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INTRODUCTION



My first major television interview after becoming US Secretary of Education for President Barack Obama was on CBS This Morning with Norah O’Donnell. I asked the TV crew to meet me at P.S. 276 in Canarsie, Brooklyn, a place that defined much of my childhood, my career, and what I believed school should be.


I wasn’t new to media attention, but sitting in a classroom that day, I was nervous. I wanted to make all the people who had supported me throughout my academic and professional journey proud and to set the right tone at the start of my time as secretary.


Norah asked rigorous questions about the growing challenge of student debt, the performance of America’s schools, and the politics of education. But the conversation wasn’t just about policy. As a journalist, she already knew my backstory, that I lost both my parents by the time I was twelve, spent my adolescent years moving between different family members, and ended up getting expelled from high school. My life could have so easily gone in a very different direction, and Norah wasn’t the first person curious about my journey. Given all the trauma I had experienced, she wanted to know, how did I earn degrees from Harvard, Columbia, and Yale, and go on to become the first Black and the first Puerto Rican Commissioner of Education for New York State, and serve in President Obama’s cabinet?


The answer was simple. I explained that I was blessed to have the right teachers, mentors, and role models, who intervened in my life at the right moments. I am not special, just lucky. I had always worked hard, but so do lots of folks. What made the crucial difference was the generosity of those who chose to teach me, who gave their best in their encounters with me. The ones who could have seen a twelve-year-old boy of color, family in crisis, and asked themselves, “What chance does he have?” but instead asked what chance they could give.


Today, the three-story brick building is the same as I remember from my childhood, but behind the black wrought-iron fence, it beckons with a new vibrancy. A forgotten side yard has been transformed into a lush garden with neat rows of herbs, flowers, vegetables, and fruit saplings for the children to tend. Vivid murals with motivational messages adorn the outside walls. A life-size rendering of Dr. George Washington Carver illustrates the scientist’s sense of discovery and wonder about the world around him, alongside his words: “Education is the key to unlock the Golden Door of Freedom.”


I often urge people who are interested in public policy and the impact of education to visit juvenile justice facilities and prisons to understand folks’ journeys. What they would find is that, too often, a life’s story is cemented by a split-second decision: A friend asks someone to come along on a trip to the convenience store, then the friend decides to rob the store, and now both are caught up in the system. Wrong time, wrong place. Other times, those impulsive decisions are grounded in deeper traumas with even more tragic consequences. Every life has its turning points. At those critical moments in mine, I was fortunate that there were people who put their hand on my shoulder and made sure I went in the right direction. I feel certain I would be dead or incarcerated if they hadn’t.


What has driven my whole career is the knowledge that one teacher showing that they care, providing the right challenge or encouragement, offering the right sage advice or asking the right question, can profoundly change the life of a student. Whether I was teaching high school social studies in Boston or undergraduates at University of Maryland, my goal was to try to do for other young people what teachers had done for me. Whether I was talking with a room of superintendents as commissioner or a room of governors as secretary, my goal was the same: to create more spaces and places where educators could save students’ lives the way my teachers had saved mine.


While my story is one of luck, I don’t think access to opportunity in American society should depend on luck. I believe we can and should organize our systems to ensure every child has the opportunity to succeed. That is what has defined my career from the classroom to serving in the highest levels of state and federal government. I want to make sure more kids like me get a clear shot at the life I have been blessed to have: a career I am proud of and a family I adore. This is a book about the teachers and the mentors who made that possible for me.















CHAPTER ONE



I BEGGED TO GO TO SCHOOL THE MORNING MY MOTHER DIED.


I was eight years old and had just spent Halloween night in a hospital waiting room, where everyone kept telling me Mom was all right, that she had just fainted at work. Doctors were going to take care of her, and she would be home soon. She had been fine when she dropped me off at school that morning, and I expected to come home with her and go trick-or-treating. Instead, a friend of hers had appeared to pick me up early from school and take me to Kings County Hospital.


Hospitals weren’t unfamiliar to me. Mom had had breast cancer and a mastectomy a year—or was it two?—before, and I saw the scar when we got ready for school together every day. I took it to mean that she was better. Fixed. This time in the waiting room, what felt like endless hours ticked by in slow-motion minutes as I watched doctors and nurses rushing in and out of swinging doors, family members looking up hopefully each time. I thought I’d get to go beyond the swinging doors to see my mother, but I didn’t. All the grown-ups just kept saying everything would be okay, everything would be fine. I was scared, but I believed them. We got home late that night, my hobo costume and empty trick-or-treat bag waiting there, forgotten. I went to bed with the murmured voices of my relatives drifting up from the kitchen, where I found them talking, still, the next morning. I was surprised to see my father, my grandmother, and an aunt—maybe two aunts—sitting around the table; I assumed that meant that my favorite uncle was there somewhere, too. Haldane King was the family’s military hero, a Tuskegee Airman who had trained to pilot B-25 bombers during World War II. Usually, if Uncle Hal and my father were under the same roof, you would hear the booming voices of the two brothers jockeying to hold court, and their silence now was more jarring than their noise. So many of the specific details and words of that chilly first day of November have blurred or evaporated altogether over time, but the feeling… more than forty years later, I can still instantly summon the way that morning felt. Muffled, as if an invisible fog had enveloped the whole house that night.


The adults stopped talking when they saw me, quickly herding me into the formal living room we never used. I sat bewildered on the sofa while my father broke the terrible news: “Your mother didn’t make it. She died.” I remember screaming out for her, the pain beyond anything I could have imagined. I sobbed until I couldn’t breathe, and when I had finally calmed down enough to form a thought, to speak, I asked my father a single question: “Where will I go?”


“It’ll just be the two of us,” he answered. He offered no further comfort or assurances, and I expected none. He was seventy-five years old—older than my maternal grandmother—and we had never had the kind of father-son relationship I saw on my favorite TV shows or read about in storybooks. By the time I had come along in 1975, Dad already had grown grandchildren and was drinking his way through bitter retirement from the career that defined him for over forty years. Both of us depended on Mom’s love and vitality to sustain the illusion of normal family life. Still trying to absorb the shock of her being so suddenly gone, I retreated to my bedroom to get dressed and ready for school. I was worried about being late.


“You don’t have to go today,” my father told me, surprised when I reappeared downstairs with my bookbag.


But I never missed school. I wanted to go. I needed to go. School was the sanctuary my mother and I had shared, the cozy snow-globe village where we both thrived, where we felt a part of the world instead of isolated from it in the dark brick house where my father had been slowly deteriorating for years. School was Mom.


Dad had once been esteemed in this same space my mother and I held so sacred. In his prime, John B. King Sr. was a respected, high-ranking educator, a beloved raconteur who turned our brick house in the Flatlands section of Brooklyn into a raucous salon for intellectuals. They kept coming after he stopped working, no one daring to mention Dad’s bleary eyes or wandering stories. My mother, Ada, gaily kept the snacks coming, the drinks flowing, and the conversation lively. When she died, I instantly understood that I, too, was now part of denial’s unspoken pact when it came to my father. It wasn’t as if I had the benefit of comparison to his “good” years, anyway; for as long as I could remember, Dad had been “crazy,” and Mom had done her best to buffer me from the worst of his mercurial temper. She taught me by example to tread lightly and keep quiet, how to read the gathering clouds and retreat before the storm hit.


Dad had been drinking and sleeping more than usual in the months before my mother suffered her fatal heart attack at the age of forty-eight, and I used to hear them arguing after I went to bed; I could catch the sharp, low tones but couldn’t make out the words. All I knew was that to be in Dad’s radius was to be in a constant state of fight-or-flight, and at eight, I was no match for his tirades. My immediate instinct was flight that morning when he announced it would now be “just the two of us,” and I begged to go to school until finally someone drove me to P.S. 276 Louis Marshall in Canarsie.


When I first began kindergarten at 276, Mom was the school’s guidance counselor. Even after she transferred to the neighborhood’s junior high, we rode to school together each morning, listening to Johnny Mathis and other pop stars on the tape deck as we talked about the day ahead. P.S. 276 wasn’t my neighborhood school; it was a magnet school with a gifted track called the Astor program, after its benefactor. My classmates and I would stay together each year until sixth grade graduation. The Astor curriculum was designed to land us in one of the city’s elite public prep schools, which, in turn, set their top students on a path to the Ivy League and other top-tier colleges and universities. As a counselor, my mother had a front-row purview of the program, and it had impressed her enough to have me tested for a coveted spot in it.


Adalinda King regarded education as more than a career; it was her calling, and the sense of not only purpose but joy that she found in chalk dust, noisy hallways, and students clamoring for attention was imbued in me, as well. School was that exciting place where you sorted out all the mysteries and mayhem of the outside world. I didn’t have to be quiet or invisible there. It was safe and exhilarating all at once.


The morning that I lost my mother, Mr. Osterweil was waiting in the hallway outside his classroom. A short, rosy-cheeked man with longish hair, Mr. Osterweil favored three-inch Brazilian platform sandals and patterned shirts in warmer weather, military-style boots and a camel hair greatcoat in the cold, and sunglasses in both. I figured he was a hippie the first time I saw him. Mr. Osterweil treated his pupils like fellow travelers on the same grand adventure, not mere children he was tasked to teach things like pre-algebra and civics during our time together from fourth through sixth grade. He not only asked our opinions about what we were reading or thinking about; he sincerely considered them. His classroom was an amazing place, with its own small library, which Mr. Osterweil had filled with books he bought for us himself, mostly paperbacks. We had the entire Wizard of Oz series (my personal favorite), classics like To Kill a Mockingbird and The Swiss Family Robinson, dictionaries, encyclopedias, and The Guinness Book of World Records. The library was constantly growing. The walls of our classroom were papered with colorful maps, and Mr. Osterweil insisted we learn the capital of every state and every country. He told us about trips to Europe and Mexico. He loved beaches, and we learned about mollusks while examining the shells our teacher himself had gathered on beaches he and his wife enjoyed combing on summer vacations. Our desks were all pushed together to form groups. I was chatty and would get reprimanded often for talking to my neighbors. Mr. Osterweil was strict but never mean. I always wanted to please him, to bask in his frequent praise and open approval.


Concern furrowed Mr. Osterweil’s brow as I walked down the hall to class that morning after Halloween, and I could tell that he already knew about my mother, which embarrassed me. He told me how very sorry he was and asked, as my father and the principal already had done, if I was sure I wanted to be there that morning. I nodded.


“If you want to talk about it,” he gently offered, “we can.”


The prospect of that mortified me even more. “We” were a hand-picked collection of pre-adolescent nerds who would have become outcasts in the mainstream but together constituted a bold coalition of sorts, small Baltic states willing to fight for each other to the bitter end while desperately hoping no one ever challenged us to do so. But I didn’t want solidarity or comfort that day; it would, in fact, take decades for me to overcome this newfound dread. I took my usual seat next to my best friend, Dale—like me, one of the few Black males in our class—and said nothing about what had happened, not even to him.


In turn, my classmates afforded me what, for fourth graders, was the greatest dignity of all—never asking me why I had been crying though it was all too obvious I had been. I pretended to be engrossed in the New York Times I had picked up from the stack Mr. Osterweil put by the classroom door for us each morning. Combat between American and Cuban forces continued on the tiny island of Grenada. Argentine elections had ousted the Peronists. There were 700,000 potholes in New York City, a giant species of rat in Sumatra, a memorial service for the famed ballet choreographer George Balanchine. An earthquake in Turkey had killed nearly a thousand people overnight.


I know now that it was more than a rote response that pulled me to the school in my saddest hour. It was something much deeper: the survival instinct of a broken child. A heart’s muscle memory. My life, overnight, had become untethered, drifting alongside me like a balloon about to sail away forever if I didn’t grab for the fragile string that would reconnect us. School always felt so clear to me. It was rigorous and challenging, supportive, dependable, and reassuring. Things outside of school were not clear. All I wanted this single Tuesday to be was normal. If it could be normal, I could go on being the same boy I was the day before, and the day before that. I didn’t know how to be that boy without a mother. You could study every book in the world and not be prepared for that test.


Having informed me of my mother’s death, my father considered the subject closed.


I didn’t doubt that he was grieving, too, but our pain was divided into individual plots to tend alone. Knowing no better, I assumed this was how it worked. You keep your screams to yourself. Dad didn’t take me to the funeral. This, too, I assumed was mandated by some kind of rule. My half brother, Gil, described the service to me afterward, recounting how Mom’s junior high students stood at her gravesite crying. I knew that the kids she dealt with most often were the troubled ones, the tough kids she used to ask my father how to best handle in his better days. Now they were the ones who got to say goodbye. It only underscored how unfair losing her felt to me.


In those first few weeks without her, the house was always full, friends and family streaming through with food and more food, an endless buffet we barely touched. The reality of what “just the two of us” would be like didn’t immediately sink in with the doorbell constantly ringing. Gil had to return to college and his Long Island bachelor pad, but our maternal grandmother came every weekend to stay and keep me company. On the King side of the family, my half sister Lynne checked on her father often at first, but always brought her husband, a plainclothes undercover cop who lived conspicuously beyond his means and had a thuggish, intimidating air about him as he leaned against his latest Mercedes. My other half sister, Joan, was less present. I recognized other familiar faces at the kitchen table like Slim and Evelyn, a couple who had been regular fixtures in my parents’ social life, their best friends. Former colleagues of both my father and my mother also stopped by. A polite “fine” was the only answer I knew to give anyone who might ask how I was doing.


How—or even if—we marked the holidays without my mother that year is lost to me. I’ve since learned that children who’ve been traumatized often lose great swaths of memory and have difficulty building new ones. The best I can do is retrieve random pieces and shards from my childhood, my life story a mosaic, not a puzzle.


We usually celebrated Thanksgiving at Lynne’s house in Great Neck and stayed in Brooklyn for Christmas. I held on to warm memories of both. In Great Neck, I liked to slip away by myself into the living room, where I would settle onto a big sofa with puffy cushions to pick the peanuts and raisins that I favored out of the snack bowl left out on the coffee table. Christmas in Brooklyn meant gifts under the tree, stockings hung from the mantel, and mesmerizing storytelling by my father. Listening to him recount how the iceman used to deliver blocks of ice and other “olden days” tales from his childhood is still one of my fondest memories of him. His stories usually had a fable-like quality to them, with some moral to take away about hard work or patience.


One of the fullest and most comforting memories I have from those years after my mother died is of my Uncle Hal and Aunt Jean’s house in New Jersey. I loved the cacophony of that home, so unlike ours, with jazz playing and little kids chasing each other through the house shrieking, and the grown-ups all crowded in the kitchen, laughing and talking as delicious aromas wafted from Aunt Jean’s oven. When it was warm enough outside, people would be in the backyard pool or hovering around the barbecue. My dad and Uncle Hal were the only siblings left from a large but tragic family, and close despite an age gap big enough to make Dad more like a father figure to Hal. Dad was nearly fourteen when Hal was born; there were five brothers in all, and two sisters, though I was told the oldest son, Charlie, and his brother Eddie fell into the mobster life and either died young or got killed. I was a random twig on the family tree: The first cousins I knew growing up were inevitably much older while their kids—my first cousins once removed—were much younger than I was. I would sometimes entertain the younger ones at the kids’ table during family gatherings, but I would just as often join the conversation at the adult table. I had my fair share of opinions about current events, thanks to Mr. Osterweil’s classroom. (My precociousness was tolerated graciously at our holiday gatherings, though family lore now pegs me as having been something of a little know-it-all.) Sometimes, that first year after losing Mom, Dad would drive us to New Jersey on a random weekend, just to go visit Hal and Jean.


After the holidays, the stream of visitors slowed to a trickle, and by the time I turned nine in January, my father was spending more time alone in his bedroom. Much of my mother’s belongings were untouched. Her jewelry box still sat atop the dresser. Every morning, Dad would get up to drive me to school and then come back to pick me up in the afternoon, but there was an empty silence now where Johnny Mathis once sang and Mom once chatted. I was surprised one weekend morning when Dad announced that we needed to go to the nursery. Spring gardening had always been one of Mom’s joys. Dad had planted tidy rows of rosebushes in the small garden behind our house. He chose identical shades of red, pink, and white flowers. Mom had triumphantly disrupted his sense of order by planting a single bush in her favorite color, yellow. Now, as I helped my father carry the bags of fertilizer, gardening tools, and flats of impatiens and geraniums to the flower beds, I felt a surge of hope that he was trying, that maybe we would get used to each other and do things together now. But the only conversation was about what to rake or prune next.


Spring brought other disappointments, too: After finishing my homework, I would usually play ball in the street with two boys from the block, white brothers named Heath and Jason, who went to the neighborhood’s P.S. 203 and belonged to Little League teams. Seeing them in their uniforms had always filled me with envy. I coveted that uniform and what it stood for. My yearning for that uniform was as palpable as a hunger pang. I wanted to show the world that I belonged to something like that, a baseball or basketball or even soccer team. And as deeply as I yearned for it, I also understood that it was a fantasy, something that would never happen in my shrinking world.


Even before Mom’s death, our detached brownstone was always dimly lit, the air inside rank with Dad’s cigarette smoke and dark mood swings. Now, with my mother no longer there to serve as our bridge, my father and I went about our separate lives under the same roof, the oppressive silence broken only when Dad was lucid enough to ask about my grades or drunk enough to go on one of his rampages. If Heath and Jason weren’t around after school, I’d ride my bike around the neighborhood beneath the broad shade of the plane trees or busy myself setting up elaborate battlegrounds in a corner of our unused dining room with my G.I. Joes and baggies full of plastic army men. Dad and I would eat dinner at the kitchen table in front of the TV, watching the evening news. He never asked what I thought about the Cold War or Ronald Reagan or the war in El Salvador like Mr. Osterweil did. Dad would clean up the dishes and disappear back into his room, the door closed behind him, while I watched my favorite sitcoms (some new, some reruns)—The Cosby Show, Family Ties, Diff’rent Strokes, The Jeffersons, All in the Family.


At first, Dad would drive to the bank every Saturday or every other Saturday and get an envelope of cash, which he would keep in his bureau and use for groceries, cigarettes, bottles of liquor, or a rare tank of gas for our mostly idle car. We would go shopping together for food, relying mostly on simple things. Cereal, milk, frozen TV dinners in compartmentalized tin trays, cans of spaghetti. I missed my mother’s pork chops, but I could easily replicate the white bread and cheese sandwich and bag of potato sticks she used to pack me for lunch each school day. She always made sure I had money for the ice cream truck that parked every afternoon outside P.S. 276’s vast blacktop, waiting for the recess bell to ring and all the kids to line up for Popsicles or Fun Dip (basically a pouch with a couple of compartments full of brightly colored sugar and a dipping stick also made out of sugar, which horrifying as it sounds, I loved).


I never went inside Heath and Jason’s house, and they didn’t ask to come inside mine. This didn’t strike me as strange, though, since our stretch of East Forty-Ninth Street had never been the block-party type anyway. When my father had bought the house during his first marriage, sometime in the 1940s or ’50s, there had been some organized opposition to selling to a Black family. The Holocaust survivor next door was said to have started a petition and applied enough pressure for the sale to go through. Many of the houses had changed hands in the ensuing years, but we were still one of just a few Black families on the block amid Jewish and Italian families, along with some Cubans. I considered myself Puerto Rican then, like my mother. Still, I never experienced any racism nor felt any hostility on our block; it was more like everyone kept to themselves. The Italians across the street had huge, boisterous Sunday dinners with dozens of extended family members every week after Mass, everyone hugging and kissing as each guest arrived as if it had been decades—not merely the previous Sunday—since they’d last gathered. The Cubans liked to gather outdoors to celebrate nice weather with music playing and grills smoking. But more than ethnicity, socioeconomic status, religion, or anything else, what defined my family and shaped its identity was education.


The classroom was where my parents met and fell in love. At the time, Dad was retired from the New York Board of Education but had returned to teaching as a professor at Fordham University, where Adalinda Garcia was his graduate student. Dad was a widower with two adult daughters. Joan and Lynne were around the same age as Ada, a pretty divorcee born in Ponce, Puerto Rico, with a teenage son of her own. Hers was a classic “Nuyorican” story. She came to the Bronx at five, learned English in the New York City public schools, and went to Hunter College as the first in her family to go to college.


Neither King daughter approved of the professor’s May-December romance. My mother’s family disliked the twenty-six-year age gap between student and professor as well, but there was no denying John King’s success and bearing. His career would have been considered remarkable under any circumstance, but for a Black American who had to endure a deeply segregated New York City, the Great Depression, and decades of entrenched racism in every segment of American society, his trajectory was nothing short of extraordinary.


Even if I didn’t yet grasp the extent of his accomplishments, I was reminded on a daily basis just how important he had been: Up the six wide marble steps and just inside the front to P.S. 276, near the fire extinguisher, hung a small plaque engraved with my father’s name as one of the senior officials for New York City public schools when the school was built. The plaque didn’t mention that he was the first Black man to reach the rank of executive deputy superintendent—second-in-command of the world’s largest public school system. First Black Man was a recurring title on the superachiever side of the King family; the other side included criminals, addicts, and ne’er-do-wells who were rarely if ever seen, invited, or mentioned at family gatherings, though Uncle Hal, a great believer in second chances, would quietly take in different relatives who needed a restart over the years. No one would have guessed back then that I would one day become one of them.


In the 1920s, when Dad came of age, high school was generally the preserve of well-off white boys. Most working-class white families made their sons get jobs and turn over their paychecks once they finished middle school. In Black families, that usually happened after grade school. But my father, whose great-grandfather had been born into slavery, was destined to break loose of whatever or whoever tried to bind him. He entered Boys’ High School in Brooklyn at thirteen and graduated at fifteen with dreams of going to college to become a doctor. When he realized what a burden a medical education would place on his parents with such a large family to support on his father’s wages as a porter and his mother’s earnings from taking in laundry, Dad abandoned his dream and hired on at a stove factory. He worked double shifts there before attending night classes at the City College of New York. His work ethic and intelligence so impressed the white factory owner that he offered to pay for his young employee’s further education.


Around this same time, though, Dad’s father died at fifty-one, increasing the pressure for Dad to find a way to help provide for his mother and younger siblings. He responded to an ad on the subway seeking teachers and, at his benefactor’s urging, enrolled at the prestigious Maxwell Training School for Teachers. Dad became a substitute teacher just after his twentieth birthday, and he got his own classroom three years later, once the Depression had eased and schools were able to hire full-time teachers again. Along the way, Dad also returned to school to earn both a bachelor’s and a master’s from NYU.


For thirty-nine years, he steadily climbed the professional ladder, earning a PhD in the process and never once missing a day’s work. One of the few stories about his past that my father ever told me—and everyone else—was about the time he broke his wrist one weekend while playing basketball with his younger brother, William, known as “Dolly,” a star athlete who won All-American honors in college and later was among the first Black players in what is today’s National Basketball Association.


When Dad went to work that Monday sporting a cast, the principal told him to go home until his wrist healed; school regulations forbade teaching with a cast. “That doesn’t make sense,” my father argued. “I can teach!”


The principal wouldn’t budge. “It’s policy,” he insisted.


With that, my father walked over to a nearby counter, slammed his cast down, then brushed away the shattered pieces of plaster before heading to his classroom, keeping his swollen hand tucked in his pocket while he taught.


Years after his wrist had fully healed, he still would occasionally hold it up, give it a thoughtful rub, and predict rain the next day. The famous wrist was as useful in child psychology as it was in meteorology—when Dad thought I was slacking off in any way, all he had to do was hold it up, and I would get the unspoken message: In this family, you soldier on.


I knew as a child how important my father had once been, but I only discovered how charismatic and deeply admired he was long after he was gone, when I came across a chapter devoted to him while thumbing through an obscure book published in 1970 titled Negroes of Achievement in Modern America. I learned that Dad had retired when his first wife died four years into his job as deputy superintendent. He talked about looking forward to spending more time with his grandchildren. But grief unsettled him, and it wasn’t long before he took the professorship at Fordham to find solace in the classroom. It was where he felt normal again.


My father already had a whole family, a career, a separate life before he married Mom and I came into the picture. I was always at the edge of the frame. He was much older than the other dads, more like a sour grandfather, his mind beginning to fade just as mine was ready to blossom. Even as his undiagnosed dementia took hold, Dad was an imposing man who always carried himself as if he were in a suit and tie. He could be wearing pajamas and still look like he was wearing a suit. That formal bearing made his unexplained decline even more impactful, even when Mom was around to provide a smokescreen.


When my mother was alive and friends and relatives were still visiting regularly, the raconteur they all remembered from the old days would sometimes emerge briefly. I hovered with my own sense of anticipation, hoping this would be one of the times Dad would start bragging about what a great student I was, urging me to go fetch a report card or tell our guests about something I was working on. Those were the times when I felt like he noticed me, maybe even believed I had the same mettle as his grandson, Keith, who was about fifteen years older than I was and had attended Cornell and Howard University College of Medicine on his journey to eventually becoming a nationally renowned nephrologist. Dad used to regularly tell me how very proud he was of Keith, how Keith as a kid would be out playing basketball with his friends and someone would pass the ball to Keith, and it would just bounce off the court. Everyone would be looking around, Where’d Keith go? Then someone would check their watch—Ahhhh, it’s four thirty, Keith’s gone to do homework. No one had to tell Keith what to do; he was doing it or finished before they even thought to. If my father had any stories like that about me, I never heard them. His interest in me was always fleeting, a ball that never stayed in play long. His focus was limited to what I was achieving, never what I was thinking. I quashed any curiosity I had about his life, or even childish questions about life in general, for that matter, for fear of making him mad. We both loved sports, but he was too old and grouchy to come outside to play with me. Sometimes we would find ourselves watching a basketball or baseball game on TV, sitting side by side, but it didn’t feel like we were doing it together, and we never talked sports.


Every day at school was filled with talk, overflowing with questions, answers, ideas, debate about the famine in Ethiopia or the nuclear accident at Chernobyl or the first meeting between President Reagan and Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. Unlike my dad, Mr. Osterweil couldn’t wait to discuss everything. The class would study current events and social issues—human rights, world hunger, nuclear proliferation—then ponder solutions. When Mr. Osterweil called on us in class, he wasn’t looking for an answer as much as an explanation. He wanted to know what we thought, not just what we knew, his eyes twinkling as if we were enlightening him, not the other way around.


A lover of the arts, Mr. Osterweil would have us stage skits reenacting peace talks in the Middle East for civics class, then pivot to playing out scenes from our literature books for English. He loved to stage elaborate plays that stretched our reading skills and our acting chops. I was the rose in the garden scene in Alice in Wonderland, and the priest who married off the couples at the conclusion of A Midsummer Night’s Dream—a character and plot twist that sprang from Mr. Osterweil’s imagination, not Shakespeare’s.


Following your imagination was a lesson Mr. Osterweil was more inclined to teach by example than by book or lesson plan. The first time he took us to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Mr. Osterweil suddenly shouted with glee: Let’s run! Off he went, platform sandals and all, leading us in a loop around the curated trees, bushes, and flowers. Field trips were frequent and always exciting, often with Mr. Osterweil’s two little girls joining us. I listened to arias at the Metropolitan Opera, watched ballerinas pirouette across the stage at Lincoln Center, saw The Taming of the Shrew at the Shakespeare Theatre in Stratford, Connecticut. In the three years we spent together, Mr. Osterweil never ran out of things he wanted to show us, share with us, so much knowledge and wonder he wanted to seep into our very pores.
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I was eleven when Dad abruptly stopped going to the store. First one Saturday went by without our usual grocery run, then another.


The cupboards and refrigerator grew barer by the day. The stack of TV dinners in the freezer grew shorter and then were gone. I ate the last of the Cinnamon Life cereal without milk and then there wasn’t any food left in the house. Truly none at all. I kept waiting for us to go to the grocery store. Dad went to the bank as usual, but he didn’t seem to be hungry or even know whether it was time for dinner or breakfast. He just stayed in his room, sleeping or drinking or smoking.


I wasn’t on any meal program at school—we wouldn’t have qualified as low-income—and my stomach growled as I watched my classmates eat at lunchtime. I grew desperately hungry, but I didn’t tell anyone. If I wanted to eat, I realized I could no longer just wait for Dad to have a good day and act. I could tell he was already beyond that, even though I had no idea why. He was just “crazy,” and that was a shameful secret I had always kept. “Crazy” wasn’t something you talked about; you just accepted it and made do.


When he yanked me out of bed at two in the morning and said I was late for school and had to go right now, I screamed, “No, Daddy, no! It’s not time!” and clung to the banister with all my might until he gave up and let go. When he burst in waving a chair over his head while I was doing homework and tried to beat me with it, I blocked him with my own chair. When he started kicking over the battlefield tableau I had spent days creating with my G.I. Joes in a corner of the dining room, then kicked harder and faster as I scrambled to scoop up the tiny soldiers and stuff them back into their plastic baggies, I told myself he didn’t mean to kick me, as well. He was my father. If he was angry at me, it was my fault for making a mess. But just watching, waiting, and hoping for a reprieve, for a flash of normalcy, were no longer options for me.


At some point, I knew, Dad would emerge from his room and make his way downstairs, most likely infuriated over some imaginary wrong. Simply saying “Good morning” carried a risk that I would be berated for being disrespectful. I was a terrible son, I was regularly reminded, a terrible disappointment to him.


One day, I waited in my room until I heard his footsteps on the stairs, then I slipped into his forbidden bedroom. Slowly, quietly, I opened the top dresser drawer, the one where I had seen him put away his weekly withdrawals from the bank. I was astonished to find the drawer stuffed with tiny white envelopes still full of cash. There were dozens of them. I quickly stuffed some into my pocket and walked a few blocks to the store, filling my basket with boxes of macaroni and cheese, cans of Chef Boyardee, hot dogs, eggs, and a jug of strawberry soda. I felt like I was stealing from my father even as I made him dinner that evening. I was a thief, ashamed of myself, but I had no choice.


I kept going back for more envelopes when we ran out of things. I needed to buy detergent so I could do the laundry. Binder paper for school. Dad had stopped driving altogether, but P.S. 276 now had a van to pick up its far-flung Astor students. I walked to a local bodega after school to get myself grapes and strawberry soda every day. I loved grapes.


People spending an hour or so with Dad on what passed for a good day might not catch on to how seriously ill he was, but I had reason to assume the rest of my family knew even if they said nothing to me. No one gave his behavior a name or spoke of it.


Once when my grandmother was staying for the weekend, I woke up early to the sound of water sloshing and crept downstairs to find the kitchen flooded, my father standing naked and disoriented at the overflowing sink, where he was trying to wash dishes along with a New York City phone book. My grandmother woke up and saw it, too. Dad said nothing and stalked out of the room when he saw us. We mopped up the mess and talked about anything except what we had just witnessed.


On Fridays, my half brother, Gil, would often pick me up to come hang out with him for the weekend and live the life of a twenty-something, which felt like a whole summer vacation wrapped in two days. But the visitors always left, the friends dwindled away, and the outings my relatives orchestrated always ended with me back home alone to care for both me and my father. I remember the pain in the pit of my stomach that flared on each drive home from my brother’s apartment after a weekend on Long Island. I never asked him to stop, to turn around and take me back to his place to stay. My home life was the secret everyone knew. I assumed someone would be rescuing me any day.


My bedroom window looked down on the back courtyard of a family that lived one block over. A father, a mother, and a son and daughter. The little courtyard had a patio table and chairs, and a grill. In pleasant weather, I could see the father grilling, the mother bringing out dishes or placing an icy pitcher of lemonade on the table, the teen children laughing and joking as everyone sat down for a happy supper. On the evenings when they weren’t outside, I could see the warm lamplight in their windows, and I would imagine the cozy togetherness inside, everyone watching a favorite show on TV, or maybe they were just getting home and settling in after cheering one of the kids on at a high school game. They said good night and I love you before turning off the lights.


Our house was paid for, but bills began piling up in the mail my father never opened. The overdue ones often bore bold warnings like URGENT! stamped on their envelopes. Once I mustered the nerve to open some, I found that the electricity and water would be turned off if they weren’t paid. The bills always included clear, simple instructions about how to pay what was owed, so I stole my father’s checkbook and added forgery to my list of survival crimes. I rummaged around his papers when he was asleep until I found one with his signature, which I carefully traced over and over again on onion skin paper, until I was sure I could copy it. The fact that it was my name, too, made it seem less deceitful somehow when I signed my first check.


I signed my own permission slips for field trips to the Brooklyn Academy of Music, where we watched a dance performance, and to the Cloisters Museum, where we were transported to the Middle Ages, full of new possibilities for my beleaguered G.I. Joes and their plastic platoons.


From field trips to classroom discussions, Mr. Osterweil showed us how to learn about the world by engaging with it. I debated nuclear disarmament with my academic arch-rival, Jason Cooper, and chose the hardest nation—the Soviet Union—for a social studies project. That spring, in my sixth grade year, an eleven-year-old Soviet girl with green eyes and a blond pageboy visited the United States on a whirlwind tour to promote “peace and friendship.” Katya Lycheva’s 1986 trip was also intended to honor the legacy of a ten-year-old schoolgirl from Maine who had made history a few years earlier after penning a heartfelt appeal for world peace to Soviet leader Yuri Andropov. To the world’s surprise, the Communist Party chief replied, assuring Samantha Smith that no one in the USSR wished for war. He invited Sam and her parents to visit. Their extraordinary tour behind the Iron Curtain made international headlines, and the fifth grader became a celebrity, a junior peace activist, and a budding actress with a role on a new children’s show. Just the summer before, Sam and her father were flying home on a rainy night after filming for Lime Street when their small commuter plane crashed, killing all eight people aboard. Now Mr. Osterweil’s classroom was one of the first stops in America for Katya, whose tour would also include visits to the circus, McDonald’s, Disneyland, and the White House, where she would shake President Reagan’s hand. We were fidgeting with excitement as TV crews and newspaper reporters—both Soviet and American—crowded into our classroom along with Katya, her mother, a translator, and stony-faced chaperones. (KGB agents, our next morning’s edition of the New York Times would inform us.)


Katya told us about the Soviet children’s organization Young Pioneers and showed us photos of Moscow, where she lived with her parents, then we were invited to ask questions. Of course, Jason Cooper’s hand shot up, and he was called on. Jason wanted to know what Katya had learned in school about the United States. Katya glanced at her translator and replied that those studies were “for later.” I’m not sure whether I was too shy, too slow off the mark with my hand, or just hoping to look cooler than Jason, but I failed to get a question in. I’d never met a real Communist before, and the visit was too short (and the Q and A session shorter still) to find out much about the way Katya’s life differed from ours. It was the kind of day that made me loneliest for my mother, who would have been full of questions for me about our visitors, and what I thought. I went home instead to my father’s oppressive silence and unpredictable outbursts. It was never going to get better, I was beginning to realize. This was my life. Who else would take care of him?


I tamped down dreams of my own future self with a normal life, a family, maybe going to law school, maybe becoming someone who could change the world. I found refuge instead in the borrowed lives of books. I read my way through the shelves of books in Mr. Osterweil’s library and my parents’ vast and eclectic collection at home. When I pulled the dictionary out from the shelves at home, I could see tiny checkmarks—at least three after every word—in my father’s handwriting. I later read in Negroes of Achievement in Modern America that he had read the dictionary to prepare for the teacher’s exam when he was in his teens. It was in the books that I could see my father clearest.


I didn’t know what would come after sixth grade graduation. Leaving Mr. Osterweil’s world was pushing me farther out into a scary unknown. My half sister Lynne brought Dad to the graduation ceremony, and he was good that morning. Jason and I had been tied for top student, and I ended up getting to deliver the commencement speech while Jason got the principal’s award. I spoke about all we had learned and experienced as a class. After the ceremony, Lynne took us out to eat. It felt good, normal, and I kept telling myself that my father felt proud of me. I’m not sure anymore whether it really happened or if I just wished it into my memory, but when the waitress came to take our order, he boasted that his son was valedictorian.


Lynne dropped us home and then it was “just the two of us” again, and Mr. Osterweil’s class was gone forever. The family in the courtyard appeared more often in the long, soft twilights of June as I watched them from my window. I think it must have been around then that the thought first entered my mind. There was an end to this, I thought. I could end it all.
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