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To my beloved brother Bob, who I miss every day.











Tell me a story.


In this century, and moment, of mania,


Tell me a story.


Make it a story of great distances, and starlight.


The name of the story will be Time,


But you must not pronounce its name.


Tell me a story of deep delight.


—ROBERT PENN WARREN












Prologue





I’M ON A BOAT SAILING TO SOME ISLAND where I don’t know anybody. A boat someone is operating, and we aren’t in touch.


Sometimes if you’ve been unwell and in the hospital and they aren’t yet sure what’s wrong with you, waiting to find out what tests have to be done for them to understand what’s wrong, you experience that fundamental uncertainty about the state of your relation to the world. Am I about to leave it? You feel so provisional in your connection to what you’re experiencing.


I’m losing my faculties. Things seem a continuous taking away. Wake, don’t know if it’s night or day, or whether to trust the processes of your own body to function. You’re not sure where you are, obsessively rehearse what you think might be your obligations, to be certain you’re remembering what you need to do or know. You act like you know what someone is talking about when you have no fucking idea. You’re just impersonating who you used to be.


My brain has amyloid plaque, they can number how much. The plaques compound. Palliatives slow the spread but nothing arrests it.


I get up at three in the morning, defiantly night. Even the dogs have different personalities. It’s a growing solitude. I wonder, and not infrequently, “Is it gone for good?” My mind. And the only answer you get is an answer in that moment. It doesn’t hold on. But that’s the whole human contract. Seen so, all of this is gone already. Somebody’s dealing and you have no choice but to play.


So to take on at this juncture, under these circumstances, the challenge of trying to see things as clearly as possible, identify certain recurring patterns and joys and tragedies, is a blessing. It increasingly seems that life is something that happens to you and art the opportunity to understand what’s transpired. You need only to be brave.


I’m intimidated and concerned about limitations my health will impose on writing this book, an ongoing process of discovery. Compounding the intrinsic solitude is the deterioration of a sense of readiness and organization, so there’s a necessary continuous reconstitution. Of the process of composition, Robert Penn Warren wrote, “This is the process whereby pain of the past in its pastness may be converted into the future tense of joy.” And what he’s talking about is this process in which, in its seeming irrecoverability, every kind of pain, brought once again to life, is transformed.


Though I’d be grateful to accomplish some overview or summation, I flinch from that presumption. The patterns and urgencies and imperatives will reveal themselves. The very idea of not knowing as an organizing principle is to be accepted with a proper humility—that it’s a privilege not to know and be given a chance to find out. You’re always aware there’s an irreducible mystery that at best you’re going to approach but never going to capture. And reverence for the mystery is itself the organization of the story. My story.


Writing for television rewards the balancing of runners—stories initiated in earlier episodes—with material generated within the episode at hand. Those concerns can be extrapolated into much larger themes about the relation of the past to the present. I imagine there will be some of that here. Certain reoccurrences and repetitions. Also, I’m losing my mind, so that might account for some of it.


At points as you read you might think, “Well, pretty good recall for a guy with Alzheimer’s,” so I should clarify here that in many cases it’s not my current recollection, but a past recollection of mine being shared with me now by my family, who are helping me compose this book. About twenty years ago, my wife began a practice of having my writing process recorded and then having all of the recordings transcribed. We have been going through those materials, pulling out different pieces and moving them around, telling the story together. That is not so different from how I’ve written most things—in many drafts, through collaboration, over time. My collaborators now being my family, my wife and children, is its own gift in this process. It will also necessarily alter what might have been had I done it alone. I have struggled to notice what’s happening around me throughout my life, so in that sense their witness has also provided useful clarification. After John Milton lost his eyesight, he would dictate to his daughters and they would write it down. That’s how he wrote Paradise Lost. We don’t know what happened in that exchange either. Would that it were only my eyes.


We know nothing comes easily in terms of being loyal both to the past and the present. To show the proper weight of the past as it’s experienced in the present and how the present goes on, on its own terms—that’s the most difficult challenge in the world. Without getting too metaphysical, the weight of the distances and differences that time makes between characters as they’re experienced in the present is inevitably the proper theme of storytelling.


There’s a poem by T. S. Eliot:




We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time.












1.


Peace Bridge
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MY FOLKS WERE MARRIED when my mom was twenty-two, young for sure. My dad was, relatively speaking for that day and age, senior, at thirty-four.


Mom was a small-town girl, grew up in Batavia, about forty miles outside of Buffalo. Very provincial. Her parents had a furniture store adjoining their house so my grandfather would just walk out one door and in another. The store’s still around. There were six children of whom she was the baby. She had four brothers and a sister. That was an identifiable dynamic—she was spoiled and they were all very protective of her. The boys were much less cosmopolitan than the girls. Batavia in those days, ten thousand people, wasn’t a city at all. There was that fierce parochialism that you get in a small town. They were defensive—sure, it’s a small town, but I’m big enough to beat your balls off. They were very close as a family unit.


My dad, and in turn my brother and I, came from a clannish background. It was a knock-around neighborhood my dad grew up in in Buffalo. Tough neighborhood, very much segregated by ethnic groups—Jews were all in one place, Italians in another. His mom, Esther, was the eldest of seven children, though sometimes when I tell this story I say ten children. My dad was an only child. His mom kept having miscarriages because she was diabetic. My dad weighed like sixteen pounds when he was born, too much sugar. Not too long after, Esther’s mother croaked—my dad’s grandmother. So Esther moved back into her parents’ house, and, depending upon how one interprets the data, possibly into her newly widowed father’s bed. I think his name was Jacob. The odd man out was her husband, Morris, my grandfather, who had moved into the house with them. Whatever was going on so radically disempowered him that he tried to kill himself by going over Niagara Falls. They have various impediments in place to keep one from accomplishing that feat. He thought he could beat them, but he couldn’t. One suspects it wasn’t much fun for my dad either.


His grandfather Jake, my great-grandfather, whose bed my dad’s mother, Esther, may or may not have been sharing, was not a nice man. Probably his most endearing characteristic was that he was a bootlegger. All the boys in the family—my dad’s uncles, my great-uncles—were enlisted one way or another to assist him. During Prohibition, what you never wanted to do was collar a really powerful man. What you wanted to do was collar a miserable Jewish prick, so the cops came to collar my great-grandfather Jake, and he said, “My son did it!” So one of my uncles had to leave town and ended up living on a houseboat in international waters. I think there was a warrant out for him. We’d visit on the docks and he’d stay on his boat. Another uncle started running a joint in Saratoga, the Piping Rock, a casino. When my dad was seventeen or so, he worked there for the summer as a busboy, and he loved it. But because my dad was the next generation, the edict was he had to go to college, so he couldn’t be involved in nefarious activities. Nobody was allowed to shoot pool with him. Nobody was allowed to do anything bad with him because he had to go to college. One day one of my uncles comes up to the pool hall, and my dad’s shooting pool with a guy. My uncle took the guy, threw him through a window, and broke his neck. He never played pool with my dad again. He never walked again.


What the people of the family said about my dad was, “Elmer can’t get involved in what we’re involved in.” So between that, and whatever the hell had gone on in that house, I think he experienced some sense of otherness, lost what might have been the natural environment for his childhood, or felt that he was being deprived of or cut off from the environment in which he grew up, even as he was growing up there, that he was in a house that was not his own. My dad became a doctor, a surgeon. He published papers. But clearly Saratoga and the racetrack were associated in his mind with a lot of unresolved stuff. And every August he would go back.


My mother used to say he was a small-town boy from a big city. My dad was a good catch. He was a Jewish doctor, older, what’s not to like? Besides the flagrant philandering? He was a hard player, drank a lot. He had residual consequences from a terrible car accident. Every three months for thirty, forty years he had to have dilatations, put a rod up his penis, used catheters and sounds to get the urine out.


I could make a number of choices in how I tell the story of my dad’s car accident. He was on an army base where he was a medic and flipped a truck. He was drunk, supposed to ship out the next day, and out to see a woman. The accident got him caught wrong by my mom. I was conceived when he was in the hospital after. I’ve told the story a lot of different ways. I’m not sure any of it is true.


Now the particulars of my condition make it quite literal that I don’t know anymore what parts of the story are true, and what are just parts of different stories I’ve told. But we’re all making choices in how we tell the story and one thing I would suggest is that what literally happened need not be overly determinative.


I was born in 1945. You may know it as a rather significant year in world history. In my experience it’s most important as the year I was born. And you wonder why baby boomers fucked everything up.


My mother, Mollie, was content being a mother, but she had done very well in college, got a degree in education, and started to teach. It was a meaningful career for her. My mom lectured, then she became a political figure in Buffalo as head of the city’s board of education. They wanted her to run for mayor and my dad said no. I don’t know whether she had the temperament to go out and glad-hand the way you have to do. I think she would have, but she had to take care of him. My mom shaped what I was going to do and how I was going to do it, scholastically and all around. She was extremely high performing, always in the pages of our newspaper for her accomplishments. When she was head of the board of education she coined the phrase “It’s ten o’clock, do you know where your children are?” The irony being, of course, that she herself never did.


Dad always had a Cadillac, and if there was a rattle or something it would drive him crazy. We lived in fear and dread that the car would make any noise. I’ve wondered if he had some kind of bipolarity, but I never saw him manic. More unipolar, but not solely depressed. Compulsive. Some people defy diagnosis.


He refused to meet a new person and would come up with the most idiotic explanations of why I couldn’t bring a friend over: “No, no, no, no, no, that’s bullshit. I don’t need that shit. I don’t need it. No.”


Once a friend of mine fell and split his skull open. I had to bring him home so my dad could stitch him up, and then he wouldn’t let the kid leave.


“These are what we call Jewish forks and these are Jewish knives and this is Jewish food.”


The kid was baffled.


My dad wanted so much to be open but was so self-enclosed. Alcoholics in particular are like that, everything’s got to be exactly the same. Maybe one time out of four in a week my dad would get his oiler on and if he was in a particularly gaseous, effusive mood, he would open the doors to the heathen Gentile.


One year we’d been to Yom Kippur services at Kleinhans Music Hall. The temple population at that time was about two thousand and it would fill the harmonic hall. We had taken the car down early in the day so Dad would have a good parking spot and he could leave quickly. Then we took one cab home to wait, and another back in time for the start of the service. After it was over, we come out of the synagogue and the Caddy’s boxed in by an Imperial LeBaron. On Yom Kippur, when all your sins have just been forgiven, Dad reverses hard into the LeBaron—bang! Then he pulls up again, reverses—bang! Mom is hysterical. But we get out of the space eventually and he’s away before everybody else comes out and he can be held responsible. There’s always next Yom Kippur to deal with this one.


Rabbi Fink was the boss over at Beth Zion. When God spoke, he spoke through Joe Fink. There was just no question. Everybody in the community respected him. After a bar mitzvah, it was known that the rabbi would place his hands on your shoulders and impart some great wisdom. After mine, I just remember being profoundly disappointed. I can’t remember what he said, only the hole remains, but it’s still open and still able to generate dissatisfaction. “Thank you very much,” I managed. “See you at the reception.” It was right about then I understood that adults don’t know much either. By thirteen, I was already feeling pretty outside of most things, and you convince yourself that everyone else is inside.


My parents’ attitude about Judaism was largely derived from my grandparents. My mom’s mother and father were Orthodox, very observant. My older brother Bob’s bar mitzvah was their first experience in a Reform temple. We were sitting in the front row of this ornate, Romanesque synagogue. First of all, the men are sitting with the women. Then, the organ starts to play. Just as the choir begins singing on this balcony, my grandmother Anna turns to my mother and says in Yiddish, “When comes the priest?” Two years later my grandparents chose not to attend mine.


I remember Mom, an active Democrat and egalitarian, saying, “Do not bring a goyishe girl home. Don’t kill me.” We had a lot of Jewish refugees stay with us. My parents used to bore the shit out of me saying everything that happened to anyone who was Jewish was because they were Jewish. “They’re screwing them over because they’re Jewish.” I’m thirteen and I’m saying, “That’s nuts.” But six million Jews were killed and my parents were alive when that happened. They were hypervigi-lant. I hadn’t had that experience, and so I thought that’s crazy. My mother tried to tell me, “You can be friends with a goy, you can be the best friends in the world, but when push comes to shove, a goy will try to kill you.” Those admonitions were grotesque, and I choose now to interpret them as a gift in their grotesquerie which was so absolutely refuted by the conduct of the person who uttered them. They were a gift from God to show me: Don’t listen to what people say. Watch only what they do.


* * *


My dad was always very mysterious about money. The only time I would see money at all was up in Saratoga in August. The first time I was taken to the races my old man says, “I know what you want, because you’re a degenerate fucking prick and you got to gamble. You’re five years old. You want me to bring you out here. Well, you can’t gamble because you’re five. You can’t bet, but I set it up with Max the waiter and he’ll run your bets for you.” Within a few years, my dad would have me run his bets for him at the window.


So we come by our tics honestly.


While my parents were in Saratoga, my dad would send us to Camp Paradox, which was nearby in the Adirondacks. It was called that because in the summer the current in the lake flowed one way and the rest of the year it went the other way. I went to that camp for seven or so years, starting when I was six. It wasn’t a pleasant place for me. There were behaviors demonstrated by certain adults that undermined my capacity to trust the world—what little capacity I had. Sexual predation and the like. I became closely acquainted with profound feelings of guilt and shame. But on the whole one wouldn’t have had it any other way. Because one can’t. These are things that happened. I try to feel that way, anyway.


My parents would send a car to pick me up and I would go to the racetrack and be driven back to camp after. Just before I went back, my dad would grab my shirt collar and say, “Don’t let me see you sneaking out here.”


My relationship with my father was cloaked in secrets and taboos. On Saturday nights we’d go to basketball games at Memorial Auditorium, and there was a guy named Bozo who ran my father’s bets. If you ever saw him, you’d know why they called him Bozo—he looked exactly like Bozo the Clown. He was a nice guy. With all the attendant compulsion and drive, I’d run the bets up to Bozo and everything was undercover.


I felt outward as a kid. In certain circumstances, I still think I am. My brother, Bob, stayed at camp and I would go to the track. Bob was more classically inward, which served him. My brother was going to be a doctor, he had been selected for that. I had been selected to be the bum. A version of my dad separated into each of us. There was a sense in which my dad was an elusive presence, in that he was a surgeon and a professor of surgery, and then there was this whole other life that he led. So when I started to exhibit symptoms of degeneracy, it pleased my dad. Although it was also a subject of contumely.


I got sick when I was seven maybe. My appendix burst inside of me. My dad set me up with a television set in the hospital room and he had them wire in the horse-racing channel so I could make bets. “It’s just entertainment!” He’d come down between surgeries and sit with me. I spent more time with my father when I was in the hospital than I did when I was outside.


I was always acting out, trying to entertain. One of my mother’s brothers had a big nightclub in Miami Beach called La Vie en Rose. We would spend a week in Florida. They’d put me up on the stage and have me sing and I would imitate Jerry Lewis. I wanted to do it because I thought my dad wanted me to do it. It was awful.


When I was eight years old, I stole my first booze. There was always plenty of it in the house. I had compulsions I didn’t know what to do with. I had to touch my pillow a certain number of times. I had to move my shoes a certain number of times. I had to tell my parents I love them a certain number of times. I became convinced that my grandfather, whom I had been brought in to kiss when he was dead, used to take one step from his grave every night, and when he finally got to where I was, I would die. So I would keep him busy. I’d move in patterns.


I did my first writing then too, though I didn’t know that’s what I was doing. I’d take the newspaper and look at the box scores for the baseball games and I’d make up my own radio call for the whole game. Sitting there drunk and alone wearing my dad’s hat, reconstructing each of the plays, two different voices calling the game.


Not only was my old man a drinker, but he had a predilection for Demerol. He got hooked when he had been in the hospital after the auto accident. When someone married into the family, he’d rejoice in having another patient for whom to write phony prescriptions.


I was never, during my childhood proper, particularly interested in horses, though I was intrigued by the statistical aspect of racing itself. Our family would eat a very late supper, as my father would go to sleep immediately upon his return from the hospital and not awaken until perhaps ten o’clock. I ate much earlier, but I was required to sit at the table while my father ate. During the course of one of these meals the subject of the opening of the Saratoga racing season arose.


“Saratoga season starts July thirtieth,” I said.


“August third,” he said.


I had happened to see the date in the paper a few days before and was quite insistent that my date was correct.


“You might know something about baseball, but horse racing is my province. The first day of the meeting is on the third.”


He made it clear there was to be no further discussion about it.


So I did not dispute the matter further, but instead went and got the paper and showed him that I was right. There ensued an examination in which I was questioned concerning what horses had won the Triple Crown, who was the only filly to win the Derby, and the like. As I recall I did not know the answer to a single question, nor was I able to offer even a guess. For the next month I forsook the sports pages for the detailed perusal of my father’s extensive racing library. It started there, on that night at that dinner table, this need to master it.


My father was partnered with my uncle Chatz (emphasis on the phlegm) whose real name was Harry Levint, and he was a bookmaker and a very effective personality. Chatz was a gangster. He used to punctuate his sentences with, “Y’hear?” I would record his bets too. My uncle Chatz would call and he’d never say the name of the team, just “the favorite” or “the underdog,” or he’d run through a whole bet and then say “the opposite.” He wasn’t really our uncle, but he was Dad’s closest non-medical friend. He described himself as a collector of overdue accounts and adjuster of attitudes.


Chatz was very protective toward my dad in terms of what he would permit my dad to get involved in and what was verboten. The mobsters would pick up my dad and take him to operate, remove bullets. That was a big part of my dad’s nature, being in the underworld. He felt, I think, constrained by his profession. He was a very well-known doctor, and well respected, but there was an excess of energy, a risk-taking, in what he did. He could have been thrown out of being a physician or arrested at any moment. Being adjacent to the criminal world was a way to satisfy that excess of energy.


In alcoholic families, there’s someone called the designated patient, which is one person who is identified as suffering from the disease so that everyone can be talking about him. “He was out again last night, I don’t know what the fuck—I shouldn’t say I was going through his pants, but I happened to see there’s a summons in his pocket. So, it’s the same bullshit.” What that allows is they don’t have to talk about the real problem, which is Dad or whatever else it is. The designated patient’s role in the family is to be the sufferer who is out in the open, and to distract the outside world from paying attention to the real sufferer in the family. My job in our family was to be the public fuckup so everyone looking at me would say, “He’s a fucking hellion. He’s out of control.” And that way whatever else was going on was ignored.


In that sense, my brother Bob and I had to have different experiences. Bob didn’t know much of what was happening to me as a kid, between my dad and me. He couldn’t and I didn’t want him to, and that put distance between us. There was a leaving that took place when I was seventeen. My brother and I had come to a real parting of the ways. It was never anything hostile or resentful. It was kind. Bob was my father’s public side and I was his private side, so separation between us seemed the right way to proceed. Bob has always been sweet-spirited and honorable in dealing with our separation, but it remained an unalterable fact for a long time. When he did finally learn what happened, with my father, and at camp, it just gave a name to everything.


* * *


There was another event that fundamentally shaped me around that time, and it had to do with my best friend Judgy. When you’re young, if you’re lucky, you encounter someone who sustains a compelling innocence. Judgy was a character right out of Fitzgerald. You always had the feeling of “be quick”—somehow it was an impermanent situation.


You’d have bet your bottom dollar that Judgy was touched by God. He’d greet me with “Milchy!” He had a pure appetite for experience. He wanted everything twice. We got into trouble when we were four and we stayed in trouble until we were about seventeen. Always raising hell. Always in the construction sites. We both had brothers. He had two—Torchy and Mark, both older. Torchy rode over my head with a bike once, and when I ran inside to ask my dad for help he just looked at me and said, “What? I’m shaving. You’re fine.”


When we were little we were on ball teams together. I didn’t play baseball, I played at it. I liked it well enough, but Judgy was great. Gifted. We went to the same public elementary school and then the same private high school. I was a year older and they had skipped me a year from kindergarten to second (miserable), so we didn’t have classes together. I’d see him in the halls. Judgy was a mess, and he wasn’t a play-mess—he was a mess down to the ground. There was a recklessness in him that was oblivious to consequence.


Judgy’s dad, Jim, was an alcoholic and an imponderable. You didn’t know what the fuck he was going to do. We didn’t want to make any mistakes with him, we just wanted to stay on this side of the ledger. If drinking with him was the price, then that’s what we were going to do. Jim was a down-home alcoholic, no ifs, ands, or buts, unconflicted. His favorite expresion was “People wonder why I fucking drink.” Jim was looking for his excuses from the time he woke up, and if they weren’t at hand he manufactured them. Jim, when he was in his cups, was always claiming the upper crust as his companions and consorts. “Oh Jesus Christ! Henry! I know Henry. God knows how many years . . .” Judgy’s true given name was Almon. Almon Wheeler Lytle in full, but they all called him Judgy from the jump. Almon was his grandfather’s name too and he was a state supreme court judge, so Judgy got the title as well. Judgy’s Mom drank pretty good too. When she was drunk she’d take her teeth out, put them in water beside her 7-and-7.


Maybe the least attractive aspect of Jim’s personality was the way his response to Judgy, his son, was instinctively to beat him. By way of testimony to not only evincing concern for Judgy, but also demonstrating a kind of moral superiority in himself by punishing him. Sounds not just a little bit like my own father. But Judgy and I didn’t talk about that. And Jim took the fact that my dad halfway took him under his wing as proof of my dad’s worthiness. We’d be drinking at his house and he’d grab me and say to me, “C’mere, c’mere. Now Elmer—that’s a human being. That’s an A-number-one, hundred-percent American human being. I’ll give you a smack. Why don’t I hang out with him? Because I have too much respect to be associated with him.”


My father beat me differently. He always held one back, my dad. And in the one that he held back was an almost dramaturgical impulse to demonstrate his abstention from the deepest kind of hurt. Morally superior in his own way. Judgy and I were both aware that the other guy’s father was treating him like that. Jim would lay a hand on me too, on occasion, or hit Judgy in front of me. There was a token quality to it. He wasn’t looking to hurt, he was looking to dramatize. “You see this? You see this, Elmer Milch’s kid? Watch this.” Smack. “C’mere. You think you’re done?” Smack. “C’mere.” Judgy could only stand by because it wasn’t real. It hurt twice as much for not being real. It was a demonstration of a kind of disrespect that Jim would use another kid as that kind of dramatic token.


I remember once, playing playground softball, we acted as if it were soft ground and we were ready to dive into it, to bruise ourselves, to slide. Jim was coaching Judgy and me. And Judgy makes a hit to right field through the hole between first and second, rounds on the way to second and slides. Tears his fucking leg right open. And Jim, by way of demonstrating his superiority to paternal flinching, comes down on Judgy twice as hard. “Oh, how bad is it? Maybe you better piss yourself.” Jim would tell the story of what had happened afterward and Judgy hated it because he was pathologizing him and it wasn’t really anything to be proud of, but that meant he had to go in with redoubled force. He cut the shit out of his leg. What was the point I was trying to make? I think it had to do with what Jim was showing, that he made no special call for his son. He dragged him up. “Why don’t you piss yourself while you’re at it?”


Two mean fathers.


The first time Judgy and I got drunk was together and I was probably eight and a half. I took the bottle from my parents, Black Label scotch. It was a bit intense and certainly we were sick. And who touted the event? Jim. “C’mere, kid. I want you to tell me the story of the last fifteen minutes. I’m so proud of you.”


My father kept his distance from Jim, but he understood at some level that if he were to knock Jim down in Judgy’s estimation, it would be a terrible sacrifice. Judgy liked my father. He loved to call him Elmer. It drove my father crazy. “It’s Doctor Milch.” I loved Judgy for just that alone. It ought to have been beneath my dad to care about that. But he did.


If we got my dad in his well-oiled state, he’d grab Judgy and say, “We’re going to talk for a few minutes now about the ways of the Jewish.”


“Okay, mister.”


“Yeah, call me mister again. I enjoy it.”


“Doctor, I’m sorry.”


“Jesus Christ.”


My mother drank right before dinner, but nothing more than that. That was a road my dad walked alone.


We’d have to retrieve Jim from the bar sometimes and it was a bad scene. The bartender didn’t want to have to kick him out, and he especially didn’t want to do it in front of Judgy. The bartender didn’t want to humiliate Jim in front of his kid, but he’d call us to come get him. So we’d go in and make up some reason we needed him, and Jim would leave with us and invariably posture, “This is very important, what you’re doing. Very important. Don’t let up. You’ve been thinking of a political career, haven’t you? You may very well be in line. What are we talking about? A gubernatorial position? Who says no? Why are you denied the possibility that the next five guys we see shouldn’t be denied?”


Judgy would sometimes take me to one side and he’d say, “David, this is very, very important: If by any combination of chances you wind up with a tongue in a strange pussy, do not weaken.”


I want to say my first date was with Linda Chalmers. I used to have nightmares about her all the time. I’d be walking to school and I would elevate a little bit, just two feet off the ground, and she’d see me on the way and she’d tsk. “Dave.” Tsk. “There goes Dave.” Probably the genesis of levitation in John from Cincinnati comes from that nightmare. Judgy and I tended not to trot our girlfriends out in front of each other, but a lot of times it happened. I want to say Judgy’s first girlfriend was named Lois, but I know I’m wrong. If we fell in love, we didn’t do it in front of each other. If we had, it would have been imposing a little bit upon him. If it wasn’t her, it’d be three others. What difference does it make?


I lost my virginity to a hooker in Buffalo with Judgy. It’s an inelegant story. Someone had the idea one day: “It’s time.” We were in a bar populated by not a few women of easy virtue of whom I picked one. I remember she had a teddy bear in her room upstairs. I came home with a shit-eating grin on my face and pulled my brother aside to tell him, “Guess what I did?” Before, I’d mostly gone to the Pine Grill for the music. There was a time when I was really into that. Judgy was into jazz too. Another night, we were seeing the Rhoda Scott Trio and Judgy said he’d be my best man if I proposed to Rhoda, so I did.


Graduation from high school I remember only in vague generalities. I was not the valedictorian. I filled out an application to both Harvard and Yale and my dad threw out the application to Harvard. There was a man named Inky Clark who recruited me to Yale, talked to my dad, and I think he had something to do with Dad’s strong preference. My dad didn’t talk to me about it. It was notable at that time for a Jew to go to Yale. You were made to feel they were giving you some special dispensation, that you were there by their favor. But when it was time I was ready to go.


Those first years, school breaks, my family would know I was coming home from college not because there had been any communication, but because a few boxes of dirty clothes would arrive the night before. My brother would pick me up at the train station and on one occasion I had about six migrant workers in tow. I had assured them of a hot meal. My folks did not react well. It disrupted routine. At the time, I was betting on sports and I’d been doing pretty well. Then I had a losing streak and instead of dropping back I pushed harder and lost more money than I ever thought I could lose. The bookie said, “They let you act like a man, then they turn you into a little boy again.” I didn’t tell my old man. I just hustled. I had enough problems.


Judgy was a hope-to-die alcoholic, but he didn’t have anything to do with heroin. He’d be lying in his own puke and look at me and say, “How can you do that to your body?” I think I got introduced to it my last year in high school. I don’t really remember the first time I tried it. I remember more the three or four hundred times I took it after that first time, and the effect was about the same.


Judgy started college at Cornell. I was reading at that time, but he wasn’t particularly interested in that—he was still an athlete. I was into Dostoyevsky and Crane. While we were apart, I felt I was betraying something in that I undertook an openness to behavior that I should’ve undertaken with him. As much interest as I experienced while I was in school, there was always this pang of knowing I should’ve been there with Judgy.


Then Judgy died drunk in a car accident. He was with a fraternity brother of his, but different stories went around about who was actually driving. It wasn’t even a tough road, they said, but if you’re drunk enough, any road can be. He was a wonderful athlete and friend and a hope-to-die drunk and then he was dead for a fact. All unaware, Judgy had a native grace, it shone, and a hollowing ache came in realizing whatever organized the world could not sustain his presence. There was a terrible reality and finality in that—having been in the presence of a soul beautiful in its imperfections, then feeling it irretrievably gone.


My parents called to tell me he had died. They told me they had heard he died from another mother in town but that no one in Judgy’s family had called, and didn’t that say something. They tried to tell me to stay at school, not to come home, not to come back for the service. I said I was coming home. I remember staying drunk. I got drunk on the train back and then stayed that way the whole time. Good and drunk. But I can’t generate the circumstances now. I know I was protective of it and didn’t want to share my grief with anyone. I can remember being in an alley outside a bar and a vision of him came to me and he was trying to make me better than I was. “Hey, Milchy. What the fuck? What the fuck? Are you going to change your fucking underwear?” Trying to tease me out of a selfish remorse. Essentially saying, “Go out and be with me.”


In many ways Judgy’s death was a crossing of the river, eradicating everything you felt was impervious to change so you would be different for the rest of your life, and you realized with that seeping into you what it had meant to have been a child, what it was going to mean for life to be different forever. There was a pervasive sense of inauthenticity, that the fact on its own terms wasn’t available to understanding. Our friends in their varied uncertainties and stumblings as they collected for his funeral and burial, unequal to the process of grieving “properly” but being of that process absolutely, registered a certain sheepishness, an admission that we had misunderstood everything about what life was. A truth was communicated when Judgy died. An unqualified fact that death was the organizing principle, and that truth either shaped your behavior or marked you as one who acts by turning away.


I remember we went to the racetrack, an act of defiance: We were going to do what we used to do and he wasn’t going to be dead. We crossed the Peace Bridge into Canada and we started crying. Because Judgy had a gift that, if you’re lucky, you experience in one person—an unalloyed joy about him—and when we went over the Peace Bridge we realized that he was gone for good and never coming back, the demarcation point between those who knew mortality as an idea and those who knew it in its fact. It was like we were six years old.


We picked up Jim, who was good and loaded, in a bar on the other side of the Peace Bridge. He’d already been kicked out of the house by then, a few months before Judgy died. In one of my last calls with Judgy we were talking about it, about what to do for Jim. Jim had sensed that there was something extraordinary in Judgy and he tried to articulate it. Finally he just asked me for twenty dollars, which was a truth of its own.


And you wonder why I drink.


I didn’t stay in touch with the family or my friends after Judgy died, not more than once or twice, because we were illuminated as to the nature of reality in that moment and didn’t want to be reminded of it. “If I hang out with them, I’m going to have to be thinking about that.” Suddenly the solution to the problem was very clear: You don’t hang out with them anymore.


But I didn’t stop thinking about it. I thought about it even more, and that’s what got me writing. I was ashamed that I had walked away from the experience. But I didn’t really; I came back to it in a different way, and it was a liberation.


What I was writing became the start of a novel that I called The Groundlings, and that was my way of being with Judgy’s family, writing about them in their grief. The groundlings was the name for the crowds in the cheap seats at Shakespeare’s plays (which weren’t seats, they had to stand). There’s a quote in Melville’s final work, Billy Budd, Sailor:




Passion, and passion in its profoundest, is not a thing demanding a palatial stage whereon to play its part. Down among the groundlings, among the beggars and rakers of the garbage, profound passion is enacted. And the circumstances that provoke it, however trivial or mean, are no measure of its power.





Each chapter of The Groundlings is with a different family member; they’re never with one another, they’re each alone with their grief. But I could be with them, and myself, in the writing in a way I couldn’t otherwise. You’ll see that stays true. It’s easier for me to be fully present in my work than in my life. Here’s how I wrote the call from my parents in that book, in the version I would turn in for my senior thesis:




Willy’s parents had not wanted him to come home. His mother, who had placed the call to Willy that morning, had begun the conversation with a tearful plea that her son remain at school, that he could be no help to “him” now, that such affairs were inevitably morbid, that a heavy snowfall was expected. Willy had anxiously asked what was wrong, that he had made no plans to come home, and what was wrong. His mother had been silent for a moment, then had asked if Willy meant that those people had not even had the common decency, that after all the things, they had not even had the common decency to call him. Please, Willy had said, just please tell him what was going on. His mother had quietly observed that Willy had best speak with his father, she would go upstairs and pick up on the extension, and Willy’s father could talk to him from down here.


His father had told Willy of Judge’s death. He had said that he was not familiar with the details, they had only heard because Trish Wilcox had heard from her son at Cornell and had called Willy’s mother, and had not been familiar with the details, but that as he understood the situation, Judge had been in an accident last evening, and that as he understood it the memorial service was to be held on Sunday, four days from now, including today. Willy had not replied. Willy must understand his mother’s feelings in this situation, his father had continued, though he would leave it up to Willy, he was old enough now to make his own decisions, as to whether or not he should come home. All right, Willy had said distantly, he would see them at home. All he could do, his father had replied, was to try and give Willy the benefits of his own experience in this situation, to tell him that it had never been his own practice to go where he was neither needed or wanted. He would get a train, Willy had said, and see them at home. He had not been called, his father had replied, he could only try to remind Willy that he had not been called yet, and it was already ten in the morning. Did that tell him anything about how much he was needed or wanted by the Lytles? Did that remind him of anything certain parties had been telling him about the Lytles for some time now, about what kind of people they were. Willy had said he was coming home, he was coming home, and he would get a cab from the train station with the roads bad. Please leave it alone until he got home and they would discuss it. He would not stand in Willy’s way, his father had answered. All he could say was his disappointment in this situation, but Willy was old enough now. There had followed a prolonged silence, broken by his mother’s saying “Willy?” After another pause Willy had finally said, “I love you.” “We love you too,” his parents had replied in unison, and then had hung up the phone.





In the aftermath of Judgy’s death, in the writing, some element of forgiveness registered. You were never going to be the same, had lived into the realization of your shortcomings, your inadequacies of spirit, and nothing was going to change that. Just the way it was, so you might as well try to learn to live with a little dignity.


I don’t have a concept of God, but I feel as though there is some sort of pulsing thing. And the state of grace is for that thing to inhabit something else. I wish to hell I knew how to make that happen. I don’t know how to enter that state as an act of volition; I just have to stay available. One thing you feel is that if you ain’t there, it ain’t coming. So I’m still in the process of finding out what His part is. For a long time the closest I came was after Judgy passed—I was able temporarily to recreate my connection with Judgy with words, with writing. It was a frightening experience but it was also elevating, such a fluid and maddening transaction. I felt the loss more acutely, feared pursuing it. You really only have a sense of the truth of that connection when you’re in the midst of it.


After that it’s gone.









2.


Strategies of Indirection


[image: A back view of David Milch as an adult with Robert Penn Waren, both in suits, standing on a grassy land.]





I FIRST MET ROBERT PENN WARREN as an undergraduate, because of my writing about Judgy. I had taken some classes with R. W. B. Lewis, a younger teacher and critic who in a way invented the discipline of American Studies as we know it now, and he read some of what I was writing and then contacted Mr. Warren and sent me over to him. Mr. Warren had already written All the King’s Men by then, and won the Pulitzer for that novel and another one for his poetry. There was a paternal generosity in the way he carried himself and a kind of purity in his love for the material. You were always suppressing the impulse—“Is this guy kidding?”—because of his purity of spirit.


Lewis sends me to him but I’m still me so instead of just going, first I follow Mr. Warren around for four days. Then I go to his door at dinnertime, knock, hand him a chapter, and ask him to read it right there. He just looked at me.


“Well, you act like a writer.”


But he liked the work, and he told me so. He said, “No one writes dialogue better than you.”


But that wasn’t enough for me, so I said, “I don’t know if I want to write anymore.”


“Understand, David, I don’t give a good goddamn who writes and who doesn’t.”


I had to know it was up to me.


James Joyce said paternity is not necessarily a matter of blood. I think that part of the journey of our spirits is to find our fathers. I remember my dad saying to me when I was knocking around in all kinds of trouble, “If you wanted to be a doctor, I could help you. Even if you wanted to be a thief, I could help you. But I can’t help you with what you want to be. Someday you’ll meet someone who can help you, and then it’s your job to ask.” With Mr. Warren, I asked.


The 150 pages of a novel I wrote were what I turned in for my senior thesis. I hadn’t even been an En glish major before my senior year, so that was a turn of events. But I just kept writing the thing. You look at it now, it’s almost all dialogue. What’s not dialogue is nearly all description of physical action. To the extent that the physical world appears within it, it’s in how people interact with it, stepping their foot in the snow, toeing a piece of garbage. I’ve never had too much interest in how things look beyond people. The exception was the final chapter, about Judgy’s mom. That was a sort of stream-of-consciousness recounting of obsessive-compulsive behavior—scrubbing four times, things like that—repetitive phenomena that I could get caught in myself, that then becomes a kind of internal conversation with God. Mr. Warren liked that chapter. He thought it pointed to a way for me to write that wasn’t so dependent on dialogue, even if dialogue was my strength. One of the other big critiques from more than one of the graders at Yale, including Mr. Warren, was that the symbolism of the names was too overwrought—“Judgy” (judgment), “Mark” (of Cain), “Torchy” (the light). I was too embarrassed to tell them those were just their real names.


I only took two classes with him as an undergraduate. There was so much to assimilate so quickly, and there was Mr. Warren in whom there was no self-division, at least no identifiable self-division, and you were almost embarrassed not to be a wholly unified soul in his presence. He was a gentleman, because that’s what a man was supposed to be. The example of his identity was so much more powerful than his teaching. In certain respects, he wasn’t a great teacher. But he so embodied a passionate involvement in the complexities of the material and manliness in such an unqualified fashion that everything else became subordinate. He would read poetry, just read it to us, and sometimes he would say, “Oh, isn’t that fine.” It was a small enough class that I felt he could see me and that I had better get to writing. He was a heroic person. “Be quick.” I didn’t know then that I’d get more time with him.


In college you start rehearsing the stories you’re gonna tell about your family, about how you grew up. I talked about my dad a lot. Lots of medical knowledge coming from Dave, as if by osmosis. I’d diagnose anybody. My roommate Jeff Lewis, one thing he’d say later, the first thing he noticed about me was that I had “complicated and huge” feelings about my dad. I would tell stories about the Kefauver hearings—the Senate hearings in 1950 that showed most of the country the Mob was real. My dad would do surgeries for guys so they didn’t have to testify. When I’d tell the story, the number of guys varied from my one uncle to dozens living in our house for weeks. My dad doing surgeries on dogs in our living room.


I joined a fraternity, Delta Kappa Epsilon—they thought my antics were fun. I was the token Jew. My friend Willie Monaghan was the token intellectual. Two of my friends were football players, Foster MacKenzie III and Bob Greenlee; Greenlee was the captain. They were musicians. We could get into some trouble, a lot of acid. We had motorcycles. I had a Norton 650. We’d go up by East Rock at night and play a game we called Random Particles. You close your eyes, open the bike as far as it’ll go, and the first guy that opens his eyes is the loser. One time Bobby went right off the cliff. Bobby and Foster started a band called Prince La La and the Midnight Creepers, after the blues legend Prince La La—he died of a heroin overdose in 1963. They’d eventually become Root Boy Slim and the Sex Change Band. Foster was Root Boy and Bob played bass. Their biggest hit was “Boogie ’Til You Puke,” which we did.
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