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For my family, and the people I knew and loved when I was younger; I wish I could tell the story better.





Prologue


WE were never alone in the House. That’s the first thing. Never. There was always some brother around, if not a few, like on the back slab, or front porch, or they were about to come running, someone was, some guy, wanting to talk. Talking meant group. We were always in group. Even our daily things. Like we didn’t eat dinner; we went to Dinner Group. And, afterward, we didn’t clean; we performed Kitchen Clean-up Group. Having a feeling? Want to confront someone? You called group. We were always confronting someone. Half the time, we barely made it to the Coke machine before another group got called. Showering felt off, using the bathroom, getting dressed. All of it strange, like you were doing something wrong, and you had to be quick about it, like any moment someone would burst through the door, calling group. The second thing is, we cleaned a lot. All the time. But at least cleaning, like down-on-your-knees cleaning, like wiping the base of a toilet, you were alone. Twice, maybe three times, I found myself being the only brother on Property. That’s it. Middle of the afternoon, too. The first time, I didn’t even think about it, just went straight to my room, lay down in bed, and played with myself. Every Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday night we had scheduled groups. Scheduled meant Staff had prepared, which meant watch out. They were events. Dudes showered before them. They brushed their teeth. We could not miss these groups for anything. Not work, not sickness, not a near-death experience. Miss one and that’s it, your ass is gone. And what about the store? Or watching TV? Or shooting hoops? Most of the time, we could only do these things if we were in group. Like on Flats or Stricts, everything was done in group. Now, we weren’t even alone when we showered. There’d be ten guys outside the bathroom door. And try to beat off in that environment. Try rubbing one out with ten dudes moaning and slapping their cheeks. I promise you this: it got done. Anything, short of using, was okay, if we did it in group. And when something went wrong, as something often did, say someone stole something, or shot crystal, or banged a girl, or had admitted knowing of some other brother who had, but didn’t want to rat, we had Standing Honesty Group, where we couldn’t sit, talk, or move until that dude ratted or someone else fessed up. Didn’t matter he didn’t want to talk. We stood in silence until he either spoke or walked. Sometimes Staff came in during these groups carrying the vials, and we’d wait until our names got called. Once our names got called, we peed. Then dudes for sure left. Even before the results came back. But some guys who pissed dirty stayed. These dudes said amazing things when Staff showed them their labs. Hell, no; it was poppy seeds, or they got roofied, or rolled, or drank spiked ice tea, a damn needle fell from the sky. Or they appealed to our humanity. Their mom died. Their baby got sick. They offered convoluted tales starring their shitty job, dickhead boss, the damn heat, the endless rain, the humidity, a flat tire on their bike, or the motherfucker of a freight train that held them up on the wrong side of the tracks, you get the idea. It didn’t take long to hear it all. Mostly, we clutched our nuts. Or laughed. Straight laughed. In their face. Complete with joking groans: Poor me, poor me, pour me another drink! Not because nothing fazed us, just we’d gotten used to it, that’s all. And besides, it was funny—we could relate to the thinking behind it, how we’ll convince ourselves any idea is a good one. But sometimes a guy couldn’t pee. He was nervous or dehydrated or just pissed like, what, five minutes ago. Then we waited. We stayed in that room until everyone peed. Other guys refused to pee. If we refused to pee, we were gone. Still, dudes wouldn’t. It didn’t matter if they were facing hard time, didn’t matter the House was the only thing keeping them alive, they wouldn’t pee. Once, a guy pissed himself, waiting. He wore yellow gym shorts, a pair of scuffed Air Maxes, no socks. The pee darkened his shorts, bounced off his knee, and pooled on the Group Room floor. We laughed, of course, but it wasn’t funny—he’d smoked rock and was going to get kicked out and we’d have to clean this mess up.


I must’ve seen a thousand guys pass through, many of them headed for worse places, and much worse things, but each of them feels the same to me now, as if they are all some version of myself that I’ll never fully come to terms with. I miss them.





Unripe Fruit


LONG before any of this, and before I was born, even, my mom had a baby named Aidan. She was married then. And she and her husband, a flimflam type, moved from Philly to rural New York to start a commune called the Farm of the Message. A guru ran the place, a man who wore a white beard and white robes. He taught meditations unifying various religious philosophies under the guiding principles of beauty, harmony, and love. It was New Age. And they were believers. But shortly after having another boy, Lee—sweet Lee, born bowlegged, pigeon-toed, and knock-kneed—old Flimflam moved on, filed for divorce, and demanded full custody of both children. The guru presided. He said Flimflam could only get one. As a result, we rarely saw Aidan growing up, once a year at most, and when my mom met a man and got pregnant with me, she promised herself no one would take me away.


She was thirty-two, prematurely gray. She wore glasses, corduroys, maternity clothes. Consumed by sadness and pestered by doubt, she questioned herself—what kind of mother loses a child? Here was Lee, his legs broken to correct his condition, all plaster-casted and braced but happy, and here were her finances—zero—and soon another one—what the hell was she thinking? She didn’t even know my father, not really; never would. He’d arrived on the commune in a VW after driving cross-country, popping black beauties and dropping LSD, losing his mind in Nebraska, Indiana, Ohio, he and some others, all of them hopeful. On the commune they found hard work, a lot of it, and not much else. He didn’t know about me when he split for San Francisco, figured that was that, he’d never hear word of it again. He got a job, began living. Seven months later, my mom showed up with Lee and a very large belly, her smile half happy, half apology; whatever my parents tried together that fall did not go well.


She didn’t even tell him our destination, just bounced. Brought us crosstown to the Avenues. This part of the city was once all sand dunes, but had long ago been developed. Rows of Victorians stretched to the ocean. Hilly, windswept, and covered in a layer of marine fog so thick there’s never sunshine, it exists in perpetual grays, which seems right somehow. That morning, she held me in her arms and pulled Lee’s carriage, marching through torrents of rain, determined, defiant, a single mother. Finally, we came to a Victorian cloaked by the weather. This is our new home, my mom said. It’s where we’ll live. Things will be good here.


It was not our home, of course, but someone else’s—a friend’s—as my mom was broke and, with the two young kids, unemployable. A few months later, we got on an airplane, and once more she explained the ramifications. We’re leaving here, she said, not coming back. Not any time soon, anyway. She lifted me above her head so that my arms flapped out, as if in flight. Don’t worry, she said. Don’t worry. No one will ever take you away.


  *  *  *  


SHE HAD NO FAMILY, no home. Her only place of refuge was the commune, and she dreaded going back there. So we moved a lot, subsisting on the grace of others, sleeping on couches in living rooms, in spare beds, and on blankets piled high on hardwood floors, each place buying her more time where she didn’t have to decide, as if she had another option, as if something else might arise—a better plan, new hope—as if all this moving wasn’t leading us back to the commune, but by June 1978 we were living in a cramped second-floor room in a dilapidated Shaker dormitory and taking our meals in a communal dining hall at the Farm of the Message.


It spanned hundreds of acres, all of it rustic, wooded, or fully arable; in its creaky buildings were cellars and staircases, places to hide. A lot of families lived in these dorms, each with many kids. It was, it seemed, kind of the perfect place to raise children. I remember being happy there. Lee, too. Photos capture his arm around my shoulder; he wears a beret, I have a hammer; we’re both grinning. In other pictures we pose on tractors, again smiling, or stand half-naked in sunflowers and on gravel roads, or drape from each other on cracked stoops, thrilled with the world and each other, shirtless, covered in mud or bare-assed, our essentials exposed, damn near always swimming, tottering in pumpkin patches, investigating stacks of wood or an old pickup. Lee had black curls and I was towheaded, angelic: cowlicks rose winglike behind my ears. The difference felt important: my locks implied lightness, but only in these photos with Lee did I express any levity. The rest of the time I brooded, my eyes these dark orbs full of suspicion and doubt. Whatever plagues me now, I know I had then, too.


  *  *  *  


LEE’S LEGS HEALED. Now, if you didn’t watch him, he might pee in a potted plant or a trash can. Mom had communal responsibilities—she was on the welcoming committee and helped deliver babies—and meditations to practice and matters of the heart that required her attention, and she was not around much those days. So Lee and I would just get up and go. I recall a vague curiosity about nearly everything. In the woods or graveyard, in the root cellar or hayloft, in the greenhouse or the old chair factory, we’d come across an adult who’d pick us up in their arms, or hold us in their lap as they tractored the field. We had quite a few sitters, most of them nice people. They’d set us down in a row of strawberries where we’d dream. These were my favorite moments, coming to in a plot of fruit, sun rays warming my skin, Lee dozing next to me.


One lady used to pull my arms through the banister and duct-tape my wrists. Let’s play prisoner, she’d say. Then she’d disappear. I don’t know what happened after, where she’d go. Places of spiritual growth attract all types, and indeed among these idealists was the knowhow to start a birthing center, an organic farm, a bakery, an herb garden, a VW repair shop, a school, and yet, except for the auto shop, none of these businesses made money, and all these dreamers brought their own demons and doubts, their own pasts and inner lives, and despite how much any of us wants something better, the truth is we rarely get far from ourselves, no matter how many miles we travel.


I’ve had to learn this myself many, many times now.


  *  *  *  


TELL YOU A HAPPY STORY. We moved out of our room in the Shaker building and down a gravel road past the commune farm and a pond to a cabin deep in the woods. I was three, Lee five, and all summer, as we tramped back and forth along this gravel road, he promised we’d creep onto the farm one of these days and steal all the strawberries. In August, he said, once they ripen. And sure enough, one morning we woke before the sun and walked up that road to where the trees broke and descended upon the farm as if locusts. We ate every strawberry in that field. Row after row. We ate all of them. Until they were gone. It was dark when we began but light now. Chins sticky, fingers pink. I thought, Well, this has been quite nice indeed, we set out to accomplish something, and now that it’s done we will go, but Lee wanted to eat the green ones, too. Don’t do it, I warned him. You’re crazy. But he couldn’t help himself. He laughed and laughed. It was funny. He ate all the unripe fruit he could, strawberries so hard and tart his eyes crossed into themselves and he grew dizzy and had to sit down. He rolled onto his face and retched. Oh, he said. Oh.


Also, our mom got married again.





A Bastard in the Family


WE moved again. This time to Brooklyn, which wasn’t farmers’ markets and fancy boutiques back then. Instead we found dirty snow, barred windows, double and triple locks, soot, sirens, domestic disputes; breaking and entering seemed popular. Cars, or so my mom said, backfired regularly.


I used to walk to the sidewalk a lot, and then turn back to our apartment.


We were poor, we struggled. A claustrophobic feeling menaced our lives. This is the misery of the broke: leaving the apartment meant spending money. We had a car, but it never worked. We had lights, but they fluttered, dimmed, and burned out. We used to watch our mom’s husband tinker under the station wagon’s hood, slink from the hood to the driver’s seat, crank the ignition, try it again, shake his head. While grocery shopping, our mom practiced simple addition, held up the line, removed items from her basket, performed sleight of hand, the five-finger discount.


One day I found her on the bedroom floor, an empty bowl on the hardwood, pennies spilled everywhere, maybe a dollar total. She counted carefully, sliding each penny into one of two separate piles. She was crying.


I asked was she hurt. No, she said, removing her glasses and wiping her wet brown eyes. But her shoulders bobbed, the tears kept coming.


But you’re crying, I said.


That doesn’t mean I’m hurt.


Well, if you are, I said, you should tell me.


I’m just sad, she said.


Why?


I want to be able to afford to buy you things, she said. I don’t care what. Just something. A snack, a toy, ice cream. Anything.


My heart shattered in my chest, tore open. I don’t want anything, I said.


It’s not the thing, she said, her voice breaking with despair, but the ability.


  *  *  *  


WE HAD NO IDEA what to call her new husband. His birth name got bandied about. As did “Dad.” Yet Lee and I hardly knew what “Dad” meant. We settled on a loose Hebrew translation, a term of endearment like “Pop” or “Daddy,” Abba. And for his part, Abba fit the bill. Despite our family’s weird construction—our halves and lacks, the unknowing—he was determined to make it in New York City as a provider. Every day he put on a suit and tie and set out to find work in Manhattan and every night came back wearing overalls, his beard and curly hair spattered with paint. He worked hard, was athletic, distant, motivated. On the weekends he played softball, brought us along, and introduced us to such finery as the chili dog, Coney Island, and Far Rockaway Beach. We kept mice in a box, took them to Long Island or the park when the car quit working again. Finally, we got a new car, but it seemed the same—another barely operational station wagon that sputtered to life and died again. Aidan visited. Then he left. My mom was crying. I could go on; I could stab you a thousand times with sadness. These weren’t good years. They were full of little anxious nothings and long silences.


Mom, I’d say, but she’d just look at me, her eyes always on the verge.


She was tall, five foot eight, and extremely nearsighted, almost myopic, and she told me these things of herself—the early gray, the height and poor vision—would be passed on to me as they had been passed on to her by her family through genetics, which worried me. She had no family beyond us. Her mom died when she was young. Her dad was dead. She had a brother, but he disappeared after the war. Not a POW, not MIA or AWOL, he just never came back. There was no one else. No aunts, uncles, grandparents, or cousins. She had no one. I, too, felt as if I had no one beyond them. Everywhere I turned, every question just led to more lack: Who is my dad? What’s he like? What happened with you and him? Did y’all love each other? Will I know him? Will I ever meet my family? And what about Aidan? What’s his deal? Will he ever live with us?


I tried to make her feel better.


I wish I could meet your family, I told her once.


She knelt and kissed my forehead. I’m so glad, she said, you never will.


  *  *  *  


LEE AND I were playing on the sidewalk. I believe he had a broom in his hand, and I had a spatula, and we were thwacking each other about the neck, head, and face. I’m not sure if the reality of our different fathers had set in yet or if we’d fully transitioned from happy children to the monsters we’d become, or if this game of beating each other had already become our favorite, as it one day would, but I know it’s what we were doing when a taxi appeared at our curb. The oldest person I’d ever seen hopped out.


I turned and ran for our flat, but my mom appeared in the doorway, drying soapy hands on her apron. She likes to clean when she’s nervous.


Here he is, the old man said. Let’s have a look, shall we? He turned me by my waist. An equally old woman teetered in the taxi’s backseat, a crooked grin on her face—they’d been drinking. Come on, the old man said. Hop in. He waved at my mom. We’ll have him back soon enough. I promise.


I’m not getting in that cab, I said. Not with you. No way.


Sweetie, my mom said. This man is your grampa.


Abba’s dad?


No, she said. Your dad’s dad.


Huh. C’mon, Lee, I said. This was interesting to me. Let’s see what he wants.


No, my mom said. Lee’s staying. Now go on. I’m through arguing about this.


They took me to FAO Schwarz, where this tall man jumped out from an aisle, waving his hands as if he were a magician. Hell-o, he said. Hell-o!


Who are you? I asked.


I own this place, he informed me. He pulled toys from the shelves and handed them to me—spaceships, soldiers, robots, mechanical spiders. A lot of stuff. I suddenly missed my brother.


I turned to my grampa. Seriously, I said. Who’s this dude? He my father?


Father’s brother, my grampa said, which was pretty cool. This guy was fun.


My father’s brother owned a penthouse overlooking Central Park. We arrived to find many people swilling about, laughing and carrying on. They twirled in their fine haberdashery, chasing highballs with bumps of cocaine. They were having a party.


My uncle handed me money, a lot of it. From my pocket, he produced a twenty, found another behind my ear. Other adults gathered about, touching my hair and pulling my cheeks, all of them offering cash dollars. I felt very far from our poverty in Brooklyn.


The crowd surged, buckled, and then ebbed, swept me off my feet. I landed in front of a couch where a bald man was sitting. He wore a playboy’s mustache, aviator shades. Martini in hand, he’d been explaining things to someone next to him. A cigarette dangled from the frozen smile on his face.


He seemed surprised and said something, a small joke, I don’t know what. No one laughed. He was still smiling, but the smile felt mean. This wasn’t a happy man, I knew. He held me for a moment before handing me back to my grampa. Then he stood, patted his pockets, and left.


First memory of my dad.





That Piece of Shit Your Father


SCHOOL started, which I’d been looking forward to. I wanted friends. We didn’t have any, Lee and I. No one in our neighborhood seemed to like us much. They said we were different. And not just our hair or skin color but what we talked about. A farm, they’d say, really? A farm? And Lee, they said, you fag. That’s a last name.


But getting on the bus, I found more of the same. Look at this here, the other children said. A couple strangers. Come here with that white-ass hair. Let me touch it.


I got angry, said things kids say—fuck you, I’ll kill you—full of stink-eye, waving my fists, but Lee turned inward, sad, aloof.


In the quiet of our apartment, he pulled me aside. These boys are mean, he said. And you’re going to have to learn to turn the other cheek. You can always go in the other room, he said. It doesn’t make you weak. You can just ignore them. You don’t have to listen, don’t have to say anything. You can just curl up in a ball, if you have to, and disappear.


No longer happy, Lee had trouble sleeping. He’d sleepwalk or get terrors. We’d find him in REM on the counter or stoop, on the curb or street. He told me awful, uncommon things when I found him staring out our window, watching the alley. He was waiting for a man, he claimed, who raped a woman out there the night before with a screwdriver. He was six years old.


One day in school I was looking at a book with pictures of horses. This wasn’t cool, the other kids said, but strange, man on man, sissy, for girls.


I remembered Lee’s warning and brought the book across the room, drew my head in, but they kept after it. Oh, that horse, they said, with its fat ding-a-ling. One of them got in my ear. Hey, horse-fucker, he said. I’m talking to you. He slammed the book on my nose. I started bleeding. There was a lot of blood, actually.


Then more blood. I grabbed the boy’s arm in my hands and bit into his biceps as you might a pork rib.


That night or maybe the next, my mom and Abba called Lee and me into their bedroom, told us to pack our things, we were moving again, to Atlanta, which was far away, and warm.


What about my dad? I asked. How will he find me there?


Oh, sweetie, my mom said. Or something like that.


  *  *  *  


THEY SAY AFTER A WHILE a train’s rumble is white noise and you stop hearing it, but I never did. Every hour that thing came, rattling our windows and doors. Even now I listen for that train. It was sort of an idyllic time. In Atlanta, our backyard bordered a park. Nearby was a high school, a college; there were woods and creeks, many bridges to drop things from and culverts to crawl through. There were snakes everywhere. We’d find them in the shed or under the porch and in the street after it rained, writhing about. Nearly every afternoon Abba took us to the park to play baseball. He was a lefty, slick with a glove, could throw a curveball, a slider, a knuckleball. Nothing had ever felt so good as swinging a bat, hitting a ball. Photos from Halloween feature Lee as Superman; I’m Chewbacca. When we weren’t playing ball, we spent time on the railroad tracks. If a train flattens a penny, we wondered, what about a rock? When that got boring, we threw them. There were a lot of rocks. We found ourselves casing garages and carports, stealing sprinklers, transistor radios, old alarm clocks, and bringing them to the tracks. We stole plywood, four-by-four posts, cinder blocks, and bricks. One day an entire Southern Pacific line backed up and stopped. The conductor hopped off, stick in hand. He wasn’t a happy man.


So we moved on. We had a crab apple tree in our front yard, and we stood at the bottom of our driveway, throwing crab apples at cars. We didn’t care, Lee and I. Not one bit. When a car’s brakes locked and a man jumped out, we didn’t even run.


Where the hell do you kids live? he asked.


Here, Lee said.


Y’all are pretty dumb to be throwing rocks at cars in front of your own house.


Fuck you, Lee told this man. They’re crab apples.


We’d bike around the neighborhood, just taking stuff. I couldn’t stop stealing. If I could slide it down my pants or shirt, I would. I wore sweatpants tucked into my socks, and a large winter coat, even on warm days. On Easter the Good Samaritans hid candy in the woods, and we’d watch from behind trees, wait until they were at church, then take their candy. It was funny, satisfying, full of splendor, and altogether not a bad childhood except every so often my father would appear, wormlike, as if from rotted wood. At first he excited me, for I believed we’d know each other now, but each time he appeared he quickly disappeared again, and I’d find myself on the couch or front porch, watching the street, feeling lonely, empty, incomplete, and wondering what about me drove him away.


Not that he came to Atlanta, no—that’s not what piece-of-shit fathers do. Piece-of-shit fathers always make you come to them. I saw him once in Florida when I was four and in New Mexico when I was five, both times with my grampa, and what were these trips like, you might ask? Well, in Florida I remember the water—my grampa liked to swim—and a seafood restaurant. I did not like fish and ordered spaghetti. This bothered my dad. He glanced pointedly at my grampa. Who the fuck, he asked, doesn’t like fish? In New Mexico, I noticed a lack of trees, the distance between places, the amount of alcohol they both consumed. In that state, in those days, drunk driving was a full-time job for some people. And my dad did not care. He’d guzzle beer on our way home from the drive-thru liquor store. He lived in a one-room kitchenette on the edge of a vacant stretch of dirt. There were no trees, no shade. In his fridge was only a can of instant coffee, a bag of gingersnaps, and a six-pack of beer. I feel hesitant describing these men as they drove about the desert, swapping dick jokes and quarreling about the boy in the backseat: What did I realize then? What have I put together over time? They were both tall, hard driven, wore mustaches, and prone to asking people which of them was better looking. Strangers, waitresses, me. Constantly competing, they disagreed about everything—where we went, the places we ate, the money my grampa spent. These arguments involved language I never heard from my mom and Abba—the word “fuck” got tossed around, they ribbed each other often. Any affection or attention from my grampa got labeled “spoiling,” “coddling,” or “wasteful”; my dad was audibly certain I was “some kind of sissy.”


And then something went wrong, I’m not sure what. While grocery shopping, my pop snapped, just lost it. He dragged me out of the store and into the parking lot and began screaming at me. This wasn’t a talking-to, sit-down, or time-out, but full-bore rant. Maybe he was drunk, I don’t know. He went on and on. I was a dick, an asshole, a fucking-A clown, actually, a jerk, if he shouldn’t be swearing, a no-good, never will be, uncouth, if you want the highfalutin. Much louder, and more profound, than anything I’d heard in Atlanta, my father pushed me down by my shoulders and held me, his eyes black as my own, unremitting until my grampa emerged with his liquor and cookies and milk, and then my dad fell silent and remained brooding and unavailable for the rest of my visit.


  *  *  *  


I WORRIED. What had I done? Was I that unlovable? And worse, what about my dad? Why was he so unhappy? Back in Atlanta, when I didn’t hear from him, my worries grew. I called, but he didn’t pick up. So I called again, but he didn’t answer. He had no answering machine. I called again, but the phone just rang. I called a lot, actually. More than daily. Over and over. Obsessively. As if the act of calling were my goal. Sometimes I’d let the phone ring for six or seven minutes. It would ring, I came to learn that year, longer than I could wait.


My grampa called, at least. Doing great, he reported, still tall, good looking, still swimming every day. Spoke to a young lady at the supermarket yesterday, he’d say. Or at the retirement community. I’m seventy-eight, he’d remind me, but I’ll be seventy-nine in six months and three days. Tell that to your pop, he’d say. The old man still has it. And what about my dad? I’d ask. How’s he? And my dad was always good, doing great, actually, and then, at that point, always at that point, my grampa would ask to speak to my mom.


I turned six and then seven with no word from my pop. One day I called and the automated recording of a woman answered. She said the number I’d dialed had been disconnected and changed. There was a new number, and I called it, too, but no one answered, and eventually, the automated woman returned and said the number I’d called had been disconnected and was no longer in service. I waited for a new number, but there was none. I called that old number long after it stopped working.


Abba started his own business. It took him on the road. A lot. We familiarized ourselves with Hartsfield Airport, knew its terminals and trains, moving sidewalks and escalators. On our way to the gate, Lee and I raced. Running, I’d yap at my mom, challenging her to show us her speed, and sometimes she would. We owned a small black-and-white TV but could only watch the Braves. Dale Murphy was Lee’s favorite. I liked Bob Horner. My mom liked Claudel Washington because of his name. Abba, who was from here, liked Phil Neikro, but old Phil got let go. We were weird. None of us had the same last name. Mine wasn’t Macher yet, but something else, something I never saw—I couldn’t spell it. This amused my classmates. They laughed. Who can’t spell their own last name? I got in a lot of fights. Lee also liked to fight. We’d lock ourselves in a room and beat on each other for hours. In our house, we ate quinoa, tofu, couscous; all of it tasted like ass. Carob chips were popular in our pantry, as were dried apples. We had no soda, no Coca-Cola. We ate rice cakes with unsweetened almond butter and honey. Like I said: we were weird. We didn’t go to Disney World or Myrtle Beach but the mountains, where, while Abba and Mom meditated, Lee and I roamed the hillside beating the hell out of each other. In the summer, Aidan visited from Boston, and we went places we didn’t normally go—Dairy Queen, the lake, amusement parks—and pitched a tent in our backyard, and all us brothers slept together. Aidan was funny, worldly, older. When he went back to Boston, Lee went, too, then Abba would go on the road for work, leaving my mom in her sadness. Eyes wet, the gate empty late on a Sunday, she didn’t want to run now, didn’t want to talk. As for me, I continued to steal—sugar products, mostly: sodas, candy, granulated sugar from neighbors’ kitchens, slices of fruitcake, but also everyday items such as toy soldiers, back issues of National Geographic, TV Guide, and mail—and I waited in the yard every day, hoping a letter might come from my dad that would dazzle me with his great handwriting and wit. Another fall passed, another birthday, another winter, another spring. Clover covered our yard, and I’d count their leaves or find patterns in the clouds, recognizable shapes in the shifting boundaries. On the curb, up in a magnolia tree, or back in the clover, I’d hop on my bike, race down the block looking at mailboxes—flag up and the mailman was late, flag down and he’d already come.


Lee’s dad visited, took him to exotic McDonald’s and Six Flags. Sometimes I tagged along, but mostly no. Lee grew proficient in ordering off a Chinese menu, spoke often now of yogurt, asked Mom to buy yogurt, only she bought plain yogurt, tart, sugar-free, and so he experimented with many fruit-and-yogurt combos. He liked Erector sets and LEGOs, not soldiers; he built model airplanes. All I cared about was swinging a baseball bat, throwing a baseball, catching one, or horses, stables, barn smells.


And then came the year Lee returned from his dad’s making damn sure I knew what “bastard” meant. Now he tossed me on my ass and stomped me. He’d punch me in the belly as I rounded second base or clothesline me on a football field. We fought in front of Mom and Abba and behind closed doors. We fought in our neighbors’ houses and at the public swimming pool. I’d like to claim my fair share of licks, but mostly, I just took these beatings as they came to me—one after another. I didn’t hate it, not really; I knew what hurt.


Another summer brought another visit from Aidan. Aidan did not beat me. This was both welcome and strange. Did he not love me? Did he not care? Often, I provoked him, but he never budged. No way, he’d say. Why?


He came for two weeks. Each year. Two. That’s it. And yet those weeks were glorious—I’ve described the strange foods we ate—the Taco Bell and the ice creams; we caught fireflies now; watched sunlight dance in the north Georgia pines.


Years passed. I discovered their limits, found out they changed you—my hair browned, I lost teeth. I dreaded my birthday. Did your dad call? people asked.


I showed an innate ability to remember stuff, displayed aptitude in simple math: I was two inches shorter than Lee and two years younger; I’d be taller than him soon. It’d been three years since I heard from my dad.


  *  *  *  


THAT JANUARY, my mom went to the hospital for a few days. While she was gone, her friends came by, watched after Lee and me. Snowfall kept us home from school, and then word came on the radio—there’d been a tragedy with the space shuttle.


After they came back from the hospital, Abba sat me down. You know I don’t like to get involved, he said, but it’s been a long time since we’ve heard from your dad. His voice was quiet; he swallowed. We just don’t know if he’s coming back. Abba had returned from a business trip to be with my mom, and he still wore the suit he’d flown in, though his tie had been pulled free and hung from his breast pocket. I mean, he said. For all we know. But he couldn’t say it. He scratched his beard and looked at the ceiling. Well. We just don’t know. The last thing I want is to overstep. It’s just. I want you to know: if you want a dad, I’ll be your dad. I can adopt you, if you let me.


I worried. What about Lee? I asked.


I’d adopt him, too, he said, but he has a father.


  *  *  *  


OF COURSE, after they changed my last name, my dad was in touch.


Oh, hey, been thinking of you, he said. How’re things? What’s new?


I told him I liked horses, baseball.


I own a horse, he said, I live on a horse ranch, matter of fact, I went to high school and college with a man who owns a Major League Baseball team. Hell of a good guy, actually, you’d love him. How tall are you? he asked.


Four foot eight, I said, which was a pretty high number in my grade.


That’s cool, he said. I’m six-two.


I called my grampa, as we were still in cahoots then. Guess what, I told him.


Tell me, he said.


Finally heard from that piece of—


Well, well, he said. How wonderful. Shall I call my travel agent?


I’m throwing some stuff in a bag now, I told him, motoring around the house making airplane noises.


Lee got involved. He was building a puzzle. He stood up. What the hell are you doing? he asked.


I’m an airplane, I said.


No, you’re not. He slugged me in the belly. You’re a whore’s son.


  *  *  *  


TURNS OUT not only did my dad live on a horse ranch, but he trained horses. For money. He slept in a room in the tack house. Pretty cool stuff. Mountains surrounded the ranch. It had this burned-out desert feel; crazy hues colored the sky. In the mornings, my pop worked horses on a lunge-line. I don’t remember much of my grampa from this visit. If they argued still, if they’d come to an accord. A moodiness dogged their interactions, I felt certain from my new last name. I knew I was the last male in their line.


After the horses had been worn through, I’d help my dad clean their hooves and wash their backs. Then we’d saddle some animals and ride into the mountains and talk. He was instructional, both loose and stiff, a cigarette always hung from his mouth. Here’s how you break an animal, he explained. He spoke of firmness, respect. He spoke of insistence, what’s what, how you use your shoulder, you don’t back down. He was macho, unfiltered, direct. He inventoried the stable, ordering me to avoid a paint named Stardust. Someone got dirty with her, he said. She ought to be put down. Do not ride. The bitch will throw you.


Thanks, I told him, but I’m a pretty good rider.


The next morning, while my father worked, I brought Stardust into the hills. No sweat. We climbed higher and higher. In the wide gradual trails, I looked down at the ranch and smiled. This was easy. We came to a plateau of pinyon and juniper beyond which the trail steepened and narrowed. Here the horse quit moving.


I nudged her flank. Go on.


But no.


Again I urged her.


She bucked, backed up, hoofed rocks and dust.


The trail’s edge dropped a few hundred feet, and she cantered toward it and then stopped abruptly, backed up, raced for it again.


That Brooklyn thing had turned my love of horses inward, and yet I hadn’t been lying: I could ride a horse. Calm, cool, collected, I swung my leg over her ass to dismount, but she took off again, full gallop down the trail and into the pinyon stand, where, among the low-hanging branches, she ducked her neck until a branch snatched me out of the saddle and she was gone.


In the dirt, I felt the bottom drop out of my belly.


It was a long walk back on foot. For most of it, I could see the open doors of the equestrian center, a line of horses trotting by. At some point I recognized my dad smoking. Then he spotted me. By the time I got there, he’d mounted his horse.


What did I tell you, he said.


I didn’t answer. For a long while we matched eyes.


Finally, he shook his head and glanced over his shoulder. Get on.


But I’d recently learned of a concept called refusal, and was practicing it often. I didn’t move.


Son, he said. If you don’t get on this horse, it’s over between us.


His boots filled the stirrups. How’m I to get on? I asked.


He kicked loose a foot, hands tight on the reins, posture erect.


I got on, held his shoulders as we bounced up the trail.


Of course my pop knew exactly where Stardust was—grazing junipers in that same pinyon stand. There’re wild horses up here, he scoffed. I think she’s in heat. Go on now, he said. Get off. Go get her.


I refused to dismount. That horse tried to kill me.


I don’t care, he said. March your ass over there and get back on her.


You can’t make me.


His lip curled. Son, he said, this is not very becoming, I must say. You shouldn’t have ridden her in the first place. And blah-blah your mother, he said, or something like that. And blah-blah your grampa! He lowered his face close to my own. That damn horse won’t buck around me. You can bet on that!


Two things. One: I rode Stardust back down the mountain, but I would never get on a horse again. Sliding off her, back at the stable, I called out to my dad. By now, he was brushing his horse down, a cigarette hanging from his mouth. He did not look up at me. Hey, I said again. Dad. I get it. It’s a lesson.
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