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For my son, who I treasure.

And for my father, who I miss.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the pages that follow is the truth as I experienced it—as a son and brother and husband and father—for better and worse.

For the sake of privacy, certain names have been changed.






“DECEMBER [1970]: My birthday. I was twenty-eight. The year-end edition of Playboy was published, containing interviews with nine authors ‘who have scored with the bitch goddess of fame.’ Mario Puzzo, James Dickey, Kurt Vonnegut, Studs Terkel, Michael Crichton, Sam Houston Johnson, Dan Wakefield, Gay Talese, and myself. Great to be young and a Yankee. Except I lay awake, trembling, every night.

“OCTOBER: The baby was born. I went to the delivery room and held my wife’s hand as she gave birth. It was a boy. My wife cried, ‘Thank God!’ For five days I visited her and the baby in the hospital and slept in the house with my daughters. Then I brought my wife and baby home. The next morning, I went away again.”

—Joe McGinniss, Heroes, 1976

“All writers are, to one extent or another, damaged people. Writing is our way of repairing ourselves.”

—J. Anthony Lukas









PROLOGUE November 2001


“Welp,” my father said, his first word to me in months. The man whose demons were winning looked up at me plaintively, exhausted. Withdrawal was kicking in. His eyes were sunken and jaundiced, his unshaven face ashen. His thinning hair looked whiter than I’d remembered. That’s when I noticed his sneakers had no laces.

There’s no preparing for it. I’ve been to conventional hospitals before, and I’ve given my name and the name of the patient I was there for and printed my name and the date and the time on a sign-in sheet. And I’ve sat in the pale light of sterile waiting rooms hoping for the best. But that afternoon, unlike any other hospital visit, I avoided eye contact with the other visitors because we all carried the same secret shame and acknowledging one another may just kill the last thread of hope I had carried into the redbrick building with the bars on the windows: this wasn’t happening. My father wasn’t really being detained in a North Adams psychiatric ward.

The antiseptic smell of the fluorescent-lit hallway hit as soon as the orderly pressed the large red button wired into the wall and serious-sounding locks clicked and the heavy door was pulled open. Two keys were required to open his holding cell door. There was a head-level, small thick-glass square for staff to check on patients, but it was smudged and oily, like someone had been leaning or rubbing or banging their sweaty forehead against it. Maybe Dad?

He was sitting on a metal chair, elbows on his knees, pitched forward and looking up at me almost wistfully. He hardly seemed a threat.

I didn’t know the protocol for this kind of thing. We’d normally embrace in a muscular hug. That didn’t feel appropriate. I waited for him to take the lead, unsure even where or how to stand.

There was faint bruising around his neck and forearms. Somewhere within the sunken face, the loose excess skin I hadn’t noticed before, as though everything required to keep it in place just gave out, along with everything else. He was the same man who had once delighted in hoisting me up onto his broad shoulders, who pitched Wiffle balls to me and threw the Nerf football again and again, and then sat in television studios, poised, tall and lean, warm and likable as he discussed the murderers and politicians and places about which he authored bestselling books for which he’d earned millions of dollars.

That version of my father was there that cold gray afternoon. He had to be, or I wouldn’t have driven nine hours from Washington, DC, to the old mill town of North Adams, Massachusetts, to make sure he was getting the care he desperately needed.

My sisters couldn’t be there. Cynthia lived in Paris, and Sarah had reached her breaking point long before anyone else. Dad’s unwinding was taking a toll, her weight loss and insomnia and persistent abdominal pain were proof. Both of my older sisters had young children, who needed their mothers to be emotionally and physically healthy. Dad was draining and had been for years.



And yet, this hospitalization wasn’t for a car accident or a fall. He’d committed crimes and terrified everyone who cared about him. Dad, I thought. That is my father sitting there. That’s Dad, detained in this dank space.

My new fiancée, Jeanine, would have stood close to me, and I’d have felt the urge to grab her hand, turn and leave, just to get outside and then maybe into the car and then maybe even drive away, and fast. But she was back at Dad’s house, after making the six-hour drive north from Philadelphia with me, because she shouldn’t have to see my father like this.

How would Dad have reacted at thirty, visiting his own father in the psychiatric ward? Would he have stuck around? Tried to figure out a long-term fix? Would he have shown up at all? Or maybe took one look at his stricken father and left because, really, what the hell was he supposed to do? The man refused help and that wasn’t changing and Dad had his own life to live.

He was impulsive like that. And compulsive and rash. He was all appetite, a gambler, drinker, and eater. He was large, about six three, but hardly a fighter. He had the big soft hands of a man who hadn’t changed a tire or thrown a punch in decades, if ever.

He was unchecked passion and ego, yet loving, warm, and so exceedingly intelligent and cynical. I planned my words before I dared open my mouth around him. And I’d have time to choose my words around him because even with flushed red cheeks stuffed with whatever exotic meats he grilled or pasta or both, he was still going, somewhere near the end of a tale about Italians I’d never met but felt like I knew because he knew how to tell a story.

Writing came first for him, always and ahead of everything—family, money, and stability. First, he wrote about sports, then a column about anything that moved him, then he followed his instincts and wrote a bestselling book at twenty-seven; it was 1969 and the world was his. But he had a wife who was a nurse, not a reader, and three young children who needed their father as much as he needed to write. Something had to give. He couldn’t do it all.

Unlike Dad in this moment, what should have been his lowest, I was young and healthy, felt grounded and confident. I’d tracked him down in Italy after his first of two suicide attempts and arrest and subsequent escape from the Italian police. And months prior, that summer, I’d proposed to my girlfriend on the rooftop deck of a tiny oceanfront studio in Hermosa Beach. I was thirty and there was nothing I couldn’t do.

I stood while he sat. He was out of answers. I had ideas about rehab and sobriety. I could see the first rung of a ladder he could grab. I found myself talking, addressing him calmly, trying to reassure him: it was up from here.

What did I know? I knew he was lucky to be alive and no one, even him, wanted him dead. I knew that he was there, in the psychiatric facility in North Adams in November of 2001, because he was arrested and dragged from his house in Williamstown the night prior. And that before that, he’d been arrested in Italy for assaulting the police officers who’d been summoned to his apartment after he’d sent suicide emails to all his children and consumed a handful of pills and a bottle of grappa. I knew he tried to kill himself a second time upon returning to Williamstown.

I knew Jeanine could have run screaming when I’d asked her to drive up from DC to get my father sprung from the psychiatric ward. She had more reasons to than I could bear to consider. I knew that Gavin, the second son of my dad and stepmother, Nina, was fourteen and kept looking to me for reassurance that he deserved and I couldn’t give.

Years later, Gavin would compare Dad, at his worst, to a puppy pissing on the rug. What good was yelling at him? He didn’t know any better. Jeanine had a father like that. But anyone could see her father struggled from physical maladies. Stricken with multiple sclerosis, he could barely walk.

I’d told her: you don’t have to come. But she insisted and I knew she would, and that was one more reason I was marrying her.

At one point, I pulled a second metal chair over so I could sit next to him. I held his hand. There were no signs of punches landed or defensive wounds. The fact that I was checking my father’s hands only added to the surrealness of it all. As did the act itself, holding his hand, something I hadn’t done since I was a child.

“It really does get better from here, Dad.” I said this like I meant it. I was ascendent and choosing resilience and guarded optimism over despair. We were diverging in real time.

I was there with my fiancée and our lives lay ahead of us and Dad was detained without a belt or shoelaces with his exhausted second ex-wife and traumatized youngest son looking on, wondering how much more they could take.

I wasn’t just like him. That was never clearer. I had his height and some of his intelligence and sense of humor and even cynicism. Determination, too. He was dogged to a fault. He’d get the story, go wherever it took him, the battlefield in Vietnam or the shared house with a murderer. He’d run one more mile, then five, then the marathon. And another until his knees gave out.

The tricky thing about determination—its origin story is rarely a pleasant one. And for all the achievements of the manically obsessed, whether writing a bestselling book or scoring forty-eight points in a high school basketball game, the same fire that fueled the result was rarely a controlled burn. Determination to achieve, to right a wrong, to prevent heartbreak or loss or avoid facing the most painful parts of our past. Determination in both Dad and me was primal and unwieldy.

Ten more makes, in a row, I’d insist to myself before leaving a basketball court in high school. Hang the net, swish the shot so perfectly that the net caught on the rim and hung there. I wouldn’t leave until I’d done it. No matter how late, dark, or cold it was outside, how blazing the fire of broken blisters on my toes. I could picture the bloodstained sock I’d peel off later at home.

At fourteen, I could channel Dad’s rejection of pretention and artifice and the worst of the Manhattan publishing types into my own disdain for the white suburban monoculture of beer drinking, lacrosse, soccer, and rock music. There was no falling in line, going along with the crowd, fitting in. He thrived on idiosyncrasy. We both did.

But our similarities ended there. They’d better, I told myself, sitting across from him, still disbelieving. The damage he’d done to himself, and to his children, was profound and nothing I would repeat.

Dad launched into marriage and parenting so young and too soon. It didn’t suit him, so he left my mom and my two sisters and me, before I was born.

I’d end up patient to a fault, determined to learn from his mistakes with my own relationships. Marriage could and should wait. I pushed it to the limit. My longtime girlfriend verged on giving up. But I had good reason for delaying: I’d fuck it up, doom our marriage to failure, just like Dad, if I wasn’t careful. I couldn’t do that. I had to do better. That’s what I told myself.

He drank. So much drinking. Always drinking. It both scared and scarred me. He was a boisterous or melancholy drunk. Never mean, never violent. But always, every night I spent with him, a drink. And never just one. It defined his life, as it had his parents. So I never dared. Not a sip.

He worshipped Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen and Italian opera and soccer; I was all hip-hop and alt-rock and basketball. His appetite was voracious. At a meal, he sucked down a plate of oysters and three beers and reached for more before I had buttered my bread.

I spent a lifetime in his orbit, held close by the same unseen forces that kept me from getting closer. Or was it less complicated than that? Distance between us was a choice, his, and he made it from the start. He saw the tears and heard the pleas and kept going. Could I possibly do the same? Or even worse, to a child of my own?



It was years later, nighttime, warm and rainy, a summer storm blowing through, with the two of us, my son and me, in the car. I was doing eighty on 495, heading home, windows down and fourteen-year-old Jayson’s smartphone in my free hand because I’d ripped it from his grasp and held it out the window, threatening to toss it if he didn’t find the words, the answer to my impossibly unfair question: “What is wrong with you?”

His tears mixed with the rain that blew in.

“What is your malfunction?” I asked, gaslighting my child. A more urgent question: What was mine? I was behaving with my son in ways Dad never had with me. And yet, like him, I was dogged to a fault. All appetite and demands from my teenage son. It was clear that night that I’d gotten it wrong. The situation was urgent, careening out of control like a Volvo speeding down a dark and winding, icy mountain road with an alcoholic father alone at the wheel years ago, or another Volvo, years later, speeding along a windswept highway with the windows down and that father’s son, now a father himself, with his scared child riding shotgun. Disaster was imminent in both cases. Only in one would it be averted.

I’d been convinced for years: I was in the clear. I never did drink, and I didn’t just stick around when my child was born. Dad would do that, too, later, during his second marriage. But I wasn’t just present, I was loving it. Fatherhood came first, ahead of everything, and none of it felt like sacrifice. It was a high, an addiction, even.

I was behaving in ways dangerously similar to my father at his worst. And because of it, my son was at risk.



Though we both wrote, I started late. Dad was prolific and wildly successful at the youngest of ages. I was neither and, unlike him, never put writing books first. While obsessive, I was never willing or able to leave my son, even for short spells, to do it. And like Jayson, I was a ballplayer, though not as gifted.

So I was, it seemed, something of a bridge between them. Maybe that was my role. Maybe it was a decision I’d made, even subconsciously, the moment Jayson arrived. Maybe even months or years before. Maybe it was during those three dreadful days in Massachusetts when it was my father looking up at me for comfort, even answers, that something shifted and I knew that, at the very least, I would never fall so far, inflict so much pain, force my son to visit me in a psychiatric ward. That was a low bar I could certainly clear.

Yet there I was, almost two decades later, losing my mind with my young son, scaring him to tears. And I couldn’t explain or begin to understand that awful stormy, summer night with Jayson riding shotgun in the car.

I was somehow convinced I was doing what a father of an adolescent boy should. I was following impulses and instincts, providing what he needed, ugly as it sometimes needed to be.

I trusted myself with what I believed was an earned arrogance about fathering my son. It was easy to swaddle him and tickle him and absorb the gentle weight of his tiny body as he slept on my chest, rising and falling with each meditative breath. And turn the page of his colorful bedtime stories and watch him select another, knowing what he’ll reach for, even if I occasionally buried the overly long Richard Scarry volume he inevitably found, knowing it would prolong the routine; or seeing if his sleepy eyes would catch the pages I’d sometimes skip on the third or fourth book. But he’d need more and different and better from me later.

Motivation and structure and discipline emerged as priorities for the boy verging on adolescence. It was a new age and stage for us both. A more sophisticated approach was required—a skill set I didn’t inherit, possess, or acquire.

What did my sensitive, gentle adolescent son need from me when playground and bedtime story dad wasn’t enough? When he struggled in ways I’d never anticipated, why did I struggle more?

Unlike my dad, I was there every morning when my child woke up, and every night when he slept, and every hour of every day in between. It came easily, almost naturally, as though my new role, father to Jayson, was my true calling. So much so that my stumbles, and ugliness, and demons that emerged in all the wrong places were just part of the process. That’s what I told myself for years until it was almost too late.

But this true calling found me hurtling down a highway, losing my mind, like my father before me. I’d stood in a psychiatric ward with him years earlier, wondering how he’d let it get so bad.

And even then, he still had time. He had advantages his own parents didn’t. We knew more than ever about the mind and addiction. He could get better care, get healthy, make amends. He’d already done more for his own children than his father ever did for him. He had reason for optimism, if not shoelaces, a belt, or permission to leave that airless room.

“Progress is being made!” I could have been screaming on that summer night in the car when I lost my mind. And I’d have meant it. There were years of proof, I’d have insisted. I’d been more present and attentive and nurturing in fourteen years than my father had ever been. I was raising the fatherhood bar, giving my son everything he deserved, every hour of every day. But that’s the danger with blind spots; you don’t see the crash coming until it’s too late. Pull me over that night, detain me, too. Just like Dad. Any intergenerational parenting progress I’d made was suddenly and terrifyingly at risk because my son was reeling. And I was the cause.







ONE 1976



BEFORE

The photoshoot was on Saturday. A big magazine was doing a story about Dad’s new book.

He picked the three of us up from school. He was easy to spot: over six feet tall with dark hair that always needed trimming, and to be sure, he was always waving and calling out to us with his smile of crooked teeth. Of the three of us, I was the youngest at six and the one who ran to him, and he scooped me up in his powerful arms and hugged me so tight, and I let him hoist me off the ground and carry me to his metallic-blue Suburban, where we piled in and buckled up and were off.

I did the math in my head: half of Friday; all morning, afternoon, and night on Saturday; and more than half of Sunday with Dad. He lived close enough to pick us up once a month and drive to whatever house he and Nina were renting in New Jersey.

The Philadelphia rock station crackled through the speakers as he tuned the radio and Cynthia and Sarah sprawled out in the back seat and I’d climbed into the back-back as the mood shifted only slightly when we left Swarthmore and cut through the dreary suburbs of Rutledge and Ridley Park and strip malls and gas stations and cookie-cutter redbrick houses because I knew the route by heart and what was to come. The one inevitable stop before the highway.

A small, dimly lit bar and liquor store set back from the main road. He signaled and slowed, and I deflated as he pulled in and parked and left the radio on and we waited. I stared at the glowing neon red OPEN sign and watched the front door, hoping for some reason he’d emerge empty-handed.

Minutes later the door would push open, and he’d clutch two heavy-looking paper bags that clinked when he placed them in the front seat, and it was all the regular stuff: beer and wine and gin and vodka. Nina wasn’t a drinker, maybe an occasional beer, a glass of wine at dinner. Dad shopped for himself. He knew what he liked and bought it all.

From the liquor store it was a quick hop to the turnpike and some combination of back roads and secret shortcuts and the long, winding rural road and under the covered bridge and a few more turns past the sledding hill, and right there, down the little gravel driveway and past the garage and carport, sat the four-room, two-hundred-year-old Sergeantsville, New Jersey, farmhouse.

He’d moved far enough away so that there would be no confusion about whose responsibility it was to get us ready for school, to pick us up, to take us to the dentist or piano lesson or basketball game. To get us fed and make sure homework was done and that we didn’t spend too much time in front of the television or on the phone. To rebound my missed shots.

He didn’t have to worry about pop-ins or surprise visits, one of us kids barging in after school unannounced. Ninety minutes away meant life as he wanted it; drinking without restraint and parties when he felt like it and getting high and sleeping it off and writing and editing and jogging and listening to records and reading newspapers and magazines and taking long phone calls with old high school friends and planning trips to horse races and mountain ranges and more writing and drinking.

The follow-up to his record-setting, fame-making debut, The Selling of the President, was a spare, thinly veiled autobiographical novel about a young famous author crashing and burning on his book tour. Few people read it. The reviews written were unkind.

His new book wasn’t going to sell, either. But we didn’t know the difference and didn’t care. Time with him was the point. He’d recently decided he wanted to write about Alaska. He’d been there and back. He was going again. There was no telling for how long. Our feelings were irrelevant. He did what he felt.



We dropped our things on the carpeted living room floor and scrambled down to the brick-floor basement kitchen for potato chips and root beer. The weekends were all Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen and Hank Williams records on the stereo and barbecues lit and Pachinko and Othello played and Polaroid pictures taken and walks in the woods and skipping rocks across the nearby creek and throwing the Nerf football to me until I nailed the perfect leaping touchdown catch.

Cynthia and Sarah would dress up in Nina’s funky seventies clothes, colorful scarves and bell-bottoms and floral dresses that didn’t fit. And we’d finish mint chocolate chip ice cream and feed the fire in the massive stone fireplace with rolled up sheets of old New York Times and line up bottle caps from the beers Dad drank; the Heineken red star and the Löwenbräu lion and the Guinness harp and all the others I’d ask him about, holding them up, and he’d call out the name and I’d repeat it quietly to myself and, finally, after I’d divided and tallied them, I’d call out the winner, second place, and third.

Dad read to my sisters, then to me, his big arm wrapped around my six-year-old frame, my hand and head resting on his chest, tucked into him, a perfect fit. He sang songs to me at night when he tucked me in. He never raised his voice with me. As a child, I found only his absence and his drinking unsettling.

Someone from the magazine would be there the next morning to take pictures. He’d set it up that way, having the kids he left, who featured prominently in the new book, at the house for the photo shoot. Readers would see he was a loving dad, and that would make him sympathetic. And that was important. No one wanted to read about an asshole child-deserter.

The new book was Heroes. It was an examination of his life and personal failings interspersed with vignettes about the search for American heroes. It would go largely unnoticed, his second consecutive flop in the seven years since his debut.

Aside from having us present, front and center, he didn’t care how he appeared in the pictures, whether his hair was tangled or what readers of the piece might think about his Olympia Beer windbreaker, whether there was a small tear in the sleeve from romping through the woods with his children. He was thirty-three and had already achieved more success in his chosen career than most could dare dream.

Creativity was in his genes. His grandfather was a renowned architect of churches and other majestic buildings that stand today throughout New England. His own father was an MIT graduate and an architect and ultimately a failed travel agent. And Dad was architect of his own life, creating something from nothing, words on a page that readers and publishers valued enough to allow him to earn a living writing.

He started as a sports reporter for the Bulletin in Philadelphia. He covered the 76ers, and following a tough home loss, he pestered Wilt Chamberlain about his missed free throws, would things have turned out better if he’d spent more time practicing his foul shooting? Wilt tossed the gallon of milk he’d been guzzling and charged my skinny father and only his teammates who held him back prevented a beatdown.

Not long after, he was given a column with the Philadelphia Inquirer. Three times a week his words became the “must read” column in Philadelphia. Corrupt city politics and gritty Philadelphia color and the war in Vietnam were subjects about which he had something to say. He knew how to string words together to make the point, to get to the heart of matters, to articulate what readers were feeling and pull it all together. And so off he went to Vietnam, and before he left he found his way into Robert Kennedy’s Senate office in Washington, DC. He wanted to ask about the war and Bobby’s campaign, should he decide to challenge LBJ. Kennedy had a new book of essays about the issues of the day. From a box of them he pulled one out and signed it for the twenty-four-year-old columnist as he left.

Kennedy verged on his run for the presidency, a campaign that would end with his assassination seven months from that autumn afternoon in Washington. My father was on his way to Vietnam, not to fight, but to report.


For Joe McGinniss

With best wishes for the future—and when you find the answers please let me know.

Bobby Kennedy

November 7, 1967

Washington, DC



He gave me the book. It rests on a small table next to my desk. I open it sometimes and study Bobby Kennedy’s penmanship, lightly run my index finger over the black ink, imagine Dad sitting across from him as Kennedy inscribed it, feeling full, important, seen by his hero. The book cost $4.95. It was published by Doubleday, and Kennedy dedicated the volume to “my children, and yours.”

A few months later Dad flew with Kennedy into Philadelphia and rode with him in the open-top convertible as he campaigned in the blue-collar, white Republican suburbs of Philadelphia. His column about the event described thousands of screaming kids climbing all over themselves to be close to something special. Like ants over a sugar cube.

Kennedy said to his wife and Dad and the few others in the car after they left that it didn’t matter what he said that day. And then he turned to Dad: “Looks like you had quite a trip through the Delta.” He’d not only remembered him, but he’d also read his column. Dad, merely twenty-four-years-old, swelled. A hero of his not only knew him but read his work. That was the last time he saw Kennedy.

The call came in the middle of the night. It was his mother and she told Dad that Kennedy had been shot. He asked where. He thought she said “the leg.” He flew to Los Angeles and paced the Hospital of the Good Samaritan waiting area with Jimmy Breslin and George Plimpton and the Kennedy children and Jacqueline arrived from Paris and the hours stretched on until Kennedy’s press secretary came in to wake Jerry Bruno, the advance man who was with JFK’s motorcade in Dallas, to tell him: “It’s over.”

Dad left the hospital floor where Bobby Kennedy died and flew from Los Angeles to Philadelphia, where he took a taxi home to my mother and sisters, ages two and three months.

It was the summer of 1968. Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy were murdered. The country was teetering, his hero was dead. The center wasn’t holding and beautiful baby girls and an adoring wife at home didn’t placate. In fact, their needs were as burdensome as they were justified. They needed a present and loving father. An engaged and accessible husband. A breadwinner and caretaker; a reliable steady presence. He needed something else altogether. There was no middle ground. Not with Dad.

His own father never threw a ball with him or hugged him tightly or took him to playgrounds or baseball games. Joseph Aloisius McGinniss, his father, the orphaned boy who had no idea how to parent, was socially awkward and a heavy drinker.

Had it been discovered in his lifetime, a diagnosis may have placed Dad’s father on the autism spectrum. He’d disappear for weeks at a time to drink and do whatever else he needed to do. Maybe try to work through and make sense of his experiences as an orphaned boy raised in the house of a Catholic monsignor.



In Heroes, Dad described his childhood as lonely and bleak. He was tall and skinny and lacked coordination. His mother, a telephone operator from Queens, New York, had miscarried three times. In 1942 at the age of thirty-nine she gave birth to her only child. My father.

She was an alcoholic and would hide bottles around their cold, quiet, mid-century modern house on Green Acres Court. She would sit for hours staring out the living room window and tell my father she “had the blues.” She went away to a hospital “to get happy,” Dad was told by his father. When she returned, his father promised him, she’d smile and laugh, and everything would be wonderful. But that didn’t happen. So, she went back to the hospital again. And then again.

He spent hours alone in his bedroom. He prayed for friends. I slept in his childhood bedroom when we visited my grandparents. It was always cold and there were stuffed animals on the shelves and bed, their fur coarse and old smelling, so that cuddling with them was impossible. Still, I kept them close.

He was sent to Catholic high school and then to Holy Cross because the dream school of his parents, Notre Dame, rejected him. And then finally, at last, he launched himself out into the world. He was free.

Much later, he’d dutifully return when his father suffered a stroke. Dad walked the hospital hallway with him, holding on to his arm to keep him from falling, and then the tumor was found, and the prognosis rendered, and those were his father’s last days alive.



Despite the cold, quiet dysfunction of his childhood, Dad had learned and memorized the words to lullabies, which he gladly sang to us at night. He had a barely passable falsetto singing voice. I do wonder where he learned to hug so tight that I felt how much he loved me. He crawled on the carpeted floor with any one of us on his back, falling together in laughter, time and again. Maybe that was him doing all the things he’d wanted to do with his own father.

And then he’d drive us home and drive away.

Maybe, like height, cynicism, depression, and drinking, that was inherent, too, the walking away.



Only a few months had passed since Bobby Kennedy was struck down in June of 1968 when Dad overheard a conversation on a train that would plant the seed for the idea that would become his first book. Two men were discussing landing the “Humphrey account.”

In the wake of President Lyndon Johnson declining to run for reelection and Bobby’s assassination, Hubert Humphrey solidified his position as the presumptive Democratic Party nominee for president. An advertising firm was hired to package him like a product and sell him like toothpaste or cigarettes to the nation in time for the 1968 election.

Dad inquired with Humphrey’s campaign: Could he come aboard and write about the process? The answer was no. In response, he called the Nixon campaign and asked them the same question. Roger Ailes, with whom he’d maintain a lifelong relationship despite their political differences, said yes.

A local Philadelphia paper ran a prelaunch profile. There was my “tall and angular” dad with his three-year-old daughter, Cynthia, on his lap. His other daughter, Sarah, was eighteen months and unusually calm. She had his dark hair.

“She likes anyone with a drink in his hand,” he quipped. My mother, the “pretty, blond wife,” was trying to corral Cynthia, who had bounded in and latched on to his leg. He finally extricated himself and headed back to the kitchen to make more drinks.

Before the launch, the impossibly young family of four, Dad, twenty-six, and Mom, twenty-four, spent five weeks in the Berkshires seeing B.B. King and the Who and my mother’s parents. Before their return home, Dad made sure to visit the Saratoga and Green Mountain racetracks to place his bets.

He always craved action. He was the drinker and the gambler with no compulsion checked, every want indulged. Traits only domesticity, the needs of his young children and wife and the life they were building together, could tame. That was the long-shot bet he placed.

The young family returned home to Swarthmore for one last time. The book launch was set. The stratosphere awaited.

What was next? He was asked in the newspaper profile.

He mentioned a novel. “After six drinks, I’m convinced I can do it.”



The Selling of the President spent thirty-one weeks on the New York Times bestsellers list. He was the youngest person since Anne Frank to have a book top the list.

He’d impressed young literary assistants and publicists at parties held in his name and started with a martini and then another and a third and the wine and champagne and Irish coffee and then again the next night and this was New York City and Chicago and Boston and San Francisco and Los Angeles and London and it was the highest of highs and he was no longer the skinny, lonely boy from Rye. He was a star and there was no coming down from the high.

The garbage? Two nights prior he was doing The Tonight Show and getting drunk with Norman Mailer at the Beverly Hills Hotel, and he was expected to take out the trash on Magill Road? The world (that mattered) wanted a piece of McGinniss. What did McGinniss think? What did he see? What did he know?

And at home? Different questions. Two little girls who wondered when he was going away again. And a wife wondering who he was seeing when he did.

Cynthia was the first child, conceived when the marriage seemed sound. They owned a redbrick house in the Philadelphia suburb of Drexel Hill. Though avoiding the Vietnam draft motivated the start of a family so young, the birth of my sister was a joyous occasion.

Sarah followed two years later, in 1968, as the marriage began to fail.

He’d met Nina at a publishing party. She was young and pretty and worked for his publisher. He’d flown home to Philadelphia hungover and took a taxi to the house on Magill Road and slept until midafternoon the next day. When he woke, my mother asked if he’d been with another woman. He said yes.

Cynthia was old enough to notice Dad was home less frequently. Then not at all. He’d been there every night tucking her in, and every morning feeding her breakfast. Then he wasn’t. Where did he go? Why did he leave her behind?

He and Nina secretly rented a little house in a secluded patch of New Jersey where he could indulge his impulses to read, write, drink, and fuck. It was the kind of life that allowed one, if he felt like it, to carry long mirrors outside and lean them against trees and snap Polaroids of girlfriends blowing him. That wasn’t something he could manage on Magill Road in Swarthmore with his two little girls and newborn son in the crib. It was the early seventies, and he was more rock star writer than the father I’d soon be missing.

A year after Dad left, Sarah got sick. She was three and her nose wouldn’t stop bleeding. It was her platelets—she had none. She was hospitalized for weeks. She was stuck with needles many times a day and had bruises all over her little arms from the injections. She dreamed of angels, she said. Dad was sure it meant she would die. He read and sang to her and held her little hand when the doctor stuck a long needle into the bone, extracting marrow from the hip. When she returned home from the hospital, healed, he left again. That was no longer his home.



He was three years shy of thirty and adored and envied, needed, resented, and missed. And he was celebrating. And his life was his job, and his job was a celebration and life was a party and he was the toast of every town that mattered, everywhere but 628 Magill Road.

He was leaving for London for the British publication of his book. He told my mother he’d be leaving the family for good when he returned.

She said she was going with him, to London. She was soon to be a single mother working full-time as a registered nurse. She chose nursing school because she wanted to help people. She was the daughter of a GE plant worker from Pittsfield, Massachusetts. She had no family money and had never left the East Coast, much less the country. The marriage was over. She wasn’t going to miss out on seeing London. So she went, to see what she could, while she could. The parties were grand, and Dad was the star, pulled in all directions.

My mother couldn’t compete. She wasn’t a writer or creator or editor or even much of a reader. On original pages of The Selling of the President, watermarked Trojan Onion Skin typing paper, my father’s ballpoint pen scrawl atop the first impossibly thin paper: “Chapter 1—revised.” In faded pencil, my mother’s all-caps handwriting I knew so well: “BEAUTIFUL!!”

That was the extent of her written reaction to his work. What more could she offer? She wasn’t Nina. She was a twenty-four-year-old graduate of St. Luke’s Nursing School in Pittsfield. She was a mother of two daughters who was losing her husband, everything she’d planned and hoped and worked for and had every reason to expect.

They returned from London. My mom told him she was pregnant. I was an accident or a last attempt by my mother to keep Dad from leaving for good. My conception didn’t change his mind. Mom’s doctor suggested she might want to consider termination.



While my mother finished another nine-hour shift at the hospital and raced home to pay the babysitter and get dinner ready for her three children, Dad was clearing his head on a hike through the Rockies in 1974 and deciding he wanted to write about heroes.

There were sections of the book about his own less-than-heroic life. He didn’t hold back. He laid it bare. He described the life he lived with Nina. The music and drinking and getting high and skinny-dipping with her and her sisters and sleeping it off. And he’d write and she’d read and edit, and he’d take calls from his agent in New York and his new friends in Los Angeles and old friends from high school and talked big and thought big and made big plans and signed a new contract and celebrated some more.

He detailed less-glamorous elements. There were admissions and confessions and so much heartache and depression and alcoholism, his institutionalized parents, their bankruptcy and debt and death. And of course Cynthia and Sarah and me left behind.

Heroes was too painful for his mother, a woman crippled with so much self-loathing she would cut herself out of pictures. She’d go into bookstores and remove copies of the book from the shelves.

His father gave him a list of reasons he should stay with my mother. My sisters and I were near the top.

Dad wrote about Cynthia calling bullshit on his bluster about loving her more than all the blue in the sky. “You say that then you go away again.” He wrote about his excruciating loneliness praying for friends and with passing reference to the priests and monsignor who looked after him as an altar boy in Rye, New York. The same monsignor who had helped raise his orphaned father. He wrote about fear and escape and fame and girlfriends and guilt.

I was eleven when I first read the book. I only read the parts about him and my sisters. It didn’t make me cry, but did give me a headache that seemed to last for weeks and seemed to return every time I thought about those passages. I couldn’t sleep well before I’d read it and struggled even more after.

My bedroom had been his office. So for me, he was at once inescapable and elusive. My days were filled with my sisters and mother and neighborhood and school friends and childhood distractions. The nights left me alone in the darkness, haunted by his absence. I’d push the window open no matter how cold and let the hum of passing traffic quiet my mind.

He referenced therapy with my mother in Heroes, but he was barely thirty and a literary star with an adoring, awestruck girlfriend. The arduous and unglamorous work of self-examination and sobriety and taming compulsions held no appeal. He’d done the hardest part: he’d left his two daughters and unborn son and wife. He had the rest of his life to recover.



Saturday, the day of the photo shoot at his house, was cool and bright and breezy. He toasted Eggos and fried bacon for us and ate yogurt with wheat germ. The photographer arrived and was kind and patient and had no trouble arranging Cynthia and Sarah and me, ten, eight, and six, around my father. We orbited him like little planets. We clung to his strong arms and perched atop his broad shoulders.

In the words of the author of the profile: “The children are beautiful and open children, obviously at ease with their father—and he with them.”

Dad was asked about his next book, the one about Alaska. “I picked the subject. I really like mountains and camping. [After Heroes] I was so tired of the inside of my own head I wanted to do something concrete.”

I wouldn’t be going with him, though he’d fly my sisters and me four thousand miles on our own in 1977 for three weeks in the summer. Maybe it was hard for him being so far from us for so long, especially at that stage in our lives, all the moments he missed. But I didn’t get that sense. I had the feeling he was content with things just as they were.

As always, Sunday landed hard. There was a stark melancholy routine to the day. The morning passed quickly, and records may have played but the music only reminded me of the day before or Friday night when I had the whole weekend ahead of me.

The clock would read noon and then one and lunch would be offered, but we had no appetite because it was almost time to leave. By two, the Eagles or Giants game had been flicked on but went unwatched and my sisters were packed and ready. And it was time. The long, quiet drive home in darkness.

He dropped low to meet my hot, tear-streaked face with his. Words like “soon” and “before you know it” drifted past me. And then the horn tapping as his blue Suburban rolled away, the red taillights never flashing white, no braking, stopping, reversing to come back for me.

It was hard to see in the glint of red taillights on those Sunday nights, but that was him doing better. More obvious examples filled the two days I’d just spent with him. That’s where the tears came from. Children know when they’re loved.

He was going where he wanted, to live how and with whom he chose. I was part of that, but barely. I was a fraction of his month, two full days, and a week here or there. He had that kind of power. He could slice and dice me into pieces of the whole person I was meant to be.








TWO 2007



AFTER

Maybe it was his head. It was this perfectly round thing and when I put him in his little blue onesie and swaddled and lay him gently down on his back and his tiny fingers wrapped around my index finger and squeezed I couldn’t understand how I existed before that moment. Maybe I didn’t. I barely did, I sometimes thought. Though less and less those days. My wife was proof of something. Though I had no money in the bank, I had two degrees I wasn’t using and $80,000 in student loan debt and my first novel would be published soon, finally.

And there he lay, looking like Harold from the children’s story about the baby and the purple crayon, his grip confirming that I was both present and necessary. That grip and his open eyes finding mine, and there’s a picture to prove it and I look at it sometimes and feel it again, that rush that stands alone, that brings it all back and reminds me just what I’m here for. Not to write, like my father. But to be a father who writes.



The first few nights at Sibley Hospital in Washington, DC, when the nurse came in to check his vitals and then his bedtime, when she returned to wheel the swaddled little thing in his baby bin to his baby sleeping lounge for his second and third and fourth nights on the planet. And the morning of departure on the day of the Breast Cancer Awareness run through springtime blossoms of leafy green Washington and the sea of pink shirts as I drove, hands wrapped around the steering wheel, the two of them in the back seat, a short steady supersmooth ride home: this beautiful little family was mine.

Other than emails, the SIM card on my smartphone was an endless stream of pictures and video clips because this wasn’t all really happening, was it? My son couldn’t be as glorious as he was, could he? I wasn’t taking any chances, documenting everything.

Similac six-packs and bottles of breast milk and pacifiers and flushable wipes and Cheerios and Baby Mum-Mums and laughter and fatigue and soothing bedtime Johnson & Johnson baby lotion and African Playground CDs and lullabies in the padded rocking chair next to the white crib the drawers beneath which Sarah came down and neatly filled with folded and organized onesies and socks and shirts and shorts. And the acquired skill, more art than science, of laying baby Jayson, swaddled and sleeping, just so and shifting pressure from hands to chest, then slowly rising, gaining bodily separation and standing upright and slowly pulling the zipper closed on his crib netting (lest he ascend the railing and tumble over the side) and tiptoeing across the creaky loft floor without waking him.



Some nights I’d stay. There was a colorful blanket and throw pillows and an array of books in a nook we labeled “the super cave” between the crib and small shelves we had installed for his first years of life, this small space for him and bedtime stories and lullabies like my father used to sing to me. And I’d lie on my back and listen to him breathing and the intermittent suckling sounds he made with his pacifier and try to hold it together. Tears were inappropriate for the moment. They came, though, and didn’t really want to stop. It was all too good. It couldn’t last. I didn’t deserve to feel that way, that in love with my child, my life.

The last time I felt anything similar was every weekend at my father’s as a child and every afternoon and brunch with Jeanine my first year in college. There is an obvious throughline. It wasn’t complicated. The torrent of endorphins unleashed by the love of a father or a girl overwhelmed me. Like a weekend with Dad, nothing good ended well.

And then, suddenly, this perfect creation, Jayson, simultaneously vulnerable and all-powerful, holding my emotional life in his tiny little hands. I rode the high. I was duty bound and invested. I packed his little bag with wipes and diapers and backup pacifiers and Baby Mum-Mums and his sippy cup and strapped him into his excersaucer and lifted him in the air, descended three flights of stairs and carried him to the French nanny next door, pausing along the way to let him study the pollinating bumblebees in the lustrous pink azaleas.

This was three mornings a week. Then I’d walk Vegas, our gentle yellow Labrador, through quiet tree-lined streets past the playgrounds we’d frequented, and then back home to read emails from my publisher with good and better news about my first novel until it was time to retrieve Jayson. There was a reason why Jeanine labeled this stretch of life a “Golden Age.” And when I ventured out on my own, to the gym or to hoop on Sunday nights, my phone was checked reflexively between sets or games in the event something was wrong with Jayson. This perfect little life was indeed delicate. Only a certain level of manic, obsessive investment of time and energy offered any hope against the worst.



Then the Summer Olympics aired. The opening ceremonies in Beijing. A stadium filled with one hundred thousand people. A man suspended by a single cable atop the arena running on air. It was magical. And then seven-foot Yao Ming and a three-year-old boy on the track, walking together. Jayson asleep on my chest, his fingers wrapped around my thumb. I was sobbing like a child.

I lost fifteen pounds in two months. I could only pick at scrambled eggs and skipped dinners. I couldn’t look at my two-year-old son without tears forming. I was unbearable. It was unsustainable. I was like my father when he drank, present but unreachable.

Dad sent me a stack of books about meditation and depression. He emailed me about our genetic predispositions and reassured me from afar, a skill he’d fostered over decades. Depression was a black pit, he’d said. He waged a lonely lifelong battle trying to emerge from it. He referenced therapists and antidepressants, but wasn’t specific about his own protocols. I’d learn later he didn’t have many, other than to consume increasingly more prescription pills.



The home office of the in-network provider was located on a tree-lined street. A large white midcentury modern three-level home had an entrance for patients under a carport.

I was there for drugs. He could prescribe them. He was in his seventies and tall and lean with thinning white curls. He had a cast on his right hand, his writing hand. Fishing accident, a hook through the thumb, then infection and surgery. He may never get movement back.

His scrawl was loopy and slow. So, I spoke slower, and took long pauses between complaints. Yes, my father was the writer. He’d read a few of his books. His energy picked up. I suddenly became slightly more interesting. I said I was sure anything I was going through was chemical because it was genetic, my father and mother and their parents were all a mess, chemically. They were depressed and alcoholic. My father’s depressed and an alcoholic, too. And addicted to benzos. “So of course I’m fucked, right?”

I told him I was like Adam Sandler in Punch-Drunk Love with my crying problem. He hadn’t seen it. He can’t stop crying, I explained. Out of nowhere he’s suddenly sobbing.

He wrote some more. And then a prescription. I got what I went for and the pills helped.

I returned for a few weeks and always felt bad talking too much. He was old, tired, and it looked like it hurt for him to walk and it was hard for him to write. He was hanging on, I thought. Retirement meant something he wasn’t ready to face. He reminded me of my father, only healthier.

He slouched in his leather chair. I leaned forward in mine only to keep the energy up. I talked about my dad. I told him what I believed: it was fine to complain and deconstruct and blame a parent for my inadequacies until I had a child of my own. Then reasons don’t matter. My child deserves the best version of myself. The reasons for my failure aren’t the point. He suffers either way, whether I’m inadequate because of my father or because of genetics or both.

“That’s something my father never did,” I said, self-satisfied. I was the hero of this story, the good father doing the right thing for his child. I was the upright Homo sapiens on the evolutionary chart and Dad the lesser version trailing behind. “So maybe I’m not fucked.”

Another lifetime ago, I was twenty-eight and couldn’t breathe, cornered and suffocated by a loving girlfriend who thought more highly of me than she should have. I wasn’t ready to give her a tenth of what she deserved. There was no therapist for me then or chemical interventions, because if you asked me I’d have insisted: medication was for the weak-minded. I was a strong, young man and would figure it out.

I sat there years later, in the home office of a psychiatrist, gazing at the framed abstract piece on the wall: three circles intersecting, red and orange and blue. I was there, trying to feel better because it wasn’t just about me. Jayson needed me to feel better or else he’d be fucked, too.

The doctor was quiet. He’d stopped writing. His head was pitched slightly forward, eyelids low, and he exhaled and his breathing slowed and I stared at him and watched him dozing and wondered how long I should let him sleep.



The version of myself who held it together barely long enough to find an in-network psychiatrist and drive himself to an appointment because my wife and son deserved a fully present partner and parent was years in the making. The man who would finally relent and accept chemical intervention as long as it meant he wouldn’t piss away another moment with his son was driving a Volvo with a car seat in the back and Richard Scarry books scattered on the seat and sippy cups of warm apple juice on the floor. A few years prior I had been the petulant jackass convinced I was living the way I needed to, alone and broke but free. I was averting relationship disaster and future parenting malpractice. Idling in the leafy affluent corner of Washington, DC, in a crappy studio apartment working a part-time tutoring gig for the American University basketball team, flirting and making out with women I didn’t know very well, writing what I thought was a novel, barely paying the rent, deferring mountains of student loan debt because soon, I was sure, I’d land a six-figure book deal and launch my career and adult life.



I was nearing thirty, evolving in real time: from a needy and insecure boy convinced anyone he loved would surely reject and desert him, into the man suffocating in a hotel suite on his birthday with the love of his life. An overwhelming impulse to run had me breaking down because freedom was everything. If I forged ahead into commitment and marriage and parenting, I’d do what my father did or worse.

Jeanine took the train down from Manhattan to DC. The Marriott downtown was a surprise. She opened the door and led us inside. A bouquet of gold and blue balloons and floral arrangement and glistening confetti and a cake and cards that told me in her sweet trademark handwriting with some colored-in bubble letters: “I Love You!” and “Happy 28th Birthday!!”

I was moody and ornery. My chest felt tight. Despite my moods and neuroses and her high-achieving Manhattan life she’d made for herself, Jeanine was trying to make it work with me.

And who was I to deserve that? I had no car and no real income and ate tuna from cans and converted loose change into bills at the grocery store so I could buy coffee and bagels and more tuna.

I stewed in the hotel suite she’d paid for, brooding on the edge of the king-size bed staring at the display of love and sweetness before me. Somehow all I saw was a hole, black and cold and bottomless, one more step and down I’d fall.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” she asked again, just as gently as she did the first two times. The rest of my life was sitting right there: I could finish school and move to Manhattan. I could drop out and move there sooner.

I said nothing. There weren’t words for it. A cold sensation, tightness in the throat, shortness of breath, something bordering on panic.

And brilliant, gorgeous Jeanine, all generosity and love and sweetness and maturity and vulnerability and laughter, offering herself to me. I had Arizona on my mind. A convertible and desert highway and some little adobe in the Sonoran foothills where I’d write and drink coffee and meet desert women and drive and marvel at the openness of everything. All the wanderlust of my father, but without the courage to take the leap.

So the notion of commitment became a sensation—constriction. Immediate pressure to plan for an engagement, then a wedding, then children, and all of it felt like walls and ceilings and floors converging.

I flipped the table over. I tossed a chair. The flowers and cake were ruined. When it was over, I was sweating and in the hallway, and down the stairs, and on the busy downtown street walking nowhere fast. I was just like my father, only worse. I’d achieved nothing, was going nowhere and was stubbornly, wholly alone.

The street I walked that gray afternoon, if you followed it in the opposite direction, past my tiny box of an apartment and kept going until you weren’t just out of DC but north to Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, where a decade earlier I was the thin, earnest, overly serious eighteen-year-old moving into Mertz Hall for my first year at Swarthmore.

I was the basketball recruit refusing to sweat it out in the hot early weeks who lugged my air conditioner from my mom’s house to the dorm. My roommate loved me. I played Earth, Wind & Fire and Public Enemy CDs on my sister’s old stereo system and decided hundreds of pages of reading a week for a single class had to be a joke. I was invited to pledge one of the two fraternities on campus and got into a heated debate with a basketball teammate about the socially corrosive effects of the Greek system. “Meatheads drinking beer” wasn’t my thing. By November I was in love.

Jeanine was a sophomore gymnast and cheerleader from Philadelphia, the daughter of public school teachers. She was pretty and introspective and a struggling engineering student whose ambition impressed me.

She was empathetic and thoughtful and made me laugh. Her house was a twin in the Germantown section of Philadelphia, in the shadow of housing projects, the sidewalk in front filled with empty crack vials. Her mother chased strawberry-stealing prostitutes from their garden.

Jeanine was the bright-light daughter of educators and niece of renowned novelist William Gardner Smith, peer to Richard Wright and James Baldwin, who escaped America’s racist choke hold for a life in Paris. She was perpetually clad in mustard tops that complimented her chestnut-brown eyes; she teased me when the snowballs I threw missed her badly and she stood there in the falling snow with hands on her hips and head to the side daring me; she was the quiet girl with the confidence to call and invite me to a party and to kiss me back.
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