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The First Incitement 


I have had the good fortune in the past several years, since shortly after the publication of my third book of poems, Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude, and probably again with my book of essays, The Book of Delights, to have had numerous and sustained conversations about joy. These conversations might begin during question-and-answer sessions, in interviews, or even in the book signing line. I’ll never forget a woman at a reading in a public library in April of 2016 in Claremont, California—one of those weird, beautifully ugly sixties California buildings; it was a rancher of a library, maybe with some faux stone on the front, maybe white brick—I suspect she was in her late sixties or early seventies. And as she asked me to inscribe Catalog, she was crying, just a little, not very able to talk. And she said, quietly, wiping her face, “I didn’t know you could write about joy.”


Or another time, this one from an undergrad at a reading I was giving, who about midway through a Q&A said something along the lines of “I have always been told that you can’t write about joy because it’s not serious.” And a professor at another school asked, as much for the benefit of his students as it was a challenge, though that might be giving him the benefit of the doubt, which I’m practicing doing more of: “When all of this is going on”—he held his hands up as though to imply war; famine; people all over the world in cages or concentration camps, some of them children; disease; sorrow immense and imperturbable; it only getting worse and worse and worse (dude had big hands)—“why would you write about joy?”


The implication, of course, is that joy does not have anything to do with everything in that guy’s big hands. Or even that joy is the opposite of what’s in there. Which I guess is a reasonable notion, given how joy is often imagined to be the result of organizing our closets and bookshelves or getting the new Tesla or winning the big game or acing the test or getting a promotion or getting our dishes sparkling clean. Given that joy is often imagined as the result of some accomplishment or acquisition—something nice you get out there and do; something nice you go get yourself. Joy, the thinking goes, is that room at the top of a flight of stairs that, upon entering, washes you with clean air and glad music and comfy furniture and gentle warmth emanating from the white pine floors, suffused with light pouring in from the enormous windows with a sweet window seat where you can read a happy book. The joy room, the thinking goes, is snug with every good and nice and cozy thing. 


Oh, too, this is very important: this sanctuary of joy has a very strong lock (think Tom and Jerry, ten or fifteen latches and deadbolts and chains and the rest) for when heartbreak—which, it should be noted, usually lives in the filthy back corner of the back room of the basement, where the stone walls are always wet and flickering with roaches and the drain with the furry green stuff crawling from it never all the way screws down—gets loose and comes sniffing around the keyhole, throttling the door, trying to get in. Perhaps in the form of your father dead or your mother despondent or your cousin who shot herself in the chest or your buddy stabbed to death or your dutiful and troubled mind or the most beautiful ballplayer you ever coached at last let off the machine or your child who won’t forgive you or you can’t get your medicine or your beloved doggie’s cough won’t stop or the forest you love has been logged or the school shut down or they poisoned the water again or they put a highway through again or another species gone or it’s raining in Greenland or, or, or, or, or, or, or, or, or, or . . .


You get my point. It is a kid’s fantasy (by which we grown-ups seem as seduced as plenty of kids) to imagine any emotion discreet from any other. But it strikes me as a particularly dangerous fantasy—by which I also mean it is sad, so goddamn sad—that because we often think of joy as meaning “without pain,” or “without sorrow”—which, to reiterate, our consumer culture has us believing is a state of being that we could buy—not only is it sometimes considered “unserious” or frivolous to talk about joy (i.e. But there’s so much pain in the world!), but this definition also suggests that someone might be able to live without—or maybe a more accurate phrase is free of—heartbreak or sorrow. Which I’m pretty sure you only get to do if you have no relationships, love nothing, are a sociopath, and maybe, if you’re enlightened. I don’t know about you, but I check none of these boxes.


But what happens if joy is not separate from pain? What if joy and pain are fundamentally tangled up with one another? Or even more to the point, what if joy is not only entangled with pain, or suffering, or sorrow, but is also what emerges from how we care for each other through those things? What if joy, instead of refuge or relief from heartbreak, is what effloresces from us as we help each other carry our heartbreaks? Which is to say, what if joy needs sorrow, or what Zadie Smith in her essay “Joy” calls “the intolerable,” for its existence? 


If it sounds like I’m advocating for sorrow, nope. Besides, sorrow (unlike joy, apparently) doesn’t need an advocate. Given as, to quote the visionary blind man Pozzo in Samuel Beckett’s play Waiting for Godot, we’re born “astride a grave,” i.e. we and everyone and everything we love will one day (maybe today!) die, I think sorrow’s gonna be just fine. Like Gwendolyn Brooks says about death (one of sorrow’s chauffeurs), it’s “just down the street; is most obliging neighbor; / can meet you any moment.” Or as the Jackson Five sing, not in the voice of sorrow but kinda: “I’ll Be There.” 


But what I am advocating, and adamantly so, is that rather than quarantining ourselves or running from sorrow, rather than warring with sorrow, we lay down our swords and invite sorrow in. I’m suggesting we make sorrow some tea from the lemon balm in the garden. We let sorrow wash up and take some of our clothes. We give sorrow our dad’s slippers that we’ve hung on to for fifteen years for just this occasion. And we drape our murdered buddy’s scarf, still smelling of nag champa, over sorrow’s shoulders, to warm them up some. We wedge some wood in the fire. As we’re refilling their tea we notice sorrow is drinking from a mug given to us by someone we’ve hurt. 


We ask sorrow about themselves, and we scooch closer to hear. We eventually decide to invite a small group of friends over for a potluck, because we want sorrow to meet them. Sorrow says, “Maybe more than just your closest friends?” So we add to the list a couple acquaintances from work, the supermarket. We put our mechanic on the list, our chiropractor, and the neighbors we wave at but not much more than that. And when sorrow asks, “What about that guy . . .” of someone you really don’t like, after thinking how’d sorrow know that, you say, “I hate that dude.” Sorrow says, “Better invite him too.” “Damn, okay,” you say. Looking over your shoulder as you’re growing the invite list, sorrow nudges you in the arm and says, “Maybe just invite anyone with some sorrow to bring along? Couldn’t be too many people. Besides,” sorrow says, looking around at your little house, “this is a good-sized place.” 


So we open it up: Bring a dish and bring your sorrows. We prepare a few staples, with which sorrow helps. A keen eye, sorrow has, for the tenderest leaves of dandelion, and the volunteer mustards frilling the edge of the compost pile. Easy, too, your sorrow, with kneading and shaping up the sourdough. Your sorrow even roots around in the antique cabinet you never look in anymore for how bad it hurts and pulls out your mother’s handmade placemats, quilted and embroidered with everyone’s initials. “Let’s use these,” sorrow says, clapping them together to get the dust out. 


And when guests start showing up, just as your sorrow is pulling the loaves of bread from the oven and you’re dressing the salad, at first it’s just a few people, nodding and smiling shyly when you wave them in—“This is the place, yup”—and then a few more ring the doorbell, and then they start coming in two and threes and squads and families so you just keep the door open, front and back, because they are coming in droves, walking up the hill toward the house on the north, and coming through the woods from the south, and the house is already too full, way too full, you think, but squooshes in, and it somehow never quite fills up, bringing their dish and their sorrows, some of them obviously old pros at the potluck, looking for a place to put their dish (these ones even bring their own plate and utensils) with an index card with the ingredients, if it has nuts or gluten or dairy, and some guests with just a box of cookies or a bag of chips or a two-liter they got at Kroger on the way over, and some of course forget the goodies but at this potluck no one forgets their sorrows, which they introduce to each other, you can just barely hear it over how loud it is. 


“I’d like you to meet my sorrow!” we holler to each other, dipping the flatbread into the hummus. Or eating the kimchi with our fingers because the forks are long gone. “Good to meet you,” we shout, smiling and nodding at the sorrow, who also smiles and nods, and half shrugs and raises their eyebrows. “This is mine,” we yell, pulling the spoon from the dal we’re eating to point to our sorrow, who takes a bite of the lentils and laughs. “Well done, sorrow!” Everyone jostles that sorrow, and he leans up against who he came with. And around those oatmeal-raisin chocolate chip cookies gathers a gaggle of guests and their sorrows giggling and pretending to fight over the last cookie before one of the sorrows breaks it into ten pieces and they all take their bite from sorrow’s hand, moaning like a choir. 


It goes on like this, growing louder and more raucous and ramshackle, this potluck of sorrows—a lamp gets knocked off the table, a jade plant topples from the mantle, its clay pot splintering into shards that a few people promptly set about cleaning up, then getting the plant repotted. The dog gets stepped on and the cat’s steering clear, looking in from the beech tree out front. It’s not long before someone breaks out the cards in the kitchen, and a few other people rummage the fridge and pantry, wanting to try to make those delicious oatmeal cookies. A few people and their sorrows run out to the garden to grab some cabbages and carrots and give an impromptu sauerkraut workshop. 


There are some kids playing wallball in the kitchen, marking up the plaster, and when two of them stumble into each other and knock heads, and they start shoving, then throwing punches, an old woman and her sorrow jump between them and shout out, “Where the hell are your sorrows?!” The kids point with their chins over to the tarot table, and the old woman marches over there, grabs their sorrows by the elbows and shoves them toward the kids, and they seem to work it out. There is a crew with their sorrows by the stove watching the chai and singing Jodeci’s cover of Stevie Wonder’s “Lately” in perfect four-part harmony, which the dog joins in on. I think I hear it right that a squad with their sorrows standing outside the bathroom is going to make a scooter gang. And a flock of folks with their sorrows, a coven. A newfangled poultice posse is macerating plantain and comfrey from out back with the mortar and pestle. Some elders and youngers are sitting with their sorrows in a circle crafting kites out of the obituary pages of the newspaper. 


And another group is sitting on the ground in front of the woodstove, which stays stocked and burning, and they are doing that levitation trick where everyone puts a finger or two under the person, you remember that? Me and my sorrow elbow each other and are like, “Yo, check this out,” and “No way,” because dude isn’t small, like really not small, and neither is his sorrow, who is sitting cross-legged on dude’s chest. And don’t you know, they lift him and his sorrow like they are just about nothing, and dude’s face, which looked kind of somber at first with his eyes closed, just slides into a big surprised smile, and his eyes pop wide open, and after he gasps, he actually cackles up there. I mean, he cackles so hard he cries. Then they kind of drop him and catch him and they are all laughing and crying and the thud skips the record back to the beginning of Sly Stone’s “Family Affair” and the dancing, which has been intermittent, just blasts off, all of us and our sorrows, sweaty, stomping and shaking, tearing it up, the pictures falling off the walls, the books from the shelves, some logs ablaze even spilling from the stove, riotous this care, this carrying, this incitement, this joy.


Now that we’ve defined joy, and concluded it is important, there are two guiding inquiries in this book. First, I mean to investigate what practices, habits, rituals, understandings—you know, the stuff we do and think and believe—make joy more available to us. What in our lives prepares the ground for joy. I mean to try to find out, in other words, what incites joy. And second, I intend to wonder what the feeling of joy makes us do, or how it makes us be. I will wonder how joy makes us act and feel. That’s to say, I wonder what joy incites. 


Per the first question—what incites joy?FN1—this book is a profoundly incomplete effort, and though I talk about pickup basketball and skateboarding and school and time and gardening and Luther Vandross’s cover of the Dionne Warwick hit “A House Is Not a Home,” I thought about but didn’t have time to dig all the way into joy and architecture, or joy and sex, or joy and the amateur, or joy and play or memory or foraging or parenting or libraries, etc. I offer them to you. 


Per the second question—what does joy incite?—I should say, I have a hunch, and it’s why I think this discussion of joy is so important. My hunch is that joy is an ember for or precursor to wild and unpredictable and transgressive and unboundaried solidarity. And that that solidarity might incite further joy. Which might incite further solidarity. And on and on. My hunch is that joy, emerging from our common sorrow—which does not necessarily mean we have the same sorrows, but that we, in common, sorrow—might draw us together. It might depolarize us and de-atomize us enough that we can consider what, in common, we love. And though attending to what we hate in common is too often all the rage (and it happens also to be very big business), noticing what we love in common, and studying that, might help us survive. It’s why I think of joy, which gets us to love, as being a practice of survival. 


And it’s why I’ve written this book.










Through My Tears I Saw 


(Death: The Second Incitement)


In late April of 2004 I was driving from my folks’ place just north of Philadelphia up Route 413 to Easton, Pennsylvania, where I had been hired by my friend Jim to lead a writing workshop for high school kids. Just the night before, my mother, brother, and I had spent the day with my father down at Mercy Hospital, in West Philadelphia, where he had been stationed for the last week or so, growing more and more frail from the liver cancer he’d been diagnosed with four months prior. His eyes were big in his skinny face as he drifted in and out of sleep, trying to keep up with our conversations, and he could just barely sit up, let alone walk across the room. After we left my father that night, said our I love yous, and kissed him goodnight, my brother and I, scared at how weak he was becoming, walked through the parking garage to our cars, wondering together how we could stop him from fading away. How we could help him stay alive. 


Our father, an uncomplaining dude if ever there was one, since around Halloween, had been walking around with a misdiagnosis of an upper respiratory infection—coughing and wheezing and feverish and pooped and not getting better despite the full course of antibiotics—at the very beginning of which he was a pudgy 220. But by December—as you can tell in the Christmas photo where he’s in his red apron with a towel thrown over his right shoulder, preparing the feast for us, maybe his favorite thing to do on this earth—he looked to be down to about 200, and slim. His clothes fit him so nice, my mother says. 


Shortly after that Christmas picture was taken, I was visiting my folks when my father came in from work one night, looking sort of frustrated, maybe whooped is the word, having vomited on himself on the ride home. My mother convinced him to call his brother, an oncologist, that night, who told him he should get a CAT scan right away. He got the scan the following day, and shortly thereafter got a call telling him to get immediately to the hospital, which he did, but only after he stopped to get some beef and broccoli at his favorite Chinese place in the strip mall next to the car wash in Penndel. Then he went up to St. Mary’s, where he was diagnosed by the resident oncologist, a guy with an Eastern European accent, who started to cry when he told my dad the news. I arrived in the early evening, after basketball practice up in Piscataway, and I can remember my dad catching my eyes as I walked in the room and him being sort of flummoxed by the doc wiping his eyes as he was consulting with him. My dad’s face was this is weird. Shortly after, my father was talking on the phone, giving his brother the update, to whom he eventually said, choking up as he did so, atheist no more I guess, It’s in God’s hands now. 


I was living in between Jersey City, Hartford, and Philadelphia, coaching basketball, tooling around on my dissertation at Temple, working intermittent construction, visiting my girlfriend, and teaching occasional poetry workshops. My daily obligation was coaching about an hour north, and I could do that from my parents’ place as well as anywhere, so I moved in to help out. 


About a week after my father was diagnosed, I drove my folks to Pennsylvania Hospital for the consultation with the surgeon who would be trying to remove the tumor, which had gotten so big now, and with my father a bit thinner, you could see it protruding from his side, like a fist. I remember walking with my parents into the waiting room and getting suddenly ill, a pounding headache and nausea and fever, bad enough that I had to retreat to the car to lie down. By the time they finished the appointment and got back to the car, I was half asleep in the back seat, shivering, and my father, after putting his jacket over me, drove home. When we got home, I went straight to my room and lay down under the covers, freezing and sweating, and shortly after I started to drift off, my dad came in to check on me, putting the back of his hand first on my cheek, then my forehead, how he did. Then he brought a cold rag and put it on my neck. The next time he checked on me, maybe it was seven, he brought me some lightly buttered toast. And by nine the fever had almost entirely passed, and I crept downstairs where my folks were watching a Sixers game, from which my old man got out of his chair and brought me the plate of supper he was keeping warm for me in the oven. Over my dinner I learned what I’d missed while I was shivering in the back seat on Tenth Street: the surgery, during which they were hoping to remove the quickly growing tumor on his liver, would happen in a week. 


On the day of the surgery my mother, brother, cousin, aunt, and uncle—my dad’s brother, the doctor—were all there. I remember as well as I’ll remember anything my entire life, as I sat on the side of the bed, my dad was writing missives on my back with his finger. I remember, as well as anything I’ll remember my entire life, the embrace between my dad and his brother as the nurses came to take him into surgery. As well as anything I’ll remember my entire life, I’ll remember the look on my mother’s face, following with her eyes the hospital bed down the hall and through the swinging doors as they wheeled my father, her husband, away. We all knew that this surgery was going to determine the likelihood of survival—if they couldn’t remove the tumor, it was going to be much tougher. 


When the surgeon returned an hour or so later, looking grim, he told us the tumor had become too threaded with veins and arteries to remove. Uncle Roy interpreted for us, and after communicating the bad news, almost immediately went to the good, which was that there was a plan B, and it was radiation and chemo. The hope was to shrink the tumor, they had done it plenty of times before, they could do it again. When my dad woke up, after being brought from the OR to recovery, he immediately looked at my mother and said, hoarse from the intubation, his eyes coming into focus, “I had the most beautiful dream. I saw my grandchildren.” I’ll never forget that, and I’ll never forget my brother, who is not a big crier, that night talking on the phone with his new wife, crying. (I was not implicated in that request, phew.) And when my dad needed help to stand up, since they wanted him to do some walking that first night after surgery, that was my job, since I have the strongest back I guess. I leaned down and put my face against his. He put his arms around my neck, I put mine under his armpits, and as gently as I could, I stood up, lifting him with me, and he winced—they had fiddled with his guts; one of the effects of surgery in there, I understand, is very painful gas—then, with his arms now on my shoulders, we walked slowly to the chair on the other side of the room, we turned a tender 180 degrees together, and I lowered him to his seat. 


In the days after the surgery, I watched my father grow weaker and weaker. First, he was regularly dozing off for long naps in front of the television. Then his appetite got smaller. Then there was the time we were shopping at Best Buy for a computer I needed, and when I handed him the bottled water he asked me to get him, he handed it back, too weak to open it. There were the eggs I made him when he could just barely eat. There were the blood transfusions, after the first of which he felt so good he dug his bike out of the den, donned his riding gloves, spandex, and helmet (my dad loved gear), and took some spins around the apartments, which wrecked him for the next day or two. There was the time he reported looking in the mirror, and so skinny, at this point probably getting close to 160 pounds, he said to my mother and me, I look like a Kenyan marathoner. There were the sweats. There was the fluid gathering in and protruding his belly, third spacing they call it, putting pressure on his lungs until they drained it, in the hospital, four or five glass quart jars of golden liquid sitting on a table across the room. The liver now like a fetus pressing against the side of his marathoner’s body. There were the more frequent stays in the hospital. The time, too weak to get himself to the bathroom in his hospital room and not liking the way he smelled, he asked my mother if she would wash him, and I stepped out of the room. The time from his hospital bed he noticed the toothpick behind my ear, so exhausted but still yearning for a feeling, and smiled weakly saying, Man, can I have that toothpick? He let out a little happy moan when he started working the thing between his teeth, blinking real slow and pursing his lips around it in a kiss. He was so tired he could just barely say “I love you,” as we had come to say in the previous five months every time we said goodbye, and we’d kiss, too, though that last night he was tired enough that his eyes stayed closed as my brother and I kissed his forehead beneath the soft din of the television, telling him, again, we loved him. Love you too, he whispered, and we left a minute or two before our mother, his beloved for thirty-five years. 


It was almost this exact scene I was picturing as I was driving to Easton, turning over the previous night’s talk with my brother. We had agreed that dad was getting too damn skinny, too damn weak, we had to get him strong again before it was too late, and that it would be my job, since my brother was living out in Harrisburg. On my way to my gig, just past Newtown, a bell rang in my head that I needed to get to work with my father today, so I blew off the job (this is pre–cellular telephone for me), turned around and drove straight to the sporting goods store, looking in the exercise equipment area for stuff we could use. I got one of those old-timey hand-strengthener machines (if you’d call it a machine; it’s a primitive machine, if you would), a couple resistance bands, and I hopped on I-95. 


Driving south I started putting the workout together. Since he could just barely walk on his own, I would, just like after the surgery, get him to the edge of his hospital bed, stand him up, and help him walk across his room to the vinyl chair in the corner. We were old hat at that. We could do that for the first week or two, just once in the morning and again at night. Standing up, walking about eight steps, and sitting down. We could do that. And as he was lying in bed, or sitting over in the chair, we could work on his grip. If he could muster just five squeezes per hand at first, that’d be fine, because we’d just gradually work it up, maybe add a squeeze a day, so that maybe by his birthday, June 13, he could do three sets of ten. Shoot, by his birthday in six weeks he’d be doing the gripper through all the commercials on Montel. And I could tie the band to the railing of the bed or the chair, so he could do a few exertions from different angles, bicep curls or shoulder stuff. That might even help his appetite come back some, I was thinking, driving past the Cottman Avenue exit, where my dad ran a Roy Rogers twenty years ago. 


I imagined getting my old man strong enough—first walking across the room, then maybe down the hall and back—that eventually we would make it to the parking lot, where spring was coming on, which in West Philadelphia is a magical thing. So many of the trees unfurling their leaves, and the packs of kids on bikes flying beneath. Cherry trees blowing their kisses to the wind. The light fragrance of all the new blooming sweetening the streets. There was a basketball court near Mercy that I’d pass on my way to see my father, about a block away, and the last couple days I’d passed by, kids were shooting. We could make it to this hoop, arm in arm, he’d love that, watching these kids shooting at this rusty basket. I’d remember to him how he used to dunk when we were little kids, Were you still in your Pizza Hut uniform? Am I remembering that right? We might recall my team from my senior year in high school, wonder about some of those kids. Or giggle about the time me and one of my teammates, Ronnie, were both working for my dad at Burger King, Ronnie slinging burgers and me arranging his toolbox, and I effectively ratted my dad out by telling Ronnie I made a quarter more an hour than he did. My bad, I’d say, laughing. Yeah, your bad, he’d say back, laughing. We might be laughing loud enough, leaning into each other, the kids on the court would look our way. 


He might ask how the team I was assistant coaching looked for next year, and I’d say something like, Man, you gotta make it to a game, to which he’d agree, and say, Next season. When one of these kids we’re watching skies for a rebound, after we both make sounds of approval—I say damn, he says there you go—I’d ask him about his rebounding record in Ohio, That still stand, man? Maybe I would ask him how he feels, and when he talked about his body, maybe I would say, Not just your body, Dad. How do you feel? Can we do that Pops, talk about how we feel, about our hearts, you think? Maybe I would. But maybe we’d just watch there elbow to elbow, breathing the same air, smiling at the same shots. Maybe there would be a few early peonies nearby, No no, that’s lilac, where’s that coming from my god, something to turn our heads as we’re looking through the chain-link at the kids. He would close his eyes to breathe it in, and I would do the same without noticing I do it, too. Without noticing he’s who showed me how to close my eyes to breathe it in. Along with the music of the court there’d be birdsong, definitely that, some of it coming from a couple of cardinals landing on the fence right next to us, which my dad would elbow me about, giggling, They wanna watch, too, I guess, before we unhooked our hands from the fence, and started heading back. 


I guess it is worth noting that my father and I had a difficult relationship. Not always, but often enough. From the time I was about twelve or thirteen, I became thoroughly unenthralled with my old man, annoyed and embarrassed by his arrogance, his bluster, his need to show off, to know more than he knew, to have more money than he had, to be more sophisticated than he was. He could be a holding-forth, know-it-all motherfucker. The feeling I had when he was telling me what I ought to be doing with my life from the throne of his Burger King uniform, smelling like French fries, or later, like fish from Red Lobster—maybe it sounds unkind, but it’s precisely what I thought: You smell like fried flounder and I’m supposed to listen to you?—was something along the lines of, Oh, this guy’s full of shit. 


Of course now I recognize his full-of-shitness in my own, which is loudest when I feel insecure, or threatened or small or dumb or not enough, which is not exactly infrequent. These days I feel pretty softhearted toward my dad. I mean, heartbroken and loving and goddamn he tried so hard. Growing up I think it’s called. But at the time he was unbearable, and I didn’t much hide it. I think I often walked around like I had a bad taste in my mouth, the taste being my dad, who with my mother paid the rent and bought the food and cooked the dinner and drove me to practice and came to my games and filled out the FAFSA and did everything they could for me so go figure, it was not an easy time. 


I think of it as evidence of the dis-ease between us that I can remember with great precision and a melty heart a handful of softly loving interactions between my father and me after I reached a certain age, when things began to thaw, or at least when the thaw came into sight. When I was having a hard time in college, and he asked me how I was feeling and I said it doesn’t matter, he said yes it does. Another time I was leaving a Christmas dinner late to visit a friend—I’m guessing I was about twenty-three—and my dad walked me to the car, hugged me, kissed me, and told me he loved me. Or how shook he was when I wrecked my Honda Prelude. Or how he took me to my hernia surgery when I was about twenty-four, sitting with me quietly, reading his James Patterson or Clive James as I nervously scribbled away at a poem in my gown and booties, waiting to be put under. And made me my favorite meal after we got home—fish and french fries, not necessarily at the top of the post-op meals list—which is to this day one of the best meals I’ve ever eaten. Which isn’t to say there wasn’t kindness otherwise, because there was, and it was nearly constant. 


When we were almost incapable of talking with one another, say between thirteen and twenty-two or so, my father, because like him I love fruit, would thrill at bringing home an uglifruit, passionfruit, muscadines, some uncommon melon or citrus that I maybe hadn’t yet tasted. Or if he had the sense I might be going on a date, he’d offer me a little money, could you use this?, holding a twenty out to me. Or how much my father loved cooking for me—he loved cooking for us; he would’ve loved cooking for you, too—fish and french fries; hamburger gravy; when we were into wings, wings; fried chicken gizzards; dude could make the prettiest omelet ever; those buttery sliced potatoes and onions he did on the grill, my god. And when I stopped eating meat, though ours was a house of meat, I mean an every-meal-meat home, there was no shaming or teasing or ridiculing. In fact, he hardly batted an eye—nor did my mother, for the record—they just figured out something with pasta for me. They started roasting more vegetables. There is a poem, maybe it’s a book, maybe it’s this one, I’m sure my mother would love to read it, called something like Catalog of the Wildly Kind Things My Parents Have Done for Me. 


Anyhow, you get it, it could be sometimes difficult between my old man and me, we were relatives, we were in relationship, we loved each other it’s called, and it was an odd and probably foreshadowing fact that when my dad walked into the house that night in late December, vomit on the front of his light parka, looking so weary as he did, a little smaller than usual, a little weaker, without thinking of it I got up from the couch, grabbed some paper towels and spray cleaner, put on my shoes and a sweatshirt, and went out to his Saturn station wagon—which, incidentally, stunk of Red Lobster, we called it the fishmonger’s ride—to clean up my old man’s vomit, a little on the seat, a little on the floor, a little already drying on the steering wheel. After which, not quite but almost, I was his nurse. No, no. I was his son. 


In these last five or so months, we spoke nary a word of apology or reconciliation or curiosity about our struggles. I mean nary a word. Not even a joke or two: Yo, remember how we couldn’t stand each other? And now we’re besties! None of that. We just hung around. We watched a lot of horrible daytime (and nighttime) television. Overloud ESPN. Maybe some movies. We for sure went to the theater to see Hellboy. I tried to cook for him some, especially when his appetite was dwindling. I drove him to his radiation treatments down at Mercy, and I remember him showing me the chamber where they shot the beam of death into his midsection hoping to shrink the tumor, which did not happen. (A deadly place to which, as usual, he brought a book.) I remember him taking a nap in his brother’s office at Mercy before or after the treatments as I read, or rather, as I pretended to read but in fact studied my old man sleeping. The couch was short, and his legs folded over the armrest, which made him look like a kid. (It is the case that legs hanging over a chair or wall or couch, especially if slightly pigeon-toed, melt my heart, thank you Fraggle Rock.) I remember stopping at Sabrina’s on Christian for lunch after a treatment, and he ordered and tried to eat, but couldn’t quite. I remember, as I was driving us north on 95 after another treatment, Terry Gross talking to someone about the ethnomusicologist Alan Lomax, and Skip James coming on the radio, whose voice, my god, was on both sides of the veil at once. My dad slept in the passenger’s seat, reclined, snoring, his glasses crooked on his face, as Skip James crooned the liminal. I remember my dad scoffing at a big, gnarly PETA sign on 95 as he was withering away, untreatable, skinny, wrecked, and looking at those brutalized critters, thinking, Pops, that’s us. I remember being in Iowa for a writing conference my friend Boogie put on, and my mother telling me over the phone that my dad was missing his buddy. He keeps asking when you’re coming home. Why is it my dad gets younger and younger every time I picture it? 


By the time I got all the way down through the waning morning traffic, going straight off the Callowhill exit through Old City on Second as I always did, right onto Chestnut, left onto Sixth, then a right onto Lombard—not the fastest route, but I always like to spin by my old courts at Tenth and Lombard and past our old place on Jessup—across the Schuylkill and past Franklin Field where about a decade earlier my folks would watch us get our asses kicked by the Penn Quakers and past Allegro’s where my mother and I had gotten into the habit of stopping for tomato pie on the way home, all the way to Fifty-eighth, where I headed south toward Mercy, pulled into their parking garage, did the ticket thing, signed in, and got up to his floor with my bag of goodies, with my program, my dream, there was a flurry of action, several nurses moving rapidly around the room, maybe dealing with plugs and devices and the various apparatus already surrounding my dad, but not at that moment dealing with him. He was on his side with his eyes closed. I put my hand on him and leaned down and asked what’s going on man, and he told me his kidneys were failing and they’re taking me to the ICU. Then he said, he was so weak now it was almost a whisper, I’m going to be sick, but in the commotion no one heard, so I grabbed a kidney-shaped bowl from a nearby table and slid it beneath his face where he vomited. Then they rolled him from the room. I think I followed a few steps and then, after that, I don’t know what. 


Late in my father’s illness my friend Walt came to visit my father. Walt’s a brother really, who felt much closer to our father than he did his own, and he had a sweet, playful relationship with my old man, who was, I am realizing now writing this, his old man, too. One of my favorite images is of Walt peering into our apartment through the screen door because my father had put him out of the house for siding with my mother in an argument. Get out, my dad told him, pretending to be mad, and Walt exited the house and immediately pressed his face into the screen until my dad laughed and said Okay, okay, that’s enough, get in here. They could talk work (Walt also worked in kitchens), cooking, football, politics, nonsense—and the truth is, Walt had an easier relationship with my father than I did. Truth is, he might have been something of a bridge between us. 


Walt had been diagnosed with chronic myeloid leukemia a few years back, around 2001, which then had a seven-year survival rate, which is another way of saying Walt would be dead by 2008. Around the time my father—our father—was dying, Walt had been switched off the brutal chemotherapeutic interferon to an at-the-time experimental drug called Glivec, which has since effectively cured Walt. Though he didn’t know that then, when he was in there talking to my father, who was no longer responding. Who knows what conversations Walt was having with our dad, but I can imagine. I found him in the waiting room staring into the television stuffing Tastykakes into his mouth, washing them down with Coke. I found him suffering, I’m saying. I found him inconsolable. Which isn’t to say we didn’t laugh about it, too. When he turned to face me, eyes bloodshot and crumbs in his beard, before hugging him I laughed and said, Dude, fruit and water. 


That night Uncle Roy and Aunt Judy took us all out to dinner at the White Dog Café, Judy Wicks’s early farm-to-table restaurant, which was just a couple miles from Mercy. You could imagine—though it was not yet clear how close we were, there was still a glimmer here or there on the CAT scan, my uncle was steadily pointing at the light, this looks different, I think this has changed, prayer it’s called—it was a somber dinner, there was a pallor over us, we were edging toward the world without this person we loved. My uncle over dessert that night remembered to us that when he was a resident at nearby Presbyterian Hospital, taking his lumps, not sleeping, and in the vault of sorrow I understand oncology can be, after his shifts he’d drive through Fairmount Park on his way home to Phoenixville, and not infrequently he’d spot a flock of deer looking out on the road from the woods. When he saw those deer watching him pass by, he took it as a blessing. That it’d be okay. 
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