, my mother had her own wounds
and new responsibilities to tend to, and there was less of
her attention to go around. My brother and I were too
weak, stupid, or good-natured to play the situation to
our advantage. Our sister Tracy, on the other hand, saw
the angles and used them. I don't think less of her for
this; I just wish she’d have clued us in so we could have
benefited too. A minor tragedy of that time was how lit-
tle any of us siblings talked about what was happening
and how we could help each other. We were each on our
own, divided in the same ways our parents had been.

Tracy was four years older than me and two years
younger than Todd, the middle child in age, and as the
only girl, in gender. I can't say if being in the middle was
the cause of her problems, but it didn't help. She was a
difficult child. Even during my childhood, my relation-
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ship with her went through many phases, some good
and some bad, but they were all punctuated by her rages.
She possessed volcanic emotions, crying and yelling
over small matters and taking outrage at small, unin-
tended slights.

There were years when she and I played well together
nearly every day. We used to love to bake desserts, tak-
ing over the kitchen to make cookies, cupcakes, and our
own made—up creations. Tracy was patient with me. Be-
ing four years older, she was in charge and wielded her
control kindly. As I love to cook now as an adult, I can't
dismiss the significance of that first exposure to cook-
ing. When I was in junior high school, Tracy would cut
my hair or drive me places I needed to go, which was
kind and sisterly of her. She could be sweet, except
when she wasn't.

Once when I was young enough that I was still play-
ing baseball, she was in our garage with a friend looking
for something fun to do. She asked if she could borrow
my glove and baseball, and I said no. She took the base-
ball bat from the wall and hit me with it. I cried of
course, not because she'd hit me particularly hard, but
from the shock of being attacked in this way. Todd had a
thousand chances to bully me or push me around, yet he
never did.

She didn't babysit me often, but one night she did.
After it got dark outside, she quietly turned off all the
lights in the house. From down the hallway to my room

she pretended to be possessed by the devil. She made
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ghostly sounds and stared straight at me as she slowly
walked down the hall. I begged her to stop, asking and
asking not to play this strange game. But she didn't give
in. Something in her wanted to know about her power
over me and what she could do with it. She never did
this again, in part because it didn't work. I already knew
to be afraid of her. Years later she'd apologize for that
night, and I accepted it, but I never forgot it either. It
was so unlike anything else I'd experienced in that
house.

Tracy's emotions had powers mine didn't have. They
took her to places I don't think even she wanted to go.
Perhaps she’d had psychological issues that needed at-
tention before the separation, and everything that hap-
pened in our family made them worse. Or maybe the
separation itself was the cause. All I'm certain of is that
she lost control of herself often. Throughout her teenage
years, she'd often storm off from the dinner table to her
room in tears. Once there, she'd scream and yell, pound-
ing the walls with her fists or lying on the bed to kick
the walls.

My parents never knew what to do, and I wouldn't
have known either. It was a different era of parenting,
without the accepted arsenal of books, programs, and
medications for psychological problems children are of-
fered today. My father, as was his way, did nothing. It
was often his remarks, sharper for Tracy than for Todd
or me, that set her off, and it was beyond his compre-
hension that he was the cause. Sometimes he'd make a
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joke at her expense after she left, but while none of us
laughed, we did nothing to help either.

My mother took more responsibility than the rest of
us combined. Sometimes she'd walk to Tracy's door to
talk to her. Other times, she left Tracy alone to calm
down. Eventually Tracy exhausted herself, we'd patch
things up, and then repeat the same routine a few weeks
later. We were all afraid of Tracy in one way or another,
afraid of being the person that awakened her rage, or
fearful of being around when it surfaced. I knew from a
young age that my father and Tracy were dangerous, and
Todd and Mom were safe.

The tragedy of my family might have simply been
that my mother, as the swing vote, invested the most in
our volatile side. Tracy and Howard frequently had dra-
mas, grievances, and episodes, far more than Todd or I
ever did. As the years went on, she doubled and redou-
bled her commitments to them, motivated by a mother's
love but also by the need to feel needed, something they
offered her in infinite supply. As Todd and I moved
away from the family, the trio that remained in Queens
stacked their house of cards higher and higher. When it
came crumbling down, it may have been too much for
my father to bear, driving him to flee his family for a
second time.

I moved to Seattle in 1994, taking the first job I was
offered after college. Todd moved out of the house in
1992 to an apartment in Hicksville, Long Island. It was
only Tracy who stayed behind. She went away to Albany
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University for a semester but dropped out after strug-
gling with rowdy roommates and the challenges of inde-
pendence. After returning home, she finished college
and went to work but stayed in the same bedroom she'd
slept in all of her life. I was still in high school at the
time, and watching Todd and Tracy struggle to find their
way only fueled my desire to leave as quickly as I could.
When Tracy got married two years later, she and her
husband moved into the downstairs apartment beneath
my parents’ house. Previously, my parents had rented it
out to strangers, but they were happy to help their
daughter by renting it to her instead. When Tracy had
her second child, my parents traded places with her,
moving into the downstairs apartment. Todd married
too and moved up to a town in Connecticut a few hours
away. When Tracy was pregnant with her third child, my
mother and father decided it was time to make big
changes and finally leave NYC. The surprise was they
wanted Tracy and her young family to move with them,
and Tracy and her husband agreed. They decided to buy
neighboring plots in the same town where my brother
now lived. With my strong ideas about independence,
their plan seemed mad, and I told them so. No one
would grow if they stayed together, and they, like all of
us, had growing they needed to do. Maybe it could be a
healthy choice if they parted for a time and then reunit-
ed, but that was not the plan. But my opinion was easy
to dismiss. My voice then was filled with judgment, fit-
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ting the reputation I'd earned as the arrogant son and
brother who lived very far away.

My parents built the house they'd always wanted, a
home superior to their dreams because this one would
have their grandchildren next door. The two planned
houses had hardwood floors, great rooms with glorious-
ly high ceilings, and acres of property stretching out into
the forests in the backyards. It was my parents’ vision
for the last home they'd ever own. As the house neared
completion, they felt overwhelming pride. Tracy was fi-
nally the star of the family, something she'd wanted all
her life. In my parents’ eyes, she'd transformed from a
difficult child into someone special. They saw her as the
only child interested in staying so close and so willing to
share her children with their grandparents.

While still in Queens planning their move, Tracy's
husband opened a bar on Bell Boulevard, two miles up
the road from my parents’ house. My father generously
made this possible by extending loans and making his
own investments in the project. I talked to him on the
phone about putting money in myself, an act of solidari-
ty for my sister. He told me that while this was thought-
ful, it wasn't my risk to take. He said it would make
things more complicated between me and Tracy. My fa-
ther was a smart man, especially where matters of busi-
ness and money were concerned, so I yielded. But after
the phone call, I wondered, wasn't he taking the same
risks, or more so, by using his own money? Tracy was
not only his daughter, a relationship with a difficult his-

89



tory, but his neighbor and the mother of his grandchil-
dren all wrapped up in one.

By the time my sister and parents moved into their
new homes in Connecticut, the bar was in trouble. Bars
are tough businesses anywhere, with high rates of fail-
ure for even the most experienced businessmen, which
they weren't. As it went into decline and soon bankrupt-
cy, tensions grew. I couldn't keep track of who was
blaming whom for what. As always, most of what I
learned came from Mom. I'd hear fragments of news and
plans that would "resolve the matter for good" that never
worked. Eventually all the money that went into the
business, a sizable fortune, was gone. Tracy's husband
found a new job near Connecticut as her family strug-
gled to recover from what had been both a family and
financial disaster.

I didn't talk to Tracy often, but even when I did, the
conversations were polite and short. I was very bad at
returning or initiating phone calls, which made things
worse, but even when we spoke, there just wasn't much
we were willing to say. Todd and I talked every few
months, and we always had plenty to share. We often
swapped notes about how Tracy and our parents were
doing, piecing together the details each of us had heard
independently from Mom. In one conversation, we real-
ized Tracy's situation was a mystery. Were she and her
family doing okay? There seemed to be more going on
than Mom was willing to share. Instead of guessing with
Todd, I decided I should reach out to Tracy directly and
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ask. Things were different now that we were adults, I
thought. We were still in the patterns of the past, and I
didn't want that to be the case anymore. I didn't want to
depend on my mother to learn about my siblings, or
them about me. I was nervous about calling Tracy but
decided I was nervous because it was new. I had to take
some of my own childhood armor off. I only had one
sister, and I owed it to her and myself to try.

I dialed her number a half-dozen times, hanging up
each time before it rang. I'd never done this kind of
phone call before. I considered emailing instead, but it
seemed so impersonal, and cowardly, at the time. Even-
tually I let the call go through, and I told her what was
on my mind. I explained I was worried about her, given
how little I knew, yet cared enough to call and say some-
thing. It was awkward and uncomfortable, and I lacked
the tact these calls require, but she obliged. She told me
the details of the bar's closing and how things were now.
I understood more about the reality of her life, for better
and for worse, than I'd heard from her in years.

But something I said, or the call itself, upset her.
When we spoke again the next day, it went horribly
wrong. She felt attacked, I felt hurt that she felt attacked,
and we spiraled together down to dark places. I yelled,
she cried, and soon she yelled back. Thirty years of feel-
ings we'd never shared came violently to the surface. As
ugly as it was, it was the most honest conversation I
would ever have with my sister. We jumped between the
present and the past, with all the resentments, grudges,
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and judgments that accumulate in families. After an
hour, we both hung up in frustration.

After the call, I considered a lesson I'd learned from
my father. Sometimes two people willing to fight care
more than any number of people not willing to argue at
all. As painful as it was to discover, I realized how much
Tracy and I cared for each other. We'd failed to express
those feelings in a positive way, but we definitely shared
something important. The question was: what now?

I regretted some things I'd said, and felt she probably
did too. This was an opportunity, a possible break-
through, I thought. Mom had taught all of us, through
her actions, the importance of reconciliation. People
who care about each other should come back the next
day to sort out what happened the day before. My father
rarely did this, but she pushed him and all of us to try.
She taught us to apologize and to be responsible for our
behavior. More than anyone else in our family, it was my
mother who exemplified what it meant to be present,
fair, and loving.

I knew I had to call Tracy the next day and try to rec-
oncile. Maybe, as adults, Tracy and I were ready to pro-
gress in our relationship. I felt hopeful about it. We'd
revealed so much in that fight, and with cooler minds,
there was plenty to explore and learn from. Something
important that I needed, reconnecting with a sister I'd
been so distant from for so long, was possible. Unlike
the first call, I dialed the phone and let it go through the

first time.
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The surprise was that when I called she didn't answer
the phone. I called the next day and the next. I left mes-
sages on her answering machine. Finally, after many at-
tempts, her husband answered. I'd never heard him
answer the phone before. He spoke plainly and said,
"Tracy is not home." I asked when she'd be back, and he
said he didn't know. It was a strange moment, the two of
us stuck in silence, him not wanting to tell me the truth,
and me being too afraid to ask. Over the next days, I
kept calling, hoping I'd understood this all wrong, but
slowly it sank in that this was no accident. She wasn't
talking to me on purpose, and she wanted me to figure
this out on my own. Desperate, I asked my mother. She
told me, "Yes, Tracy has decided she is not talking to
you anymore." I didn't know what to think. Had I missed
something? I reviewed my last conversation with her
over and over, trying to find something I'd missed. What
had I done that justified this?

When I visited my parents” house a few weeks later, I
knew I wouldn't see Tracy. I doubted I'd even get to see
her children — my niece and nephews. The closer I drove
to where my family was, the further away I felt from
them. My parents were decidedly neutral about the situ-
ation, leaving me to sort it out for myself. It was a
strange trip, a new kind of family ambivalence. When I
arrived, I put my bags down in my parents’ guest bed-
room and looked out the window. I saw my sister's yard,
her children's bicycles and soccer balls left out across
the grass. I watched as her dog Cody went out with her
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children to play. At night when I went to bed, I'd see
their lights on, knowing inside was a part of my family
that wanted nothing to do with me for reasons I didn't
understand.

In the months that followed, I sent Tracy flowers for
her birthday and emails every few months, asking for a
chance to reconcile. My father and mother advised me to
reach out, and I took their advice. My messages were
brief, as accepting as I could be, but honest about how
sad and confused I was. They made little difference. It
would be another year before we'd talk briefly on the
phone for the first time. By then I'd accepted how lim-
ited our relationship was going to be, probably forever.
She was a mystery to me, but one everyone else tolerat-
ed. I took it as enough that I could see her and play with
her children when I visited.

On one visit, I taught all her kids — Tara, Aaron,
Gavin, and Aidan — how to make paper airplanes, just
like Todd had shown me. We went out to their deck to
see who could throw them farthest out into the yard. I
tried to focus on the kids. I didn't want them not to
know one of their uncles because of something I'd done.
I didn't want to repeat my failures with Tracy with oth-
ers I cared about. In the years that followed, I'd spend
many hours with unanswered questions on my mind. I
didn't think of it then, but perhaps Tracy had learned
something from our father about leaving people behind.

Five years later, in 2011, Tracy and her famﬂy secretly
moved away from Connecticut. She did it much in the
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same way as she had treated me: leaving without a for-
warding address, a phone number, or an explanation. My
parents and Tracy had stopped talking for periods of
time, their relationship decaying with each passing year.
The grandchildren became the primary bond they
shared. My mother discovered Tracy's final decision to
leave by chance. One ordinary day, she walked down to
their mailbox on the street to get the morning mail. As
she stood there, she couldn't help but notice the “for
sale” sign outside her daughter’s house. There hadn’t
been enough of a relationship left for Tracy to feel the
need to say goodbye, or to let my parents kiss their
grandchildren one last time.

When I visited my parents in June of 2012, before an-
yone knew of Howard's second affair, I had high hopes.
Tracy had moved away only a few months before. I'd
talked to Mom and Todd about it individually, but never
as a family. Tracy's departure from the entire family, not
just me, put things in a new light. Maybe my struggles
with her hadn’t been my fault. Perhaps there was some-
thing deeper at work than what I had or hadn’t said in a
phone call those many years ago. The distance I'd felt
from the family all these years might now change into
something else, something better.

I imagined us having a dinner like we used to have on
our better nights in Queens. We'd pick up a pizza, get
some Entenmann's doughnuts for dessert, and have a
long, wonderful discussion. As sad as Tracy's departure
was, our family was good at dark humor. This could be a
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new beginning for us. I looked forward to it for weeks
before I arrived. I asked Todd in advance if he could
come over to our parents’ house the first night SO we
could have our family chat as soon as possible.

I was excited on that night. I remember sitting down
at my parents’ pale wood table, just past the stone island
in their kitchen. This kitchen was three times the size of
the one I'd grown up with in Queens. From where I sat,
I saw their living room with ceilings high enough to fit a
basketball hoop inside. Up the stairs, just past the living
room's wide couches, was the stairway up to the empty
bedrooms, ones that had often been reserved for my sis-
ter's children and their friends to sleep over, but might
never be occupied by them again.

Everyone was friendly and happy to see me, as they
always were when I came to visit. We joked around in
the way we usually did, led by me and Todd making each
other laugh, and Mom and my father following along.
After an hour, I was surprised no one had brought up
the big topic for discussion. I assumed now that we were
together everyone would want to talk about Tracy's de-
parture, but perhaps it was just me who had any interest
at all. I forced the issue, as it was too important, to me,
not to.

"Oh, you want to talk about that," my mother said
with a sarcastic smile.

But no one else spoke. We were like a table of
strangers forced to sit together at a restaurant, staring
into space, lost in feelings we didn't want to share. I had
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my thoughts but didn't feel right about offering them
first. I wanted to see what my family thought and how
they'd talk about it independent of what I had to say. But
the silence continued. Perhaps we'd waited far too long,
or I was wrong, and talking about this at all was a mis-
take.

I pushed harder, and Mom and Todd shared their
general dismay. It was just a sad thing, they said. I of-
fered that Tracy's events of the past, how she had
stopped talking to me for over a year, had new signifi-
cance now, and they agreed. But this wasn't enough for
me. I'd hoped for some kind of validation in all this, a
relief from the past. Howard had been the quietest of all
so far, brooding as he sometimes did over conversations.
His mind was elsewhere. I couldn't tell if the darkness
over him was about Tracy or something else.

I asked him directly, as he was the only one who had-
n't spoken. "So Dad, how do you feel about what's hap-
pened?"

He had no choice but to reply, even if he didn't want
to. I'd stirred up something in him, a feeling he didn't
want to express but which was powerful enough to come
out on its own. His face filled up with emotion, his
cheeks red and his intense eyes open wide, looking past
us all and into the empty living room. His voice climbed
in power as he said, "Maybe it was my fault, okay? I
shouldn't have tried to play God!"

And that last word was a word that said this conver-
sation was over. Disappointed, I let it go. It was just my
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first day, and I expected I'd have another chance to talk
to him, and with everyone, about it again. Maybe I could
ask the question differently, framed in a way he'd find
easier to answer. Or perhaps what I wanted could only
be found in talking to Todd and Mom without him
around. On that night, I went to bed in the same guest
bedroom in my parents’ new house that I'd slept in be-
fore. I looked out the same window I'd looked out on
previous visits and saw the house that used to be my
sister's. There was a new kind of sorrow looking out that
window. My parents had invested so much to put these
two houses together, and now, what was left? It was in-
conceivable, looking out that window on that sad night,
that my family had a larger crisis brewing. I'd never have
guessed that that night would be the last time the four
of us would ever be in the same room together.



THREE

YELLOWSTONE

ho knows why my sister left> Who knows why
me father had a second affair? I've spent hun-
dreds of hours thinking about these questions,
talking to Mom and my brother, searching for answers,
reading books on family psychology, and talking to ex-
perts; there are no definitive answers. There is no one
reason anyone does anything. Like the mysteries of why
some memories stay with us and some don't, the hardest
choices we make don't come with simple reasons. Maybe
it's a side effect of our dependence on memory, and the
craving our brains have for everything to fit into simple
stories, that we demand simple reasons for everything.
Even if my sister and my father had one clear reason
why they think they did what they did, I'm not certain
I'd believe it. There are only patterns and vocabularies,
things we learn from those around us that we emulate.
I see the circle of abandonment — one person cutting
ties from others — rippling through my family in wave
after wave. My grandmother abandoned my father, or at
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least he feels she did. My father abandoned us, or at
least I feel he did. I abandoned my family to move to Se-
attle. My sister abandoned me and then everyone all at
once. And then my father completed the circle by leav-
ing for a second time. It's just in my family's language.
We're good at being alone and separate from each other.

The last email I received from my father was in July
of 2012. It was a month after my visit and our last family
gathering. In that email he'd written, with uncharacteris-
tic optimism, "My ears are open." My honest reply met
no response. He returned to Australia, as he'd always
planned, but made no contact with me. Every few weeks
afterwards, I sent my father a new email. They were
short. I asked why I hadn't heard from him and for him
to explain himself.

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Tuesday, July 10, 2012 at 1:39 PM

To: Howard

Subject: Re: Your legacy with the Berkun family

I haven't heard from you in a week. I hope you're doing well.
From: Scott Berkun
Date: Friday, August 3, 2012 at 9:43 AM

To: Howard
Subject: Re: Your legacy with the Berkun family
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You haven't answered my last two emails. Almost a month
ago I wrote you and you haven't responded to me in any way. I
deserve better.

They were hopeless missives. I didn't expect a re-
sponse; mostly I wanted to feel better for doing some-
thing. When you're lost at sea and running out of
supplies, you fire your bright red signal flares into the
night sky simply because you can. There is nothing left
to try, so you do it. Being my father's son had often felt
like being lost at sea, but this was new. There were no
excuses for him to hide behind anymore. He couldn't
pretend, by merely standing next to my mother, that he
had a relationship with me. It was disturbing to compare
my relationship with Tracy to my relationship with him.
They were more alike than I'd realized. Perhaps their
many fights over the years had been based on their ina-
bility to relate to someone so like themselves.

No person deserves to be rejected from their family
without an explanation, or even perhaps with one. But I
was foolish to think there was anything on his mind
about me specifically. That's the hook of insecurity: you
take someone else's dysfunction to mean more about
you than it does about them. When you ask, "How could
you do this?" enough times of someone and never like
the answer, it means you need to ask the question of
yourself. My father had lied to everyone for months. He
betrayed my mother in the worst way, and she had been
his best friend, the only friend he'd ever had in his life.
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There was no one else for him to lean on. If he could do
this to her after the life they'd shared, he was capable of
doing worse to me. His behavior told me everything I
needed to know. Yet here I was, still thinking about him
again and again and again.

Perhaps I wrote him out of guilt, the old guilt from
having moved away. There was also the need to hold on
to reality. I needed reminders that the feeling of loss I
felt confirmed, rather than denied, my sanity. After I
sent each email, I felt relieved. It helped me remember
this is something that happens. Then a week would go
by, then two, then four, and I'd accumulate this lingering
sense of dread that I needed to do something. And when
I did, there was relief again. With each email, I worked
through the same loop of emotional logic:

* Yes, Scott, your father is actively not talking to
you.

* Yes, he is disappearing again.

* And yes, he is behaving in much the way Tracy did
when she stopped talking to you for a year.

* No, there is no problem with your email account.
There will be no texts, no phone calls, no tele-
graphs, and no carrier pigeons. He will not avail
himself of any conveyances of information, as the
problem is not the machines; the problem is the

man.
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I read through my twenty years of journals, looking
to the past to help me understand myself in the present.
I wondered: How did what I remember feeling on im-
portant days match how I had actually felt on those
days? A journal is a time travel machine. It records what
you were thinking five, ten, or twenty years ago. | dis-
covered events and feelings and stories I'd forgotten
long ago, but now that I was reading them, they were
entirely familiar. Others I had no recollection of, the
journal being the only record of their existence. The big
surprise was just how many times I'd reached out to my
father — and how the results each time were largely the

same:

* 1992: When my father lost his job, I wrote him a
letter. I'd had a rough year of failure myself, trans-
ferring between three colleges in three semesters. I
felt I was enough of an adult that I could reach out
to him as one. The letter was positive. I told him
failure could be transformative, as mine had been. I
sent the letter. He briefly thanked me for it and
said nothing more.

* June 1994: I talked to everyone in my family about
our relationships. At twenty-two, I wanted a new
start. For my father, I told him how much happier
he seemed since he lost his job and started his
own business. He was much easier to be around
than when I was growing up. I told him I hadn’t
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felt like I knew him until now. He thanked me, and
I moved on.

* October 1998: During a visit, I talked to Mom
and Dad about the good and bad of my childhood.
I had more to say to him than her. They both lis-
tened, but mostly she and I talked.

* May 2000: I confronted my father directly about
the past. It led to the only trip we'd ever taken
alone together, to Yellowstone.

* Summer 2007: I wrote him a letter out of the
blue. There was no agenda other than sharing my
dreams for my life. It ended with me asking him
questions that were on my mind: What is a great
man? What is a good life? What lessons should I
be trying to learn? He never answered.

I'm surprised by this list. I didn't realize how many
offers I'd made to my father. Why had I kept trying?
What wasn't I learning? To paraphrase Kierkegaard, we
live life forward but understand it only by looking back-
ward. Each act I took was a momentary expression of my
wish to have a better relationship with him. They were
spaced years apart, and when I did these things, I didn't
see them as part of a pattern. With the exception of Yel-
lowstone, few of these acts required much risk, and I had
little to lose by trying. But now I'm fascinated by how
they all fit together.

I believe that with people I care for I have to make
new offers now and then. People can change, but rela-
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tionships fall into old patterns, and old patterns in fami-
lies, often guarded in the name of tradition, hide many
problems. For a relationship to grow or even just main-
tain itself, someone has to put new energy in from time
to time, changing a rule or shifting a habit. It could be
an unexpected invitation to a baseball game or a surprise
phone call for no particular reason at all. The odds might
be low of something changing, as the other person
might not want anything to change, but low odds are
better than no odds at all.

I remember hoping for, but not expecting, responses
from my father. In those post-college years, I started to
understand who I was and who I wanted to be. I realized
I wanted to be the kind of man who reached out. I want-
ed the love that I felt to be more than the abstraction it
is for so many men. I hated the cliché of people saying,
"You know I love you, right?" — a backhanded, rhetorical
question that has only one expected answer. It's a state-
ment usually made by someone who realizes they may
have hurt the other person's feelings. But the only rea-
sonable response, an answer I've never heard anyone
say, is: "I don't know. The only time you tell me is at
times like this."

I wanted love to be more obvious, more direct, and
overt, more my mother's kind of love rather than a plati-
tude we say in safety but are terrified to express. I didn't
know how to do this well, of course; I was my father's
son, but I was my mother's son too. I'd been learning
from my wife Jill how narrow my view of love was, and I
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was committed to working on it. Writing personal let-
ters was an obvious place for me to invest in my end of
the relationships I was born with, including with my fa-
ther.

But seeing the list disturbed me. It was like I was
stuck in a loop of my own making, repeating the same
pointless tasks again and again. Like the film Groundhog
Day, I seemed stuck in the same place, not learning what
I needed to learn to move on. It made me reconsider the
very idea of writing this book. Couldn't this be just an-
other commitment of time to thinking of him, in that
writing about that loop was also continuing it? Did I re-
ally do these things primarily for myself and for healthy
reasons? Or was I holding on to a childhood dream of
discovering, as if by magic, that one day, like Luke Sky-
walker, I'd get what I'd always needed from him?

Todd had an epiphany that changed my life. He sug-
gested one night, while our father was on his second trip
to Australia, that we've had it backward all along. How-
ard wasn't trying to escape; he was always somewhere
else. All his distance, his nights at the racetrack and the
casinos, his first affair and separation, were all an at-
tempt to find a true home — something he never found.
This Australian affair wasn't an anomaly. Instead, it was
a continuation of his search for a place where he be-
longed. He was never here. He had always been a ghost.
His second affair was the continuation of the first, a
deep longing for another way to live. His long email

about his failed life fits this theory well.
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This discovery seems obvious now. I feel stupid for
not realizing it years ago. But this is the power of family‘
I was blind to what any outsider might have seen. Just as
a fish is the last to see the water, perhaps a child is the
last to see their parents. Moving to Seattle had made me
an outsider to my family, and for years, I wanted back in.
That desire gave me an additional blind spot, making it
harder to see any of them for who they were.

Regardless of when I should have known, what my
brother said rippled through my mind. Insight feels
magical — the sudden shift of a hundred discordant
thoughts into a single line that snaps tightly together.
I'd always felt my father’s inexplicable absence, but now
I saw there were two ghosts at work: one my father had
made for his family, and the one I had made for him. I'd
cultivated a hate not just for his limitations, but how
they paled in comparison to the ideal father I'd invented.
I kept trying to reach out to him not because of who he
was, but because of who I was. Now I could see it was
never about him; it was about me. And I was an adult
now. The only way this was going to change was if I
changed.

I can't express how sad it made me to admit I'd spent
a lifetime arguing with a man who wasn't even paying
attention. The metaphor of a ghost was only partially
accurate. He wasn't haunting me. He was barely inter-
ested in me. I'd been reaching out all my life to a disin-
terested man, or a man too broken to respond. He had
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been the worst thing about my life, but I didn't know
how to accept the notion that I barely registered in his.

For my part, I know I feared regret, and that fear
fueled my choices. I wanted to be able to say, on the day
he or I was about to die, that I had fought for something.
That regardless of what had built the wall, I'd swung
every sledgehammer I could find against it. Even if no
one but me would care, I'd be able to point to the
scratches and the scars in the bricks I'd hit and know
that I tried. Even with Tracy, even if I had caused what
happened, I don't regret having tried. I wanted to give
my father many chances to listen from the other side,
however slim those chances were. But as his departure
to Australia reached its second month, I knew the time
for change, if it had been possible at all, was fading.

While Howard was in Australia, my mother was sad-
der than I'd ever seen her. She was like how she had
been during the first separation, when she'd quietly dis-
appear to the basement to smoke cigarettes‘ With three
kids, she’d been able to bury some of her sadness behind
the work of taking care of us. There'd always been some-
thing to do or someone who needed help with some-
thing. For this second affair, after Tracy's departure, my
mother was left with nothing. There were no grandkids
next door. There were no couples' dinners out with my
mother's friends. It was a despair I couldn't imagine, to
have bet her life on one man, and given him a second
chance, only to have him disappear again.
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As an adult, I'd sometimes think about how the triad
of Todd, Mom, and me were the best part of the family.
We were the most stable, the most open, and the most
loving. But somehow my father and Tracy were always at
the center. Since I lived 2400 miles away, it was hard to
explore the idea, but perhaps Howard making his way
out of the family would make the three of us stronger.
The two most difficult people in the family would be
gone. We could be the family we might have been had
my parents never reunited thirty years ago.

I spoke to my mother at least once a week. She, Todd,
and I developed a makeshift alliance, more deeply con-
nected than ever, bonded by my father's absence. I felt
closer to both of them than I had in years. But as the
weeks of the crisis became months, my mother's choice
became harder to comprehend. When Howard returned
from his second trip to Australia, she, to my surprise, let
him stay in their house. He was undecided about his fu-
ture but wanted to stay with her while he was back in
the United States. She'd told me that since he'd left,
she'd slept with a baseball bat in the bed next to her, not
for safety, but just not to feel alone. She'd shared her
bed with him for most of her life, and his absence had
been hard to bear. I couldn't imagine sharing a house
with him after what he'd done, but I was not my mother.
There was not a moment's hesitation from her about
letting him stay.

I warned her not to trust him, not out of spite or an-
ger, but because of his confusion. Part of the reason

109



Howard hadn't found the confidence to tell Mom, or
anyone, about the affair was that he was deeply lost. As a
seventy-year-old man, he didn't know what he wanted
from his life any more than he had when he was fifty or
twenty-five. It's hard to know what you want from life if
you don't know who you are.

I wonder when he was happiest in his life. What
memories could I summon of him in his full glory, hap-
piest and most fulfilled? He was a restrained man. He
didn't celebrate well. He didn't go to parties or drink
beers with friends, since he had no friends. He stayed
within a well-defined pattern of life, a pattern defined by
his mother or mine, that, regardless of how it made him
feel, he followed with little visible hesitation. Perhaps
his happiest times were at the blackjack table. He'd stay
at casinos for hours, staring at blackjack hand after hand
from six p.m. until the early morning hours. He told me
once that it was meditation for him, an activity that freed
him from any concerns in this world.

His weekly trips during my childhood to the race-
track fit the same pattern, as did his love for trading
stocks, staring for hours into the cold, angular lines of
stock charts. He had the air of Asperger Syndrome about
him, or maybe just social phobia, struggling at times
with social interactions yet loving deep concentration in
math and numbers. Perhaps he was happy there, or
maybe it was just an escape. He often wanted us to come
with him, but none of us enjoyed these things the way
he did. I remember as a kid spending long Saturday
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nights in the grandstands at Roosevelt Raceway or Yon-
kers Raceway. He'd stare out at horses on the track
through his binoculars while Tracy and I played with the
discarded ticket stubs we found on the floor, looking for
winning tickets that had been left behind. We were ac-
cessories; he just wanted us around while he did what he
liked to do.

Socrates would probably say the only way to ensure
you're not an asshole is to assume you are one. Shake-
speare wrote, “To thine own self be true.. and thou
canst not then be false to any man.” But what if you're
false to yourself? What then? As I was learning from my
father, if you're false to yourself, then anything is possi-
ble. But self-awareness is fragile. If you are an asshole,
and a friend tells you you're being an asshole, you'll
probably stop being friends with them. Provided you
have the gumption to continually end relationships, you
can go through life never confronting the reality of who
you are. Once you abandon someone, you no longer
hear their arguments, no matter how valid they were.
And as it is with our malleable memories, soon your
mind will, all on its own, replace the critiques that cut to
the bone with paper tigers that justify your every action.

For a long time, I'd taken my father as a cautionary
tale. I've known I have to keep people around me who
will tell me things I don't want to hear. It's something
even my father has said, in passing, as advice to my
brother and me: "It's your best friend who will tell you
things that hurt sometimes, not your enemy"' But as my



father and the history of our greatest philosophers
proves, good philosophy is easy to talk about and hard to
practice. Nietzsche, Kant, and dozens of others struggled
to maintain marriages, friendships, jobs, and relation-
ships of all kinds. My father certainly had wisdom, but
his ego was far more powerful.

I knew telling my mother not to trust my father was-
n't what she wanted to hear, but I didn't know who else
would be honest with her. I told her I was worried about
him taking their retirement savings with him to Austral-
ia. I didn't see how that wasn't a possibility. She defend-
ed him. She said he wouldn't do that to her. I asked her:
"How can you trust him, given that three months ago
you'd have told me he'd never cheat on you again?"
Trust is fragile. Trust is faith. From my own marriage, I
know that when you plant a seed of doubt, it grows fast-
er and with more power than many relationships can
recover from.

Betrayal bleeds backward into the past, putting
doubts and worries into what were once wonderful
memories of connection. Betrayal is poison not just for
the present, but for the past and the future too. But
wishful thinking has similar powers. If we need some-
thing desperately enough, we'll invent reasons to look
past the facts. Our emotions drive our intellects far more
than we admit. It's people who think they are the most
rational who are the least. They're blind to the powerful
undercurrents of emotions selecting for them which
thoughts to have and which facts to consider or ignore.
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In July of 2012, things grew worse. My parents had
had long-standing plans to buy a winter home in Flori-
da. New Yorkers are notorious for aging into snowbirds
— people who leave the Northeast for warmer climates in
the winter. As an act of independence, my mother decid-
ed she wanted the house regardless of what my father
decided about his future with her. I liked this plan as she
explained it to me. Making decisions is empowering, and
when we're weak, it's often through exercising what
power we do still have that we learn to become stronger
again. The twist was my mother asked him to drive
down to Florida with her to buy a house. To sum up the
absurdity of this sentence, here is the rundown:

* My father's second affair, with a woman he'd only
known online for a few months, involved ﬂying to
Australia as part of a lie to my mother.

My mother had to force him to admit to the affair.

* She learned he had already planned to return to
Australia.

» He made clear he did not know what he wanted to
do.

* In between trips to Australia, my father stayed
with my mother.

* They were buying a new house together in Fort
Lauderdale in the middle of the worst crisis of

their marriage.
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The drive from Connecticut to Fort Lauderdale is
twenty hours long, the equivalent of ten full-length mov-
ies back to back with no intermissions. I love road trips,
but the notion of sitting inches away from someone who
had recently broken my heart was hard to imagine. I
tried to guess what the conversations in that car must
have been like. Would they talk about sightseeing in
Australia> Or how the U.S. economy was doing these
days? I thought about the cliché of passengers rearrang-
ing deck chairs on the Titanic: how we all do what's fa-
miliar, despite its uselessness, when we are truly
panicked. But then I realized I might have it all back-
ward. Maybe they weren't in denial at all.

Perhaps this madness, this capacity to deny, was the
way their relationship had been all along, and I was just
too blind to notice. It could be their relationship had
always been twisted, intimate and distant, sane and in-
sane. My father had called it a cockeyed marriage, which
I didn't like to hear as a justification for his choices, but
maybe he was right. I'd understood for years how bro-
ken my father was, but I realized now that my mother
had to be broken too to fit together with him so willing-
ly. The car ride wasn't an exception; she'd been on this
ride with him her whole life and still wasn't looking for
a way to get out.

Codependence is a cycle. Each person needs the oth-
er badly, in the way an alcoholic needs another drink.
When one takes a drink of the other, just like a glass of
wine, it feels good. It covers certain holes, allowing
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them, in moments, to be forgotten, but does not fill
them. My father and mother love each other for that
feeling and hate each other for the same reason. They
crave the feeling of their holes fading away but know it's
the other person who holds them back from who they'd
become if they didn't have those holes at all. It's a cycle
that never ends, like a snake eating its tail. My father
needs to be mothered, and my mother needs someone to
care for, and neither one can escape.

And codependence is a disease that spreads, as each
link in the chain welcomes more. My sister was just the
next link for my parents. Had I not moved away, I might
have been another. Their support for Tracy, moving to
neighboring houses in Connecticut, bound them and
their deep issues together. As destructive as Tracy's de-
parture was, it was her escape. If there's hope for her, it
began the day she decided to go out on her own. Tracy
broke the triangle that helped keep my parents’ family
together and held it back from growing. My father's af-
fair was, like my sister’s departure, an attempt to escape.
But now, whether for guilt, fear, hope, or love, my moth-
er and father were still working together. They found a
small home in Fort Lauderdale, bought some furniture,
and made it their own. After driving back to Connecti-
cut, my father left for Australia for a third time, planning
to stay there for three months, the longest period of
time his visa would allow.

That summer fell into familiar patterns: silence from
my father, silence from my sister, and long phone calls
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with my brother and mother. To my relief, I thought
about the situation less and less. It didn't occupy my
dreams and spare moments anymore. My mother
seemed more confident in her new life. She was always a
reader, studying anything that was on her mind, and this
crisis was no different. She read books about the psy-
chology of affairs, about narcissistic personality disorder,
which she believed my father suffered from, and more.
In our family, she was always the learner, always curious,
and that's how I know I'm my mother's son. I'm the
same way: always reading and asking questions. To see
her use her emotions as fuel for discovery made me be-
lieve she was finding her way, not the way she wanted,
but a better way nonetheless.

Then in October of 2012, while my father was still in
Australia, there was an unfathomable request. Mom
asked me and Todd to reach out to our father. He was
returning soon to Connecticut, and she wanted us, the
children he'd ignored over these last months, to wel-
come him home. She explained that her friend, who is a
therapist, thought this was a good idea. She wanted us
to let him know he was still loved by us. How could she
even ask such a thing, I thought. That he was still loved
by us?

Whenever someone says their therapist thinks some-
thing is a good idea, I immediately wonder what they
told their therapist. The best therapist in the world can
only respond to what their patient tells them. If the pa-
tient omits a fact or chooses one perspective over anoth-
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er, the therapist can't know. Self-knowledge is self-
knowledge. If you lie to your therapist, if you paint for
them a picture of wishful images, you're lost and always
will be lost. You can lead a therapist, or any expert, to
any answer you want to hear if you lie to yourself well
enough. There are some problems only you can save
yourself from.

Mom understood all too well how I felt about How-
ard, how disgusted I was by his choices, and how little
care I felt he had for anyone but himself. We'd spent
hours on the phone sharing horror stories of our pasts
with him. That was all forgotten to her now. The request
made me a pawn. I was a chip to play, and she was des-
perate enough to play all the ones she had. And there
were more requests. My mother planned a family reun-
ion and asked if I'd come. I told her yes, but only if
Howard wasn't there. She was surprised. I had to explain
how he was currently behaving as the antithesis of fami-
ly, and the request went away.

The Fifth Commandment of the Bible says to honor
thy father and mother. It's a declaration of respect for
the unique function two people have in our lives, as they
are the people who gave us life. But when they gave us
life, they didn't know who we were yet. No one did. It's
a gift given to a stranger. The bond of a child to a parent
is unique, but it's not absolute. The fifth commandment
doesn't say why or under what conditions a particular
father or mother is no longer worthy of being honored,
which leads many to assume there aren't any. That's the
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problem with commandments. They're offered as self-
evident with no recourse and no amendments. When
loopholes are discovered, which every following of every
religion eventually finds, they are justified and popular-
ized. Unlike the U.S. Constitution, which had a built-in
system for upgrades, the Ten Commandments were
etched in stone with the presumption that they'd be per-
fect forever.

In George Carlin's critique of the Ten Command-
ments, he says, in reference to the Fifth Commandment,
"Obedience and respect should not be automatic. They
should be earned. They should be based on the parent's
performance.” I agree with him, and I think, to some de-
gree, we all do. There are unspoken conditions where
parental respect is lost: physical abuse of children, using
children for slave labor, or even serious emotional ne-
glect. Most countries have laws protecting children from
documented abuses, and for good reason. But what
about for adult children?

When I've told people about the drama in my family
and how my parents’ choices have hurt me, I've often
heard, "But it's your father," or "It's your mother." The
collective belief in honoring parents runs so deep that it
transcends the decencies we expect from neighbors or
strangers on a sidewalk. It denies the mathematics of
mental illness, that even if one percent of all adults have
narcissistic personality disorder or suffer from severe
schizophrenia, some of those people have children, and
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for those children, the normal boundaries of parental
relationships do not apply.

But I do understand the sentiment. I will always feel a
debt to my parents and will help them when I can. But
there are limits. There are certain things I'd no longer be
willing to do for my parents depending on what they'd
done to me. Telling lies and treating family members
only with silence are all things that break trust, the core
of any relationship. My father's grace period for his
choices had been closing for months. My generosity to-
ward my mother, who I saw as the victim of the pair,
went further. But now her innocence was ending too.
This was no longer just something that had happened to
her; she was now an active participant in the present.

I wanted my mother to get what she needed. If she
wanted him to come back, regardless of my opinions, I
wanted to help her if I could. But the specifics were an
old game I did not like. It reminded me of being pushed
to go help my father paint the railing when I was a child
— a nudge to cover up something broken, to gloss over
something wrong. She was waving a magical wand of
denial over feelings in the family she wanted to pretend
were not there. But these were my feelings, and unlike
in these childhood dramas, now I was an adult. I told her
I thought it was wrong of her to even ask. My relation-
ship with him was my own, and this was a manipulation
of it. I offered, if she insisted, that I'd do the absolute

minimum. She insisted.
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I wrote him an email with a single sentence. It said,
"Welcome home." It was all I could say without betray-
ing myself. It bothers me, even now, that I did anything
at all. I don't know if it was a mistake or not. It made me
feel worse when he replied. I hadn't heard anything
from him in months, but this brief note, free of the mess
he'd created for himself with me, he answered the same
day. He simply said, "Thank you. I hope you're well." I'd
wanted to think his silence was because he'd seques-
tered himself high on some mountain, pondering the
deepest existential questions of existence and the uni-
verse. Instead, his ears had been wide open all along, but
only for what he wanted to hear. And Mom, of all peo-
ple, knew the kinds of messages Howard liked, some-
thing for all my life I'd never figured out for myself.

The one place in my life where I shined for my father
was at dinner. We had lively meals in our house, debates
and discussions about politics, sports, and history. Often
we'd debate the meaning of words or why certain wars
were fought or won. We'd pull out dictionaries to look
up words or flip through the World Book Encyclopedia
to research facts. The dictionary was the biggest one I'd
ever seen, so thick that the pages for each letter of the
alphabet had a small divot cut out for your finger, mak-
ing it easier to find your way. I loved the way it felt to fit
my fingertip inside, pulling back the thinnest pages I'd
ever touched to find the one I needed. The books rarely
resolved our debates, teaching me for the first time that
knowledge was endless and that good questions led to
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more questions. Until I experienced the polite tameness
of dinner at friends” homes, I didn't know how rare our
passionate dinner discussions were.

My father was the star in these debates. He often
started them by stating an opinion or fact that provoked
the rest of us to respond. He was a master at arguments,
knowing just what to say to lure you in, and then, once
you were engaged, to turn you around and put you on
your heels. He enjoyed it enough that it was fun for all
of us, in a way. It was the rare window of his attention
where he'd listen, smile, prod, and laugh. Tracy hated
these dinner discussions and often left, finding it hard
to separate defending a point from defending her identi-
ty. Todd and my mother stayed with him, but he'd often
find ways to intimidate them out of their positions. I
was different, perhaps because I was the youngest or
most arrogant or something else. But unlike the rest of
the family, I'd keep arguing against him. I rarely gave up.

If I thought I was right, and I did far more often than
I was, I'd keep arguing. I'd keep asking questions. And
because of my persistence, every now and then I'd catch
him in a corner of rhetoric he wasn't prepared for.
When it happened, I'd catch a look in his eye, a sideways
glance that hid the glimmer of a smile. He'd never say
"good job". He'd never say I was smart or that my point
was intelligent. In his lifetime of dinner discussions, I
doubt he has ever said, declaratively, "That's smart. I've
never thought of that before. I need to reconsider my
position. Thanks." He'd never explicitly acknowledge
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that anything interesting had happened. But I'd see that
look, and I'd know. Sometimes he'd laugh, not at me, but
at something ethereal, as if he’d suddenly found exist-
ence itself comical. Laughter was a safe place for him to
hide the experience of feeling wrong, a feeling his moth-
er had taught him he shouldn't have. Often he'd change
the subject or jump backward in the debate to a point
where he had better footing. But I'd know. I'd know I'd
scored a point with my old man.

It's no surprise I grew into a young man who loved to
argue. I could outlast everyone I knew; none of my
friends or coworkers grew up sharing a table with my
father. As desperate as I was then to earn those glances
from my father, they held a poison. The habit of chasing
these thin moments of approval became a central part of
my personality. I compulsively needed people I met to
think I was smart. I didn't feel comfortable unless I got
some acknowledgement, preferably through a debate,
that I was right about things. And people who didn't
have opinions or didn't want to play the games my fa-
ther had were boring to me. I didn't respect them. If
they offered me other kinds of intimacy, I rejected it,
just as my father would have.

My years away in college and in Seattle gave me the
gift of distance. I noticed how differently I felt each year
when I visited home. A rage in me arose around my fa-
ther, a desperate need to prove something to him, which
I didn't like and didn't understand. I'd try to keep quiet
during the debates, telling myself I didn't need to play

122



those old games. I could last a day or two, but by the
third day, I'd fall back into who I was and jump into the
fray. And then later I'd regret it, but not enough to pre-
vent it from happening next time. Was it me or my fami-
ly, I wondered. Or both? What explained these patterns,
and how could I change them? It was a question I'd only
learned to ask about myself because of Jill.

While Jill and I were at Carnegie Mellon University,
she studied conceptual art: the art of working with ideas.
A project she did in 1992 explored truth in relationships.
She realized not lying was not the same as being honest.
Truth in a relationship was something you had to active-
ly pursue. It didn't happen on its own. For the project,
she picked ten people she was closest to and wrote them
honest letters about her relationship with them. I re-
member thinking it was a crazy idea, and I rejected it
immediately. But then I realized my rejection was based
entirely on how terrified I'd be to do it myself. Who was
entirely honest with anyone, much less their parents,
siblings, and closest friends?

The more Jill explained about the project, the more
impressive it seemed. It was a simple way to explore the
most important questions we have: Who are we close
with? What does it mean to be close? How intimate is
any relationship where we're afraid to write an honest
letter? I was studying philosophy at college, and her pro-
ject explored many questions about identity in ways
even philosophers, given their safe faith in abstraction,
would be afraid to try. The project forced a comparison
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between imagined intimacy and reality. Would your best
friend be angered by what you have to say, or take the
letter, as challenging as it might be to read, as a gift, an
invitation to respond and share in kind? I didn't think I
was brave enough to do it myself. But Jill wrote one of
her ten letters to me, and I wrote back. A few years later
we got married, and we're still together today.

I thought about Jill's project often as I grew into my
late twenties. It was a major inspiration for how many
times I reached out to my father and my family to try
and improve our relationships. I'd been a lousy friend,
never returning phone calls to my oldest and best ones,
and I worked on those bad habits. I sorted out much of
my past with my brother, mother, and even Tracy, but
the mystery of my father remained. There was some-
thing dark and scary between us that I'd ignored, but it
grew bigger and demanded more attention with each
passing year.

I developed an obsession with songs about fathers
and sons. Many early Bruce Springsteen songs are heavy
with lyrics about battles with Douglas Springsteen, his
father. Douglas was a quiet, sad man who, like George
Lucas' father, never supported Bruce's dreams. Spring-
steen's songs expressed feelings I felt but didn't have
words for, feelings I thought I was alone in the world for
having. One song, “My Father’s House,” is about a man
waking up from a dream, a dream of being afraid in the
darkness. He flees in the dream for the safety of his fa-
ther and then wakes up trembling. He soon finds him-
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self thinking about why he was so distant from his fa-
ther and drives to his house to reconcile. It's a song of a
deep longing to fix the past.

I listened to that song dozens of times. I learned to
play it on guitar so I could sing it myself. I knew I need-
ed to make that drive. I'd been waiting my whole life for
my father to come to me, but that was never going to
happen. I was an adult, I realized. If I wanted something
to happen, I had to lead the way. But in the oldest, deep-
est parts of myself, I didn't want to do it. It would bring
up the past and stir up feelings I had buried and hidden
for my entire life, emotions I didn't want to experience
again. I didn't know what I would find or who I would
be, but the idea wouldn't leave me alone. I'd stay awake
at night running through old memories and playing out
arguments in my mind.

Art Alexakis' father abandoned him and his mother
when he was ten years old. He wrote an angry song
called “Father of Mine” about how, as an adult, he looks
back on his father's choices. Unlike Springsteen,
Alexakis expressed no interest in reconciliation. It's a
one-way message to a man who probably never heard
the song. There's none of the longing that Springsteen
expresses. There's an uncomfortable hostility in “Father
of Mine” that I resonated with. The song gave me words
that matched how I often felt. But for me, there was
something beyond the anger. I loved my father. I wanted
his attention and his love. What I most needed to do
was tell him of my disappointment, not to wound him or
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get revenge, but to see if we could get past those differ-
ences and do something better with the time we had left.
I wanted to know who my father was, now, in the pre-
sent. Finding the courage to try and know my father
would also help me discover who I was now, as an adult.

The song “My Father's House” ends sadly. The narra-
tor, after his dark dream, takes the long drive to where
his father lives. When he arrives and knocks on the
door, a stranger answers. She says only that whoever
he's looking for doesn't live there anymore. The song
ends with a line about how his father's house still calls
to him, despite what he knows about it now. It's a song
about the failure of longing. You can't fix the past, no
matter how many times you try to go back. If you spend
your life trying to fix it, you become a slave to history
and make new mistakes in the present for it. The ambi-
tion must be to use the past to help with the present.

Bruce Springsteen was lucky. Years after he wrote
those songs, his father had a stroke, and miraculously,
his father's personality changed for the better. He dis-
covered access to his warmer emotions and shared them
openly. Their relationship improved, giving Bruce many
of the things he'd always wanted and needed. It was an
unexpected and unlikely turn of events and one I hoped
for myself. I thought initiating the conversation with my
father, now as an adult, could be the beginning of some-
thing like that for us. I could talk to him as a man, and as
two men, we could work together to be friends. But to
get there, I had to escape the past.
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When I knew I'd be visiting home in May of 2000, I
promised myself this was it. I was twenty-eight years
old. I was happily married. I owned a house and was ful-
ly grown in many ways. I didn't want to spend any more
time imagining myself confronting my father; I wanted
to do it so I could move on, regardless of what the out-
come would be. Like Todd throwing me into the deep
water, thinking about this was worse than doing it, and
I'd already spent hundreds of hours thinking.

Jill gave me advice on where to start. She suggested I
speak from my feelings. This was great advice, as I'd im-
agined bullying him into submission, as arguing was
generally my way. I'd imagined handing him a litany of
grievances and complaints that, through precise argu-
ments, would use the crowbar of logic to win my case. I
had a crude efficiency in relationships at the time, be-
lieving the most direct path to the point was the best. Of
course, I had few examples where this worked out well,
but like my father, I was stubborn in my beliefs. I was
lucky to have Jill's advice and wise enough to use it.

I wrote long entries in my journal. I even wrote a de-
tailed letter to my father, never intending to send it, but
purely to help me think and feel things through. Is this
really what I've been feeling? Is this how I'd explain it?
What was at the core underneath the stories and memo-
ries I'd considered for so long? I felt such deep anger at
him, but the more I worked, the more I realized how
convenient anger was. Anger was never the source. I
didn’t just get angry; I got angry because I was hurt.
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What was it at the core of all the slights, wounds, and
disappointments that hurt me?

Finally I realized what it was. I never felt important to
him. I never felt I was worth his time or attention. I felt,
for much of my life, unworthy. And the more I let my
feelings around worth linger over me, the more I real-
ized this was at the heart of everything. This was the
way to start the conversation. The only questions left
were when I would bring it up and if I'd have the cour-
age when it counted. I discovered how much scarier it
would be to speak honestly to my father than anything
I'd done before. Debate and argument were easy, as it
was nothing more than rhetoric and abstractions. To
simply say, "I feel hurt," or "I feel unworthy" was terrify-
ing by comparison.

Early in the evening on May 25, 2000, I decided to-
night was the night. I'd arrived from Seattle the night
before and wanted relief from the pressure of carrying
this burden. We ate dinner that night at the same table
I'd eaten meals at my entire childhood. My mom made
chicken cutlets, mashed potatoes, and green peas, one of
my favorite meals as a child. The meal had the usual pos-
itive joy we shared in the early days of any of my visits.
But I remember staring at my father for a long moment
while he talked to my mother. I wondered about what I
was going to say and what was going to happen. Had he
any idea this day would ever come?

We moved to the living room, a place I'd sat in thou-
sands of times to watch TV or play Atari video games
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with Todd. We talked for another hour, but I barely paid
attention, my mind preoccupied. Mom, as usual, was the
first to go to bed. When she mentioned feeling tired and
leaving soon, my heart picked up its pace. I felt a buzz in
my hands and fingertips. My body knew what was about
to happen and was getting ready. Throughout the night,
I'd rehearsed my opening line to my father in my mind.
I didn't want to chicken out but was afraid that I would.
I knew my best odds were doing it right away rather
than waiting for a perfect moment that would never
come. My mother said goodnight, walked down the hall,
and closed the bedroom door. My father and I were all
alone.

Sitting across from him, as I'd been all night, I said,
"Dad, I have something I need to talk to you about." I
looked into his eyes, eyes I'd feared for as long as I could
remember. Was I a child or a man now, I wondered. I
was twenty-eight years old, but looking at him now, I
still felt like a child. I vibrated between one and the oth-
er, trying to hold on to the fact that I was both. I was his
son, but I was now coming to him as a man. And to
think of myself as a man for the rest of my life, I had to
go through with what I'd planned.

He answered more with a nod than with words:
"Okay, sure. What is it>"

I told him my opening line. "Dad, I don't feel im-
portant to you."

And he listened. He asked, "What do you mean?"
without malice, but with curiosity.
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And I explained what I'd been feeling and for how
long. "For most of my life, I've never felt important to
you. It always seemed like your time went to other
things besides me."

He had questions, but he didn't get upset. He wasn't
warm in the way my mother would be in the same con-
versation. He wasn't understanding or empathetic, but
he was calm. I was greatly relieved by this. I'd expected
worse. I'd imagined a hundred different ways it would
devolve into yelling and screaming and someone, possi-
bly me, storming out of the house forever. We talked
quietly for a half hour. He decided he wanted to go to
bed, but offered that we should talk about this again.
When he left and closed the bedroom door behind him,
something in me shifted — like a foundation of a build-
ing that had been off-center finally sliding toward its
rightful place.

After I returned home to Seattle, we talked on the
phone every few weeks. These were hard, slow conversa-
tions. Without Mom around, he was hard to talk to. He
didn't say much. He struggled with the basics of finding
topics to talk about, doing his best when the conversa-
tion was about him. But to his credit, he showed up on
the other end every time and gave it his best. He listened
to my thoughts on the past, which put him in a bad
light. Occasionally he'd concede a point about what he
should have done differently with me when I was young.
Soon he proposed we take a trip together to Yellowstone
National Park. It was likely an idea my mother suggest-
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ed, but he deserves credit for making the offer. We set a
date for July to meet in Wyoming, the first trip we'd tak-
en alone together since those childhood outings during
my parents’ separation twenty years before.

One major mystery I wanted to solve was why my fa-
ther had the first affair — the only one at the time. It
caused so much suffering, yet I'd never heard him ex-
plain why he did it. What did he think the outcome of
the affair was going to be? I met his first mistress once,
Cathy, when he took me to lunch with her one summer
day. She was nice to me in the same way my mother's
boyfriends were to me at the time. I wanted to know
who my father was then, now that I was about the age he
was during that time. There were many questions inside
our family that no one had discussed, ever, and if I had
unresolved feelings about it, I'm sure Tracy, Todd, and
perhaps Mom did too. He'd had decades to think about
it, and now I wanted his answers. If he couldn't explain
it now, he probably never would.

My distance from my father was part of a larger feel-
ing: the sense that I didn't belong in my family. I didn't
fit. I was too curious and confident, a poor match for the
dominant personalities in our home. I'd never said this
out loud, but it explained why all through high school I
was compelled to get away. I wanted to go to a place
where I felt I belonged.

Around the same time as our trip to Yellowstone, I
took a trip alone with Mom for similar reasons.
Although my relationship with her had always been
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good, I'd had a shortage of time alone with her too. We
took a cruise to Glacier Bay in Alaska and one day went
out into the water on a two-person kayak. It was quiet
and beautiful, a perfect moment to talk about things we
wouldn't often discuss. She sat in the seat in front of me
as we paddled around the bend from the cruise ship,
alone together in the wilderness. When we stopped
paddling, we could hear the most beautiful kind of si-
lence, only the wind over the water and the trees in the
distance swaying gently on the shores.

She asked me about the past, and I told her I had
something I'd figured out recently. I said, "Mom, I hope
you don't take this the wrong way, but I've never felt like
I fit into our family."

"Really?" she said.

And I replied, "Yeah, I always felt close to you and
Todd, but somehow that wasn't enough. I was always at
odds with the family as a whole, fighting to feel like my-
self. And that's why I was in such a rush to leave. I felt
that to be myself I had to be somewhere else."

In the kayak, I couldn't see my mother's face, only the
back of her life jacket. It made conversation seem other-
worldly, as if I wasn't speaking through sound, but
through telepathy instead. It made it easier in a way, as
both of us could look into the peaceful distance as we
talked.

To my surprise, she understood completely. She was
almost enthusiastic about it. It was so strange to have a
realization of mine, the crystallization of an abstract feel-
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ing I'd carried for most of my life, to be acknowledged
by my mother. She shared that she'd never felt like she
belonged in her family as a child either. It was only later,
as an adult, that she reconciled with her brothers and
sister and formed better bonds.

What bothered me later that night, as I tried to sleep
in the tiny cruise ship cabin we shared, was why she
didn't take it as a failure on her and Howard's part that I
felt so alone. My mother slept well, but I found the con-
fined space unnerving on that trip, and often, in search
of relief, looked out the small port window of our cabin.
I remember that night looking to the sea, under the gen-
tle moonlight, and seeing something swimming along
with the boat. I watched carefully until I saw it stop and
crest above the water. It was a young seal. I could clearly
see its two round, curious eyes, watching my mother, my
world, and me float on by, without a care in the world
for who its parents were or who it was supposed to be.

My youthful isolation took many forms, but the
strongest was basketball. During my parents’ separation,
and forever after, basketball was my sanctuary. I was my
most confident self on the court, whether practicing
alone or playing against strangers. My brother used to
drive me to the Samuel Field Y on Saturdays, and we'd
play until they kicked us out at the end of the night.
Basketball helped me connect with people and find my-
self, and still does today. In movies, families rally around

child athletes, helping them prepare for the big game or
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taking their son or daughter out for dinner to celebrate
victories. We were not that kind of family.

Basketball was my dream. It was the one thing I
worked harder at than anything. But no one at home
noticed how hard I worked. There was little recognition
even of my successes. When I made the varsity team my
junior year, it was a tremendous triumph, the greatest
achievement of my entire life. I was the first person in
our famﬂy to play a varsity sport, something I was im-
mensely proud of. But there was no one to celebrate it
with. It had no meaning in that house. And as my pride
in basketball grew, my distance from my family grew
with it.

I've only had one encounter with my father about
basketball, and it was when I was eighteen. It was the
summer of 1990, just before I left for college. I trained
every day, hoping to be good enough to make it as a
walk-on player for their team, to keep my dream alive.
One Saturday, I was training in the backyard, doing agil-
ity drills, jumping over ropes and sprinting across the
small court, my shirt heavy with sweat from how hard I
was working. My father, who I hadn't seen in the back-
yard since I was a child, came outside. He asked if he
could join me. He must have seen me from his bedroom
window and for some reason, today, decided to reach
out to me. I didn't know what to say, as this had never
happened before. It was the first time in my life he stood
on a basketball court with me. I offered him the ball.
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He took the ball and dribbled it awkwardly. Then he
shot at the hoop, shooting the ball from his shoulder,
not gently as I tried to do, but as if it had the weight of a
bowling ball. I stepped forward to try and show him, but
he was in his own world, catching the rebound himself
and shooting again. I didn't know what to do with the
fact that he didn't know what to do. He was unaware
that I was training and that for me, this place was spe-
cial, as close to a church as I'd ever have. I just watched,
frozen between worlds. I know I didn't make him feel
welcome. I was scared and awkward, afraid he'd make a
joke at my expense — perhaps something about the
pointlessness of basketball and why it was a lesser sport,
the things he'd say when I watched the NBA on TV in
the living room. What did he want from me here? I did-
n't know. A few minutes later, he left, and I was relieved.

I see now it was an echo of our encounter at the front
door during the separation. Back then I was just eight
years old, fumbling with that screen door. This time it
was him fumbling with a basketball. He was always on
one side, and I on the other, both looking for something
we didn't know how to get. On the basketball court, I
was a decade older than I was the day at the door. At
eighteen years old, I understood enough to hope, some-
where in the deepest parts of my mind, that he'd come
back to the court. If he came a second time or a third, it
would have been less strange. There would have been
room to figure it out. Maybe he'd offer, or I'd ask him, to
help me train, which I desperately needed. But I never

135



saw him with a basketball in his hands again. This trip to
Yellowstone was nearly a decade since that day on the
basketball court. Now as adults, it was a third chance for
us to stand alone together, and I wanted more than any-
thing for this to be the one that turned things around.

Yellowstone is one of the largest calderas in the
world. A caldera is a super volcano. The reason there are
amazing geological sites throughout this national park is
because of what's been happening underground for
thousands of years. The last eruption of this volcano was
600,000 years ago, and the destruction was large enough
to cover half the continent with ash and debris. I consid-
ered this as I walked around the sites with my father. It’s
one of the most beautiful places in the world, yet the
beauty is born from the power of destruction. Much like
the reasons my father and I were there, it was beautiful
and dangerous at the same time.

When we checked into our little wood cabin, a single
room with two old beds, there was nothing on the walls.
There was no television, radio, or telephone, only a sim-
ple, gray light fixture hanging from the ceiling, with a
string to turn the light on and off. My father and I would
have few distractions from each other. When he arrived
in the room, I watched him stand over his bed, looking
down, mystified by his own luggage. He looked back and
forth between the duffle bag, sitting open on his bed,
and a little piece of paper in his hand. He seemed irritat-
ed by this, and I didn't understand what was going on.
Then I realized it was a map of his bag my mother had

136



made for him. She'd made this map because she'd
packed his clothes.

As we drove through the park, I'd learn the mechan-
ics of how the caldera created the wonders of Yellow-
stone. The Old Faithful geyser is heated by the same
thermals that will blow the fifty-mile-wide plateau into
the sky someday. The amazing prismatic pools, parking-
lot-sized bodies of water in rainbow colors, so large and
breathtaking they take a half hour to walk around, exist
only because of bacteria that live in the high tempera-
tures of the water there. The strange kinds of beauty I
discovered compelled me to ask questions about how
these things were made. The answer was always time. If
you had the patience of time, the world made beautiful
things to see all on its own.

At night we'd go out for dinner and have our serious
conversations. We'd walk the hundred yards down the
hill to a beautiful lodge, with wide wooden tables and a
car-sized fireplace in the center, an endless supply of
logs to fuel it in a stack at its feet. During these fireside
chats, it was hard to ignore that we fit an unexpected
cliché. There were many fathers, sons, brothers, sisters,
and families around us. I'd see them at meals and think
to myself that I knew their story, how they were recon-
necting to keep the bonds of the past alive. We must
have looked like them even though our mission was the
opposite. We were trying to create bonds out of a past
that didn't have many.
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One night at the Old Roosevelt Lodge, the fanciest
restaurant we could find near our cabin, we had our
most intense conversation. He asked me what I found
wanting about him as a parent. I wasn't sure I should
answer at first. It seemed like a question he should an-
swer on his own or with friends, his brother, or some-
one who could comment as a peer, not as his child. But I
knew he had no one like this in his life. And here I was,
wanting to tell him what I thought, wanting to relieve
myself of this judgment I'd carried my whole life.

I spoke of his absence, echoing the statement that got
us there: the feeling of unworthiness. He asked for evi-
dence, not aggressively, but from a place of ignorance.
He really seemed to have no idea what I was talking
about or what could have created this void I felt. I talked
about teaching myself to shave. How my mother signed
all my report cards. How he taught me nothing about
friendships or girls or how to be a man. I mentioned
how he offered no help with the thousands of hours I
spent chasing my dream of playing basketball. I wasn't
mean or angry, but there was a weight to my words I
know he felt. He asked questions about these stories,
and I answered them, and then he asked more. But he
didn't like where it led. Eventually he smiled the kind of
smile he'd given me my whole life: a smile that he was
proud of, as if he'd figured something all out in his mind
and was waiting to share to enhance his pleasure.
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He laughed slightly and then looked me straight in
the eyes. Still smiling, he said: "Your problem is you re-
member too much."

Sitting there in that restaurant at Yellowstone, I
looked down in despair at the half-eaten meal on my
plate. There had been so much hope in me for this trip,
for my father and for my life, and those words stripped
those hopes away. I wasn't hungry anymore, for my meal
or for love from him. He was still my father. His words
felt final, even if in my mind I knew they were absurd.
What he said had precisely the desired effect of leaving
me speechless and alone. He won that round in the same
way he always did, using rhetoric that guaranteed, in the
long run, he'd lose me again. My father was time travel-
ing again, retreating to the past when he didn't like the
present, and insisting on the present when he didn't like
the past.

I do realize now, in a way, that my father was right. If
he were a different kind of person, there is something to
be said for starting over. But that can only have a chance
of success if something has been learned from what has
already happened. Where do two people's memories of
their past match? Where do they differ? In what ways?
What feelings are shared, and which ones are surprises?
It's only in discussing the past that we can find private
truths and make them shared ones. There are gems in
the dirt of every relationship if we're willing to dig to
find them.
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We left Yellowstone agreeing to talk on the phone
every few weeks, and he lived up to that promise. But
the night before each phone call, I never slept well. My
mind raced through the things I imagined he'd say, and
I'd practice in my mind how to respond. I read books on
fathers and sons. I talked to Jill and Todd often, asking
for advice. I didn't want to obsess about these phone
calls, but not wanting to obsess only made the obsession
stronger. Every movie or news story about a father and
son I came across I felt personally. I'd put myself and my
father in those stories, comparing and evaluating, feeling
sad or lost. I was constantly reminded of this old wound,
now exposed to myself and the world. Yellowstone made
it impossible to pretend it wasn't there anymore. A life-
time of feelings I'd been hiding away was now coming
out.

When we spoke, the conversations fell into familiar
patterns. I'd reference some of the conversations we had
at Yellowstone, but with new questions and ideas. He
didn't remember them. He said he was surprised I didn't
feel important to him when I was a child. He asked again
for stories of the past, questioning me on why I thought
he didn't come to my basketball games, hinting at his
lack of memory about any of it at all. I was confused at
first. How could he not remember? I'd walk him through
it all again, and eventually he'd come around and
acknowledge that what I told him was true. But weeks
later, when we spoke again, we'd play the same game. It
would take an hour or more to get him back to the same
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place I'd worked so hard to get to in the last call. There
was a message here for me I wasn't getting. He was on
the phone, but he wasn't really there.

But I was relentless. I asked him to read John Brad-
shaw's Bradshaw On: The Family, the only book I knew of
then about family dynamics. He refused, saying he read
the first chapter, and, "I already know everything the
book is going to say." I wrote him emails. I asked who
his role model as a father was, or is, and he said he did-
n't have one. I suggested he consider this question, not
for the past, but for now, but he expressed no interest.
Phone call after phone call I slowly realized what he was
trying to tell me. Perhaps he had no capacity for doing
anything more than showing up. I thought of his father,
my grandfather, sitting on that orange couch staring in
silence at the TV. My grandfather had been in the same
room, but not the same world; perhaps my father was
just the same way.

In the summer of 2003, I visited my parents’ new
house in Connecticut, and he and I fell into a familiar
argument about the past. It went too far, further than
usual, with us yelling at each other from across the
kitchen. My mother stormed in, screaming at us both.
She was furious, but not about this fight; she was en-
raged about all of them. She said, with tears in her eyes,
"The two of you need to stop and figure out how to get
along! I'm so sick of this! Can you stop? Find a way to
stop this, please!" She told us how she loved us both and
didn't comprehend why we'd been stuck in the same
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place for so long. And then she walked off, leaving us,
deflated, on our own.

My father and I, hours later, talked alone in the kitch-
en. I told him relationships require work. It was going to
take effort to improve things. And he said, without much
of a thought, perhaps the most honest thing he's ever
said to me: "Why should I have to do any work? Can't
we just talk about sports and simple things?"

He wasn't joking, as much as I wanted it to be a joke.
He sincerely believed the answer, after all this, was to
treat each other like acquaintances. To my surprise, it
didn't make me mad. I'd had enough after months of
working and working and getting nowhere. I'd finally
exhausted myself, and hearing him say those words
made me certain of it. I told him, "You don't have to do
any work if you don't want to." And he smiled. And we
both moved on. I went home the next day and never
brought up improving our relationship again, and nei-
ther did he.

The thing I'd wanted, to know who my father was,
had happened. He was, in the end, a strange man. The
way he related to me was no worse than the way he re-
lated to everyone he'd ever known. He never wanted to
do the work demanded by any of his relationships, but
he liked to think that he did. He never wanted to be a
parent, but he thought he did. He wasn't just a mystery
to me; he was a mystery to himself. I found relief in this.
Our relationship was fated to end here from the day I
was born. It didn't matter what I did or who I was, as it

142



had never been about me at all. Parents are just people.
The limitations they have aren't put there by their chil-
dren. I didn't choose him to be my father, but now, if I
was strong enough, I could choose what I wanted to do
about it.

I decided I had to see Howard as my mother's hus-
band, a man in my life, but not in my life because of me.
I cried over this. It was a deep cry, something I'd held on
to for most of my life. It was the end of the deepest
dream of my childhood, a dream I had before I knew
what dreams were. I'd wanted a man in my life who
would look out for me, help me get ahead in life, and put
me before other things. I'd wanted a man who would be
my ally, someone I could trust to be there for me. But
when I accepted him for who he was and separated him
from the dreams I'd had, the pressure I'd felt all my life
began to fade away.

Todd taught me a lesson during those years after Yel-
lowstone that helped tremendously. My visits to my par-
ents did get easier and easier, but I'd find, once a visit,
I'd end up in one of the old arguments with Howard, the
same arguments we'd have at the dinner table in
Queens. Todd asked: “Why do you always take Howard's
bait?” I asked him what he meant, and he explained our
father often made outrageous comments, words chosen
speciﬁcally to get a rise out of me, or anyone, and start
the debate. Of everyone in our family, I was the biggest
sucker. Even after Yellowstone and all I'd learned, I still
suffered from the legacy of wanting his acknowledgment
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and of wanting to prove him wrong. It was one of the
oldest habits I had, but now, with all I'd learned, I knew I
didn't need that acknowledgment anymore. I hadn't
needed it for a long time.

On my next visit to my parents’ house, with my
brother's advice in mind, I waited for it to happen. One
night, after dinner, we were all sitting at the dinner ta-
ble. As we talked about the news together, my father
soon said something outrageous, even for him. He said
that a return to McCarthyism, and the blacklists he made
for those suspected of betraying their country, was what
this country needed today. I didn't argue. I didn't debate.
Instead, I calmly told him how ridiculous a thing this
was to say. I was able to do it without getting upset, be-
cause I didn't see him as my father anymore. He was just
this man who had been in my life for a long time. He
immediately called me closed-minded, and as personal
attacks are a good sign of someone Iosing an argument,
it was easy to walk away. I calmly said that what he'd
said was offensive and he should apologize. And to my
surprise, he did. My mother was even brave enough to
lecture him about stooping so low, which I'm sure she
had done in the past and would do again.

It was over these years, the time between my visit to
Yellowstone in 2000 and the news of my father's second
affair in 2012, that was the best time for my relationship
with my father. Visits to my parents were easier. My fa-
ther and I rarely argued. He'd instinctively put out his
intellectual traps, but I rarely went for them anymore.
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He'd often sit in silence at dinners when, without me
leading the charge, no one took what he was offering.
Dangling those seeds of arguments in front of his family
was the only way he knew how to have a deep conversa-
tion, and when it stopped working, he became a smaller
man.

Instead, I looked for territory he took comfort in and
that also interested me. I'd arrive in Connecticut with
lists of questions about his childhood, helping me un-
derstand the larger story of our family and what his par-
ents were like. He enjoyed talking about himself, even if
they were unpleasant subjects. I'd ask him, and my
mother, about relatives who died before I was born. I
learned how my great-grandfather David Berkun fled to
the U.S. from Ukraine in 1902, running from conscrip-
tion into what would become the Russo-Japanese war. I
heard how David's brothers were killed in Europe dur-
ing the rise of Germany decades later. Had David stayed
in Europe, I would never have been born. I realized that,
even as a nonreligious family, it was our Jewish heritage
that explained the good parts of our dinner table de-
bates, a practice so deeply embedded in our culture, we
practiced it without knowing where it was from. With-
out a nation of their own, Jews adopted books and litera-
cy as the primary way to stay connected, and debate was
a way to keep those religious texts alive and in the cul-
ture. As the years went by, I didn't mind anymore that
my father was a limited man, a person who felt most
comfortable sharing only when Mom was around.
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The one thing I took away from him was Father's
Day. I'd always sent my mother and father cards or made
phone calls on their special days. But with my eyes fully
open to what kind of father mine turned out to be, I
couldn't do it for him anymore. I'd send him something
for his birthday, for him as a person, but on Father's
Day, I'd be silent. Until he was willing to do the work of
a father, I couldn't lie to him or myself about the role he
played in my life. My only regret is not telling him why I
stopped honoring his fatherhood. It shouldn't have been
hard for him to guess, but I should have explained and
left no doubts.

For years, I had peace. The anger I'd carried with me
all my life was gone. I didn't linger in the past, even
when I came to visit. It didn't bother me anymore to see
stories about fathers and sons, and I noticed them less
often. I was proud of the work I'd done on myself and
with him, the hard kind of work few people do. I talked
to Todd and Tracy about it all, and they told me my dis-
coveries helped them, even if only in small ways. I no
longer expected much from Howard, and that freed me
to have fun and enjoy what we did share. I felt I was
done with the past.

But here in this book you know more than I did then.
I didn't know life can be a spiral, forcing me to face my
issues again and again. I didn't realize that just because
you're done with the past doesn't mean the past is done
with you.



FOUR

LEGACY

he Old Testament says nothing about what Adam

thought of Cain, or Cain of Adam. Adam and Eve

are silent when Cain kills their younger son Abel.
The only pain we hear is from the voice of God. But of
course, it's God's unexplained rejection of Cain's offer-
ing of fruit that angers Cain in the first place. Silence is
the evil in those passages. It's what's unsaid that leads to
suffering. The feelings that must have been in every-
one's hearts are never spoken or recorded. If Cain knew
other means to express his anger, perhaps he'd have
talked to his father figures, God or Adam, instead of ex-
pressing himself through violence. Some interpretations
of Genesis extend God's curse of Cain to his offspring,
making future generations pay the price for what Cain
did.

We are all like Cain, and his children, in a way.
Springsteen wrote a song called “Adam Raised a Cain”
that asks questions of unavoidable legacy. "You inherit
the sins, you inherit the flames" is a line from the song
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that, despite how many times I'd heard it, I'd never ap-
plied to my life until this past year. As much as I hated
my father's ways, it was impossible not to be like him.
No matter how I try to be more open, more self-aware,
more joyous about life, I will always only have one fa-
ther. The sound of my laugh, the proportions of my
hands, and the sharpness of my eyes all come from him,
aspects of myself I can't escape. I can compensate, I can
grow, I can learn, but at the end of it all, I still resemble
him. No matter how much therapy I do or tough choices
I make, deep inside me are elements of my father that I
don't notice anymore, and realizing that scared me. I
knew I wasn't like him in many ways, but what a conven-
ient thing this was to believe.

I decided thinking about these things, which I did of-
ten, changed little. It was my habits for how I handled
my feelings that needed work. I worked with a therapist
and discovered the power of being honest with a
stranger, a person who'd advised many other strangers
about their inner lives. I recognized how many other
father figures I'd had in my life that helped me and that
I'd never told them the difference they made.

I started of course with my brother Todd, thanking
him for how many things he'd done that shaped who I
became. I wrote to Rob Elkins, my basketball coach at
the Samuel Field Y. I found Adam Smith, one of my fa-
vorite summer camp counselors, on Facebook. I contact-
ed Alan Stein, my high school history teacher, who
showed me a more honest way to debate than the one
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I'd learned from my father. I contacted Menachem Bazi-
an, my Hebrew tutor, who gave me one of the best pep
talks of my young life on the day of my Bar Mitzvah.
There were so many circles that had been opened for me
by men other than my father, circles that helped me, and
I needed to close them. I thought it'd be wrong if these
men never learned of the profound effect they'd had
simply because I was too lazy to tell them.

I realized, as I approached the age of thirty, that I was
a man now. I could choose to do with my time what all
of those adults had done for me. I was the youngest in
my family and had never had the chance to help a
younger sibling. It was obvious I should volunteer to be
a big brother at Big Brothers Big Sisters. My own big
brother had done so much to help me, but he was just a
child too during those early years. An adult who was
interested in me, or any child in a situation like mine,
could have done so much more.

That year, through Big Brothers Big Sisters, I met
Derek, a young teenager whose father lived many miles
away. We'd go out together each week, often to watch
the local high school football games. Sometimes I'd
watch him play on his little league baseball team. I was
surprised at how easy our relationship was. We both
genuinely wanted to do things together. Much like me,
he just needed someone older, someone safe and friend-
ly, to share time with. He's twenty-four now and doing
well, and we're still friends to this day.

149



Spending time with Derek, the activities we'd sched-
ule and plan, often made me think of when I'd see my
father late at night. I often went several weekdays in a
row without seeing him, as I'd go to bed before he came
home. But when I was a senior in high school, with no
real curfew anymore, I was often the only one awake at
1:30 p.m., watching TV before I went to bed. It happened
to be the same time my father sometimes arrived home
from work or the racetrack.

From the couch, I'd hear the hum of the garage door
opening, and I'd know he was almost home. In every one
of those moments, I faced the same question: Do I go to
bed before he gets inside, or do I stay here in the living
room and talk to him? Sometimes I'd carefully look
down from the window and watch his car, with his yel-
low turn signal blinking in the night, turn off the street
and up our driveway. In those brief moments, I'd look
down in silent thought, debating my options.

Sometimes I felt I should stay. I liked being around
him when he was in a good mood. He was working to
provide for us, and someone should welcome him home.
On some nights, I knew Johnny Carson had a guest,
Magic Johnson or George Carlin, that I wanted to see.
But just as often, I went to bed. I was tired myself, and it
was hard to start a conversation with anyone so late.
And on those nights, I went to my room and hid, not out
of fear of him, but out of something else: out of fear for
the way I felt around him. It was the bottom of the bar-
rel of his day, and to stay would be to accept the last
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scraps not spent on strangers at the racetrack. I had too
much pride to participate. Unlike what I'd learn from my
training at Big Brothers Big Sisters, there was no prom-
ise made by an adult for a specific window of time to
share, something all children deserve. But since these
late night encounters were all that I had, the nightly de-
bate ensued: do I stay, or do I go?

When I did stay, he'd ask me about my day. I'd an-
swer briefly, knowing he didn't know my friends’ names
and didn't care about basketball, the two important
things in my life. He'd be charming if he'd done well
with the horses that night, but more often he'd talk
about how close he came. We'd sit at the kitchen table,
taking the Entenmann’s chocolate doughnuts out of the
freezer and finishing half the box with tall glasses of
milk. He'd always take a tiny piece of a doughnut out of
the box, barely a quarter of it, saying that was all he
wanted. Just a taste, he'd say. But then as we talked, he'd
take another piece away and another until, to his sur-
prise, there was nothing left of the doughnut at all.

By January of 2013, my emails to my father remained
unanswered. His last email to me was from November 14
of 2012, a reply to the email I'd sent at Mom's request,
welcoming him home to Connecticut from Australia.
There had been no phone calls. No holiday greetings.
Nothing. I continued to talk to my mother and brother,
and heard updates about him through them. There was-
n't much to say. He had yet to decide about his future,
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and my mother was willing to let him return to their
home in the hopes of convincing him to stay.

I was glad not to hear from him. It was consistent,
something I had longed for throughout the months of
confusion our family had been through. I felt increasing-
ly like he wasn't a part of my family, regardless of
whether he thought I was in his. But I didn't want to be
like him. I didn't want to just disappear. Or perhaps,
even if I'd never have admitted it, I still had the same

fantasy my mother did: that he was capable of more than
he'd shown before.

On 1/5/13, 12:46 PM, "Scott Berkun" wrote:

I've been doing my absolute best to try and reach out to you
during this confusing and difficult time. I still understand very
little and you haven't offered much about what you've done,
what you're doing now, and what it means for you, our family,
and for me.

The most generous interpretation I've found is this: you're
confused and uncertain and need time to figure things out, but
that's a guess. You haven't said much. From August through
November you didn't respond to my emails at all, which per-
haps you have some explanation for, but I don't know what it is.

I'd like to have some kind of relationship with you. For that
to work you need to meet me half way, which has not been hap-

pening.
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If you're not ready for that, that's ok - provided you make
that clear.

Love,
-Scott
A few days later, he had a one-line reply.

On 1/8/13, 8:53 AM, "Howard Berkun" wrote:
> Yes, this is correct.

It was a joke. It made me laugh to read it. That's all I
get? After all this, it's one sentence. But I know now I
have myself to blame. I was keeping in touch. I was
reaching out. I was giving him the benefit of so many
valid doubts, and he was giving me the benefit of noth-
ing. I'd written him a letter with a way out already in-
side, and perhaps that's what I wanted: a way to let the
game go on without me ending it. Maybe I didn't want
him to win by being able to say I'd given up on him. But
I was done here. I promised myself I wouldn't reach out
again. It turned out a few weeks later I wouldn't have to.
He reached out to me.

From: Howard

Date: Thursday, February 21, 2013 at 8:55 AM
To: Scott Berkun
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Subject: visit
hi Scott,

We havent spoken in a while. With all that has been going
on, this has been a side effect. I would like to come out to be
with you for a few days. Spend a little time together and chat
and all that. I think it would be good. If you have time this
weekend, I would come out on Saturday and stay few days.

I've always been fascinated by his mastery of passive
language. "We haven't spoken in a while" makes it
sound like cloudy weather, something that happened all
on its own, and we were just witnesses to it. It was nice
to hear from him, but I couldn't help but notice the trig-
ger on this offer: he wanted to visit in two days. It was
doughnuts at night after he'd come home from the track.
After all this time, what was the rush? There wasn't one.
I took it to be another game: just barely enough effort
that he could say he tried, yet so little effort that he
knew I'd say no. I made no judgment of it. I suggested
we start with a phone call, as we hadn't spoken in almost
a year. He agreed to call me on Saturday, and with this,
my anxiety returned. I couldn't keep my mind from play-
ing the old games, the games I'd learned from Yellow-
stone, of trying to work out every argument in my head.
I was angry with myself for it. I'd hoped I was better
than this, but I wasn't.
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When I answered the phone, he opened with a joke.
He asked me how the Seattle Mariners were doing. It
wasn't baseball season, and I wouldn't have known even
if it was, as I've never followed baseball. It was his at-
tempt to find comfort for himself masquerading as
charm. But I didn't laugh, and he didn't like that I didn't
laugh. He asked if this was a bad time, and I told him
this was as nice as he was likely to find me on any day.

He immediately questioned my emails, asking why I'd
been so critical of him over the last few months. I found
this ridiculous and told him so. I told him he should be
grateful he'd heard from me at all. He played his games
for a few minutes. I heard Todd's voice in my mind,
"Don't take the bait, Scott. Don't take the bait." And I
didn't. When he failed to get a rise from me, he offered
that my anger at him was because I was scared for Mom.
I told him I thought she was an adult and could fend for
herself. I said I would understand if he moved to Aus-
tralia or got divorced or joined the circus. Whatever he
thought he needed to do in his life, I'd support in a way,
and this was true. I would be happy for him if any choice
made him a happier person with what was left of his life.
But I told him he needed to decide. He had dragged eve-
ry relationship in his family through a nightmare. I
wished him luck. I told him, "Dad, I hope you figure out
how to be happy," and I meant it.

That my father was a narcissist was undeniable. He
was, as I had to keep reminding myself, also a very
strange man. He was genuinely mystified by what I said
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in our phone call, as if I were speaking about some alien
species of animals. He'd probably been just as mystified
at Yellowstone or with any of hundreds of moments of
intimacy he's had with people in his life.

What I'd forgotten was the entire myth of Narcissus,
the story the term comes from. In the myth, Narcissus
sees an image of himself in the water but doesn't realize
it's his reflection. He can't see himself. The reflection is
beautiful to his eyes and reciprocates his every move,
leading him to fall in love with what he sees. He spurns
the one woman who truly cares for him, a nymph named
Echo. In tears, she flees to the mountains. She becomes
one with the stone, speaking only when others speak
first. Narcissus, now alone with what he loves, reaches
out to the image in the water. He despairs at how it dis-
appears in the ripples that form when his finger touches
it. He can't escape the horror of how the thing he loves
abandons him. He slowly starves to death by the water,
staring at his own image, not knowing who he is.

Two months after the phone call, it was my birthday.
For all my life, my birthday presents came with cards
signed, "From Mom and Dad," written in my mother's
handwriting. I suspect many of them were as much a
surprise to him as they were to me. Giving gifts just
wasn't something fathers did, I often thought. He didn't
much like receiving them either, and our family was
never good at the practice, certainly not me and Todd.
On this birthday, my forty-first, my father sent a present

in an email.
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There was only a brief message: "Happy birthday
Scott. Birthday to 41." Below were five very old photo-
graphs, pictures of me and my father from years past.
Since we'd spent so little time together, these must have
been hard to find. These images of the two of us in the
same physical space were so rare that most of them had
been cropped from old photos. Some had to be magni-
fied so far that they were heavily pixelated. The sight of
them made me ill, not for the images themselves, but for
their meaning. How could this be a gift> Why would I
want to remember everything that was wrong with the
past? He was in every photo, a haunting image to me
now after everything he'd done that year. Our best times
as father and son had been after Yellowstone, not before,
but he'd forgotten. I was back in time again, invisible to
him as a person with thoughts and feelings of my own.
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I wrote this note, expecting to never hear from him
again:

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Tuesday, April 16, 2013 at 6:37 PM
To: Howard

Subject: Re: Happy Birthday Scott

I'm sad for you. You're lost and you still don't realize how
lost you are and how much damage you've done.

[..]
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As far as these photos: they make me sad. I'm guessing you
sent them in an attempt to remind me of happier times, but the-
se were not happy times for me.

We talked at length at Yellowstone about how I felt about
my childhood with you, but perhaps you've forgotten. You were
not around much. When you were, you were often scary and
distant. You spent more time at the track than you did helping
me sort out my young life.

I am absolutely grateful you provided for me as a parent.
You made sure I went to college. You paid for my clothes and
needs. You entertained my arguments at the dinner table, and I
learned how to think and reason, things that are critical parts
of who I am. But the two of us rarely spent time alone together.
And T grew up alone in that house. I trained for basketball
alone. I figured out my friendships, girlfriends and myself, alone.
There is a void where you should have been and you know that
- you can't try to bank on those times now. It was a mistake to
send me these photos. It was not a gift to see these things.

As far as you and I - you've spent your life depending on Ju-
di to relate to your own children - now that you've betrayed her,
you're on your own with me. You have no idea what you're do-
ing. You are either brave or crazy to try. If you want to salvage
your relationship with me, you have a lot of work to do, work
you've hid from your whole life, as I don't think you understand
relationships at all.

Over the last months I see you as a fool, a lost soul, or an
asshole - I can't tell which anymore - maybe it's some of all.

I'd guess you think I'm saying all this to hurt you. But I'm
not. I have no interest in hurting you. But I feel I owe you my
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honesty rather than responding with silence. And if you read
this more than once you'll notice I've written it very carefully
with that in mind.

I hope you figure yourself out and find happiness.

I hope you're seeing a therapist.

I hope you are honest with them.

I hope you're getting help.

I hope you're brave enough to share this email with them.

I do sincerely wish you well.

-Scott

In The Return, a Russian film directed by Andrey
Zvyagintsev, two young boys are surprised to find their
father is home. He disappeared mysteriously when they
were infants, and now, years later, he is back. He is a
strong, quiet man, and the first morning they are to-
gether, he takes them on a long drive, with their moth-
er's silent permission. While they're both in awe of his
powers, with strong shoulders and tough eyes, they're
terrified of him too. During the trip, they do what he
says out of respect for the idea of a father. They don't
know him, but they know the concept of a father, and
they use that instead. They respect him because they
want to be the kind of sons that their father, whoever he
is, will be proud of. But his return, and their journey to-
gether, is filled with more mysteries than answers.

I watched this powerful film intensely. It spoke to
moments and feelings I'd never been able to explain to
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others. I asked my mother to watch it too, and she im-
mediately compared the boys to me and Todd: how the
oldest tried harder to follow along, while the youngest
questioned everything, demanding answers his father
didn't want to give. It's not a film of resolutions; instead,
it's a film of questions, the kind of movie many people
don't like. But I found part of myself in this movie.
Some of the mysteries of my childhood were acknowl-
edged. It possessed some of the secrets that I couldn't
easily explain.

Art is how you find yourself. Somewhere out there is
a poem or a song that can tell you something you need
to hear or capture a fear you didn't know had a name.
Listen carefully to your favorite songs, and pay attention
in your favorite books, and you'll see artists desperately
sorting through what they can't explain in their lives.
When done well, art captures the essence into a song, a
story, a book, or a poem that transforms you. It imbues
those feelings into an object that lives on in the world,
long after the artist is gone. The mere existence of that
object is satisfying, at least to its maker, and hopefully to
the consumer. It proves those feelings are worthy. Per-
haps it makes it easier to escape the sadness of the past,
not by solving problems, but by validating that they're
real.

It should be no surprise my father never replied to
my email, but there was other progress. My mother had
been seeing a therapist and convinced my father to see
one too. He invited Todd to come to a session, as like
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the older brother in The Return, he was a better place for
my father to start. Sadly, it didn't last. He was never in-
vited again. Todd had the same opinion I did at the time:
Howard needed to decide. Even my Mom, after talking
and talking about it for weeks, admitted to herself this
had gone on long enough.

She pressured Howard to make up his mind. Each
time she pressured him, he'd invent new excuses. He'd
claim to have forgotten about agreeing to a deadline.
He'd say he wasn't feeling well. It wasn't until the end of
April that she told him he had to move out. I was proud
of her, if for nothing else, for making a decision on her
own instead of waiting for him to make it for her.

With their winter home in Florida unoccupied, the
home they'd driven down from Connecticut together to
buy, he decided to go there. For weeks, he lived alone in
an empty house. I imagine pizza boxes and Chinese
take-out cartons lined up along his kitchen counter, a
half-empty six-pack of Heineken in the fridge. He didn't
know how to cook and knew no one within a hundred or
even a thousand miles. I can see him driving at night to
catch races at Gulfstream Park, the nearest racetrack and
casino a half hour away. He was still in touch with his
mistress in Australia all this time, and I wonder what
their conversations were like. Was she too pressuring
him to decide? I would have been if I were her. Their
one-year anniversary "together" had passed, and their
future was just as uncertain as it had ever been. I can
still find empathy for him. It's hard for anyone to be
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alone and far away from home, or so confused about
where home is and who to share it with.

One day my father didn't feel well, and then another.
He went to the doctor and explained he'd had to go to
the bathroom more often than usual. Something was
different. They ran some tests and called him the next
day. It was cancer.

My father had always been afraid of being sick and of
dying. My mother had warned him, early on in this saga,
about what might happen if he left his family behind.
"Who will look after you?" she’d pleaded. But he'd ig-
nored her. And now here he was, alone in an empty
house, facing what might be the end of his life.
Desperate, he texted my mother. Soon he was on a flight
back to Connecticut to talk to his regular doctors. He
stayed at first in a hotel but then called his brother, a
man he'd been estranged from for much of his life, and
asked if he could stay. His brother said yes. My father
didn't know what was next for him, but in the middle of
everything else, had stumbled into a fight for his life.

When my mother called me to share all this news, I
didn't know what to say. It was another shock that took
time to digest. She, at first, felt conflicted too. Soon she
realized she was in a position to be needed again. She'd
email me and Todd with updates on his health every
week, never stopping to think if we'd want to hear them
or not. I told her I very much wanted to stay in touch
with her, but not if the only subject was him. The emails



slowed and stopped, and soon my mother let my father
move back in.

When she told me her decision on the phone, I told
her I understood. And I did. In a way, this was perfect
for her. The hole he'd made this year would be filled,
not completely, but enough. She'd have someone to take
care of. She'd have a purpose. It made sense for my
mother, but not for me, not for our family, and not for
her grandchildren. Her daily life might return to what it
was before, but everything else would be harder. She
and I had shared the same side of this crisis. I was the
first person she'd called. We'd rallied together as a mini-
family: my mom, Todd, and me. And now she was bring-
ing him back in, leaving me out again on my own.

In August of 2013, my father sent me this email, with
no subject:

From: Howard
Date: Tuesday, August 6, 2013 7:11 AM
To: Scott Berkun

I am so very sorry that i have hurt you.
Love you very much
-Dad

I've only seen my father cry once. During a visit
home from college, he and I were up late watching TV.
Mom had gone to sleep an hour earlier, and we were
flipping through channels. It was the anniversary of
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Mickey Mantle's death, the legendary player for the New
York Yankees. Mantle had been my father's favorite
baseball player when he was young. He was my hero too,
as I wore his number “7” every year in little league. I
played centerfield and was left-handed, just like Mantle.
He meant something to me, though I'd never seen him
play live like my father had.

We stopped to watch a show about Mantle's life.
They talked about his tremendous promise as a young
player, the pride of the Yankees for many years, before
alcohol and fame took him down. I sensed something in
my father; his energy was different somehow, sitting just
a foot away. I looked to see him weeping, his eyes set on
the screen in front of us but red with tears behind his
glasses. He cried softly, like a mature man cries, not hid-
ing from the feelings, but not sharing them with me ei-
ther. He was in his own universe in that moment, feeling
something deep and old he didn't know how to explain.
I said and did nothing, as surprised as I was by this. Giv-
en who he was and how vulnerable he seemed in that
moment, I wanted to leave him alone, not for me, but to
give him privacy with whatever it was he was experienc-
ing. I must have been nineteen or twenty, but I'd never
seen him cry before, and of all the times I'd expected it
to happen, watching TV late at night wasn't it.

The show about Mantle was brief, just a few minutes
long, and when it ended, my father spoke. He told me
Mantle had meant something special to him in his life.
That baseball for my father was how he formed his iden-
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tity as a boy, and it was Mantle in those years who was
his idol. What my father said was not an invitation for a
conversation; it was a conclusion, as so much of what
he'd say was. When he finished, he changed the channel
on the television, and we never spoke of it again. Some-
thing about my father's apology email reminded me of
that day. Two rare, unexpected moments of grace.

But my father's email, in the context of everything,
confused me. Unlike watching Mantle's story on a quiet,
random night, our family was in crisis. He'd been silent
for so long on so many things, and this was all he had to
say? I felt angry, sad, empathetic, and enraged at the
same time. Emotions don't fit into simple categories
when we're dealing with the toughest situations in life.
When people ask us how we feel, the assumption is
there's a single answer, one feeling. But we can be happy
and sad at the same time. We can love and hate the same
people. Emotions overlap and shift in ways our language
doesn't express. It takes hours, days, or years to sort
them out, if we can at all.

After another restless night, I found one notion, one
sentence, that tied all my feelings together. I wrote a
brief message that said the simplest and most honest
thing I could:

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Thursday, August 8, 2013 at 4:39 PM
To: Howard

Subject: Re:
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I don't believe you.

I was beyond long, nuanced letters. If his apology was
sincere, he'd offer me another. Or he'd call. He'd do
something more than this. I didn't believe he was sorry
in the way normal people are sorry, but of course, it was
clear to me he was not normal. I didn't believe that if I
called him to talk about how I felt he'd listen for long.
But he never replied. I'm sure he took what I said as an
insult and was hurt by it, but it was true. The truth hurts
sometimes. For him, being hurt is grounds to run away,
which he did. It was another important message he'd
never answer.

Todd often described being with our father as a
choice between being treated like a sucker or a jerk. If
you spoke up for yourself, he treated you like you were
out of line. He'd attack you immediately for being disre-
spectful. But if you didn't speak up, and let him treat you
how he wanted, you were a sucker. He'd take advantage
and make you feel low. There was no middle ground, no
place to comfortably stand while keeping your self-
respect. To be close to him demanded being small.

My father's behavior became strange. He didn't reply
to my email, but he did click the “like” button on the
Facebook page for one of my books, The Myths of
Innovation, which was published in 2007. There was no
message from him, just the notification from Facebook
that he'd clicked on it. Weeks later, he did the same on
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another one of my books. I found it so unnerving that I
unfriended him on Facebook. I couldn't justify how we
were in a relationship anymore.

I told Todd he was my family now — that Amy, his
wife, Joshua and Jessica, his children, and my wife Jill
were all that remained of our family. Our mother had
put herself in a most difficult place, and it was hard to
know how her choices would impact me and Todd. With
no children of my own, my brother's kids were the clos-
est I'd ever come to having my own. In our gallows hu-
mor way, Todd and I joked that perhaps the two of us
were the only family there'd ever really been.

Something important I gained during this crisis was a
closeness with my mother I'd never had before. I'd
always been the most distant and most independent
child, and much of that was by my own choosing. Mov-
ing away to Seattle gave me a distance from my family I
desperately needed, but that had more to do with my
father than my mother. This year, however sad it was,
brought us closer together than we'd ever been. To feel
the window of that connection closing made me sad.
We'd always been honest with each other, and I had to
share with her how I felt.

From: Scott Berkun

Date: Sunday, September 22, 2013 8:44 AM
To: Judi Berkun

Subject: Sad
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Hi Mom:

I've been trying to find a way to express how I feel these last
weeks. It's intense sadness. I barely hear from you anymore. The
last time we spoke was when you told me you were taking How-
ard back in. Since then I've heard from you less and less and
most of your emails are dominated by notes about his health,
which is of little interest to me.

I've gone from being a primary supporter of yours, talking to
you every week or two, to something far less significant in your
life. Over the last year I think we were closer than we'd ever been
and now that's over and I feel the loss. Nothing has changed on
my end, but everything seems to have changed for you.

Howard's horrible behavior over the last two years has been
devastating for me, the worst kind of abandonment of us all.
And now I can't help but feel abandoned by you - since you're
with him again and have far less interest in me. I know that
with him back in your life there's no easy way for me to stay
connected with you. And that makes me sad. It's an unavoidable
consequence of taking him back.

The most tragic element is perhaps that this continues to be
a replay in the worst way of what you and Howard did to our
family 30 years ago and it makes me sick that I'm confronted
again with trying to sort this out on my own. This is a mess
you and Howard are making and it is costing me greatly and
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the only sane choice I have is to distance myself from the whole

thing.

I've thought about this and I'm not sure I'm even asking you
for anything. I don't know how our relationship is supposed to
work, if at all, anymore. Our family is such a complete disaster
in so many ways I can't conceive of how to maintain my own
integrity while participating in it. In many ways I know Todd is
the only family I have left. I love you and do wish you well but
needed to share this with you.

-Scott

My email was heavy-handed, but that was how I felt
at the time. She replied quickly, with a long and very
thoughtful email. It was apologetic and sincere. I
thanked her for it. We soon talked on the phone, and
within just a few minutes, we understood each other. I
wasn't angry. I understood what she was doing and why.
I was just sad at the loss I felt, not just with her, but with
everything. I felt frozen, much like I remember feeling as
a child. I wanted the connection I'd felt before: part of a
team, a project, a group of people who shared something
important. But I couldn't accept the pain that I knew
would come with trying to stay involved. There were too
many twists in the fragile rope my parents had to offer
me and Todd, if there would be an offer at all.

What I wanted most was stability. It wasn't to aban-
don my parents or wish they were further away, but
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simply not to have them on my mind so often. I almost
didn't care how things resolved themselves as long as
they did resolve, for someone. In that sense, my father
getting sick, forcing him to return to my mother, was the
best thing that could have happened. Without it, he'd
have stayed on the fence the rest of his life, and she
would have sat there with him, complaining perhaps, but
not moving, leaving it up to me and Todd to wait with
her or walk away. I was choosing to walk away.

I told Mom and Todd, after we had all learned of the
second affair, that I was going to write a book about our
family. They were supportive and let me interview them
both about what they remembered. As I worked on the
book, I realized something was missing. Most of what I
knew of my father's recent choices came from Mom. If I
wanted to tell this story, the thing it needed most were
facts only he could share. I was in Boston again to pro-
mote a new book in November of 2013 and planned to
take that same old drive to visit my brother and mother
in Connecticut. I decided I'd email my father to see if he
wanted to be interviewed. I told him that given I was the
one writing the book, and given our history, I doubted
he'd want to participate, but I would interview him if he
was willing. To my surprise, he replied the same day say-
ing he was eager to talk.

I was terrified to put myself back into the temptation
of my life, to return to this distant, broken man that I'd
been compelled to seek attention from. But I was excited
too. This was another chance to prove to myself how far
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I'd come. This was work for me now, the work of writing
this book. I was using him to help me do something im-
portant, help he'd never given me before. Despite his
failures in the past, he was the only person who could
help in this way for this project. If I could interview him
with my integrity intact, I'd take another step toward
putting many ghosts to rest.

When the day came, I found myself sitting in the
kitchen of my brother's house. I'd learned from my
mother that my father's health was better. He'd had ma-
jor surgery, but it went well, and if things continued,
he'd be fine for some time. I'd written notes for the in-
terview in my blue notebook while on the flight from
Seattle, and I sat alone, reviewing them. Jessica, my
niece, came over and asked me what I was doing. Todd
and Amy came into the room, and I looked to them be-
fore I answered, not sure what I was supposed to say;
Jessica, as smart as she was, was only eleven. Todd nod-
ded and gave me a smile. I asked Jessica what she knew
about her grandfather, and she told me she knew that
her grandmother was angry with him for going away. I
told her, "Yes, that's true. And I'm writing a book about
what happened. I'm making a list of questions to ask
your grandfather. Do you want to help?" And she said
yes. Josh, my nephew, joined in too, sitting on my lap.

Josh was eight, roughly the same age I was when my
father had his first affair. I couldn't help but think, look-
ing at them, what I would have asked if I'd been given a
chance like this. I showed them the questions I had so
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far and asked if they had any to add. I asked Todd and
Amy too. To my surprise, Jessica had the best ones.
Some were questions even I was afraid to ask, but hear-
ing her say them out loud gave me a boost of confi-
dence, and I wrote them down. When the list was
finished, I got my things together and got in my car.
And I sat there, unmoving, afraid to even turn on the
radio.

Since the day my father said he'd do the interview,
I'd been thinking about the drive from Todd's place to
my parents’ house. I knew exactly the song I was going
to play, and I made sure I had it on my phone. It was
“My Father's House,” by Springsteen. There's one ver-
sion of the song where he opens with a story of driving
at night through his old neighborhood several times a
week, not knowing why he is doing it. He sees a thera-
pist who tells him he's trying to fix something in the
past, something that was important and broken but lives
only in his memory. And the therapist tells him that as
much as he wants to, it can't be fixed. And then Spring-
steen plays the opening chords of the song. I put the
song on, put the car in gear, and headed up the road to
where my father lived.

As 1 drove, my mind wandered back to those drives
through Brooklyn with my father, sitting in silence, my
eyes staring out the window into the distance. I thought
about how far I'd come from being that sad little boy. I
was a man of my own now. I imagined myself as a boy,
back in my father's car during the separation, opening
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the door at a stop light and just walking home. I didn't
have to be there anymore. I didn't have to listen to
whatever he would have said. I didn't have to spend time
in any of those memories. And I didn't have to take this
drive I was taking that day, but I was doing it not for the
past, but for the kind of man I was now. I was braver
than I ever thought I could be, and not because I wasn't
afraid, but because a part of me, the oldest parts that
would always awaken around my father, were terrified.
But I was doing it anyway.

I sang the song as I drove. I thought of the hard
things that had pulled us apart. I thought of their house,
which happened, matching the lyrics, to be up on a hill. I
knew the drive by heart yet found myself unsure at some
of the turns. Finding my way, I pulled up around the
curving street and saw the home my sister used to live
in, the house next door to my parents. I drove up the
driveway and stopped the car. I took a photo of myself. I
wanted to know what I looked like on that day before I
got out of the car.
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I walked up the path toward the house and felt the
quiet in the air. It was an early afternoon, and no one
else on the street was outside. With my notebook in one
hand, I rang the doorbell with the other. I knew my
mother wouldn't be there; she'd agreed to go out until I
finished. It would be just me and him alone. These are
the deadliest of moments, standing alone before the big
event begins. I stood and waited and waited, trying not
to think about anything. The waiting is always worse
than the doing.

I heard someone walking from far down the hall, and
when I tried to look inside, I noticed their white screen
door. It was just like the one we'd had in the house in
Queens. I thought again, for the thousandth time, about
that day as a child and the strangeness of seeing my fa-
ther on the outside. Here I was now, in the present, but
on the other side.

He opened the door but didn't smile. He looked
healthy to me, or healthy enough, standing in his robe.
His expression didn't change when he saw me. He too
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must have been sitting around in his own dreadful mo-
ments of waiting for me to arrive. I opened the screen
door myself and stepped forward. I used to hug him
when I visited, the kind of awkward one-sided hug you
give to people who don't seem to know what to do. I
didn't this time. He offered me a cold handshake, which
I took. Then I stepped inside, and he followed behind
me.

I hadn't been in the house in over a year, but it
looked the same. It was a house built for making memo-
ries with grandchildren, for them to run across the
floors chasing toys, and for family reunions on the deck
overlooking green hills and tall trees. The house was
quiet now. He walked me toward the living room, stop-
ping near the kitchen to offer me something to drink. It
was the same kitchen where he'd told me he didn't see
why he should have to do any work. How far we've come
since that day, I thought, given what I was about to ask
him to talk about now.

He brought me a glass of water, and I sat on the
couch across from his favorite chair. He went to get a
blanket, telling me the chemotherapy had given him
chills. He needed help to stay warm. He said it verbosely,
as if he wanted me to respond or empathize, but I
couldn't. I had nothing to offer. I felt empathy for him in
the same way I'd feel for anyone who was sick, but not
in the way I'd feel for someone close to me.

When I went to take out my notebook, there was a
surprise. My hands weren't working. They shook, and
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this surprised me so much that I held up my hands to
look at them, as if they belonged to someone else. I did-
n't want my father to notice, so I quickly put them on
my knees to hide their secret. I felt calm, but my body
knew how loaded this moment was and betrayed what it
knew. There was a rush in my mind, a powerful energy
of a presence I couldn't explain. “This is something that
happens,” I said to myself. Abandoned sons who inter-
view their fathers. Men who have affairs. Families that
are broken. Art that is made. I felt amazed all this was
happening. I'd never have imagined this year for anyone
in any family.

I suspected he'd be difficult, like a mob boss on a
witness stand. That he'd deflect his way out of all but
the most trivial of questions. Instead, my father seemed
oddly pleased to be interviewed. I asked if I could record
the interview on my phone, and he asked rhetorically,
"You're going to record this, huh?", as if he was im-
pressed. I wasn't sure if he was impressed with me for
being so thorough, or proud that someone would want
to record him. I struggled with the voice recorder on my
iPhone to make sure it was recording, and my shaky
hands didn't help. On the fifth try, it worked. As I began,
he said, mostly to himself, "I've never been interviewed
for a book before."

The first questions were about the facts of this new
affair: who she was, how they met, how decisions were
made. He seemed proud. It didn't seem to matter that he
was talking to his son about it, which I didn't mind. This
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was his chance to say and be who he was, and that's
what he did. I asked him whose idea it was to go to Aus-
tralia, and he paused, aware suddenly that there was a
moral boundary at stake. He smiled, perhaps to himself,
and said that yes, it was his idea. He told me she hadn’t
wanted him to come since he was married, but he had
convinced her. Despite all that had happened since that
day, he was still proud he'd made it all happen.

I asked if he hadn't gotten sick what he would have
done. He thought long and hard about this and eventual-
ly said it was "s3/47," that he'd decided to leave my
mother and go to Australia. It was odd to put a decision
like this in numerical terms, as it meant all of us, my
mother, my brother, his kids, and I, added up to forty-
seven — close, but not enough compared to this new
person in his life. But I don't believe he decided at all.
He would have stayed in limbo for as long as my mother
and his mistress let him. I think to him, in the present, it
sounded better to have decided. It made him sound
more sympathetic to himself. But since this was his re-
porting on his own memories, there is no way to know
the truth.

Slowly, my questions worked their course, and as the
hour went on, his games began. He told me at one point
that during this year he'd been exiled from his family.
That we had cast him out unfairly. That his therapist had
told him he was a good parent. He said his oncologist
was surprised that we hadn't rallied to his support.
These were a form of bait, which I resisted. I took a
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moment to calmly correct him, in that his choosing to
leave his family was not exile. We didn't force him to go
to Australia. I don't think he understood the distinction.
Somehow he believed, after everything he'd done, that
he was owed far more than what he had been getting
from us.

Toward the end, he lost his poise. He denied not
staying in touch with me. He offered as proof that he
had wanted to come visit Seattle but that I had “refused
him." In frustration, he said that he couldn't see me any
less than he had. This was enough for me. I stood up
and said, "Really, you couldn't see me less?", suggesting I
would head for the door. He asked why I was upset, but I
knew he wouldn't understand. He was genuinely mysti-
fied as to why he'd been so isolated from his family. He
couldn’t see how he'd brought this onto himself.

I told him I was done, that he'd answered all of my
questions. I had what I needed and was ready to leave.
He became sweet. He suggested we take a break and that
I might think of more questions later. Still standing, I
said, "I don't see the point." I'd finally learned I didn't
have to stay. His face fell silent and sad. Somehow he'd
never imagined the interview would end this way. I told
him, "You reap what you sow, Dad. And you need to
plant some new seeds and start sowing." His sadness
shifted to anger, and he repeated this back to me sarcas-
tically, shaking his head. We walked to the door, and
when I was outside, I turned to him. A part of me didn't
want it to end this way, but we were out of alternatives. I
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told him I hope he feels better, shook his hand, and then
walked away.

I got in the car and drove back to my brother's house,
relieved beyond measure to be on my way home to fami-
ly. I needed to bring stories of the past, lessons from my
father and myself, to fill these voids so they didn't get
passed on again. I told Jessica and Josh what I'd learned,
and promised to share more with them through this
book.

I haven't seen my father, or the ghosts I'd made of
him, since that day. He and I will always be connected,
but I can only hope he understands why I'm so far away.
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