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There is something about sons and fathers. We live and 
write surrounded by a rich classical, literary, and academic 
tradition of sons writing about fathers—Aeschylus’s Oresteia 
and Odysseus and Telemachus; Dickens’ Dombey and Son, 
Gosse’s Father and Son, Butler’s The Way of All Flesh, 
Mortimer’s A Voyage Round My Father, Morrison’s And 
When Did You Last See Your Father, Turgenev’s Fathers 
and Sons, Roth’s Patrimony, Cooper’s The Bill From My 
Father, Goodall’s A Need to Know—and more. The essays 
in this collection seek further to contribute to our under-
standing of the dynamics between sons and fathers. The 
authors variously attend to the ways in which fathers accom-
pany us through our lives—in person, memory, and print; in 
interpersonal distance and intimacy; in love and hate, respect 
and fear, doubt and (mis)understanding, certainty and flux; 
and in life and death. They consider, whether implicitly or 
explicitly, the role of this relationship in their lives and in 
their construction of themselves as—among other roles—
men, sons, lovers, partners, teachers, scholars, and, for 
some, fathers themselves.

While one joy of the collection lies in the unique textures 
and contours of each essay, three interrelated themes emerge 
across all of the contributions. First, it strikes us, perhaps 
obviously, how father–son relationships remain meaning-
ful, both through and beyond life. The relationships here are 
never presented as easy but rather as ones that are compli-
cated and painful, and that matter. From here-and-now, 
everyday, momentary encounters until after death, the 
father–son relationship is offered as one that grows, scars, 
inspires, and informs. Even in absence, the father remains 
present, embodied in ideas about how to be a man, by 
desires about wishing to have said or done differently and 
by changing conceptualizations of the father over time. One 
might infer that there is a reluctance, or an inability, to give 

up on the relationship, whatever distress attends its continu-
ing experience.

Second, we notice how stories write sons, fathers, and 
son–father relationships into being. There is a sense in these 
pieces of the act of writing. Stories constitute the relationships, 
as new framings, apologies, confusions, and uncertainties 
about what we want(ed) from fathers emerge through the 
process of writing.

A third theme is how, in some of the essays, we see rem-
nants of a “clunky intimacy,” with sons approaching fathers 
but fathers pushing sons away and fathers reaching out to 
sons but sons seeking distance (Pelias, 2002). This clunky 
intimacy may emerge through death, disregard, or avoid-
ance or might stem from conflicting ideas of masculinity 
and heterosexuality, dominance and control, strength and 
abuse, intimacy and memory.

While these general themes move in and through the essays, 
we wish to draw readers’ attention to each contribution.

In a flow across nations, races, religions, and cultures, 
Alexander, Moreira, and Kumar provide, edgy, direct, unsen-
timental co-respondence concerning their fathers and 
fathering. Berry documents his continuing relationship with 
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his father, particularly his father’s addiction and the impact 
of the addiction upon Berry and his mother, and Berry’s 
sense of himself as a “son in recovery.”

Pelias offers an account of the everyday reminders, and 
their attendant, contrasting associations, of his (deceased) 
father and his (estranged) son. In reengaging with a photo-
graph of his father, first seen only after his father had died, 
Gale examines shifting subjectivity, encountering the chang-
ing father and the fluid self as he reflects on seeing his father 
in an image. Patti uses the myths of the hero and the trickster 
to frame a series of stories and reflections on the father he 
lost as a boy. Wyatt’s counseling work with a man who 
recently lost his father prompts the author to reflect upon his 
own father and the gaps in his previous writing about him. 
He weaves the two together, his client and his father, working 
at the longing.

Bochner offers a compelling and emotionally charged 
essay that illustrates how a father can still be present more 
than two decades after death, and Sparkes structures his 
essay around the material, physical “bits and pieces” of his 
father’s and his son’s lives. Collins takes us on a recent 
journey with his disabled photographer father, a journey 
that draws him—and us—into their bodies and into ques-
tions of ownership and appropriation. A box of books given 
by the author to his father provides the thread of Denzin’s 
essay, a thread between homes, between years, and between 
Denzin, his father, and his mother.

Adams describes a myriad of tender, raw episodes of 
he and his father failing to connect; however, something 
propels them, despite the evidence, to keep trying. Poulos 
offers a poignant, hopeful tale of how writing about his 
father provides promise of a different way of relating, one 
characterized by hesitancy and faltering, and Goodall 
reenters the museum of his (deceased) father’s (secret) 
lives, looking for the significance in the artifacts he (re-)
discovers and reflecting on the gain and the cost of such a 
search.

Before we conclude, we want to mention three gaps in 
this collection. First, the collection focuses only on sons and 
fathers. There is much that could be written within the auto-
ethnographic, critical traditions about a range of other parent–
child relationships, for example, sons and mothers, fathers 
and daughters, daughters and mothers, and the like. There is 
a rich seam of writing and exploration that could inquire 
into, elucidate, and disrupt the cultural ideas about such 
relationships. Second, we do not include any writings from 
sons who do not know their fathers or who do not want or 
perceive any connection to their fathers. Third, we are miss-
ing, from our original set of authors, a contribution from the 

late John T. Warren, who passed away in April 2011. We 
hold him in mind as we write, and we dedicate this collec-
tion to our respected friend and colleague.

The two of us, Tony and Jonathan, found each other in 
2007 at the International Congress of Qualitative Inquiry 
each of us having written and presented about our fathers, 
Tony about his relationship with his then-estranged father, 
Jonathan about his relationship with his late, becoming-absent 
father. Correspondence and further Congresses followed, 
where we developed the idea for gathering others’ writing 
about sons and fathers, the most recent manifestation being 
this collection, which we are delighted and privileged to 
introduce. We hope that you find the essays enjoyable and 
provocative.
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Long ago, a father or fathers would take sons into 
dark trackless woods and ruff them up a bit, teach 
them laws of Society and Universe, teach them 
Mysteries of Manhood. I remember no such night 
journey, yet I know the years I have undergone silent 
powerful initiation with you, Father. For in your 
example I have found seeds of mysteries.

Omar McRoberts (2006), “Song for Father”

Why was I not born mysterious?
Why did I grow up without companions?
Who ordered me to tear down
the doors of my own pride?
And who went out to live for me
when I was sleeping or sick?
And which flag unfurled there
where they didn’t forget me?

Pablo Neruda (1974/1991), from “The Book of Questions”

We are all collateral damage for someone’s beautiful
Ideology, all of us inanimate in the face of the onslaught.
My father had the biggest hands I’ve ever seen. He never
Wore a wedding ring. Somehow, it would have looked 
lost,
Misplaced on his thick worker’s hands that were, to me,
As large as Africa. There have been a good many storms

In Africa over the centuries. One was called colonial-
ism . . .
How would you like
To feel like a fucking storm every time someone looked
At you? . . .

Benjamin Alire Sáenz (2010), “Confessions: My Father, 
Hummingbirds, and Franz Fanon”

In Telling Bodies/Performing Birth Della Pollock (1999) 
asks a series of questions: “What happens when a story 
begins in absence? When it takes its momentum from a 
gap, a break, a border space, or element of difference that 
violates laws of repetition and re-presentation even in the 
act of repeating, retelling, representing [itself]? What hap-
pens when ‘the boundary becomes the place from which 
something begins its presencing’” (p. 27)? These are key 
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questions that might guide any exploration—origins of expe-
rience, expressions of origins, or the relational dynamics 
that impact our sense of who and how we are, seeking and 
finding answers, and sparking the possibility of reconcilia-
tion or change.

The following performative essay is a triple autoethno-
graphic text written by three men of differing racial and cul-
tural backgrounds exploring the nature of their relationships 
with their fathers. Each reflects on experience seeking to 
find answers that might help them to resist the replication of 
pain in their own parenting, and at least in one case, a resis-
tance to parenting all together. And while resistance stories 
often pivot on citizens’ resistance to legalized authority, or 
cultural mores that have become entrenched in everyday 
life, the stories told here are in resistance to the authority of 
the father as the power authority in the household and 
within the worldview of the male child struggling with 
notions of biology as destiny in the sociological possibili-
ties of becoming one’s own man, whether specific to par-
enting, or not (Ewick & Silbey, 2003).

In each intersecting movement of this article the voices 
are both singular and plural, collective and not, expressing 
experiences that press against each other in ways that are 
painfully familiar. The collective effort builds a case study 
of how the traditions of sharing personal narrative, biogra-
phy, and autoethnography provide an opportunity for criti-
cal personal scrutiny in a larger cultural context, lessening 
the distance between human experience across borders of 
perceived difference in race, culture, and geography 
building a more concerted sociology of human experience 
(Alexander, 2009; Ellis, 1995, 1997; Ellis & Bochner, 
2000; Holman-Jones, 2005; Spry, 2001). At times the col-
lective telling of personal experience in this project is 
almost a chorus, informing tones of engaged voices that tell 
a story of nuances, establishing rhythms on which others 
might begin their own critical processes of sense making by 
comparing and contrasting experience (Adams & Jones, 
2011; Davies & Gannon, 2006; Diversi & Moreira, 2009; 
Gale & Wyatt, 2007, 2008, 2009; Speedy, 2005).

This experimental autoethnography reifies and makes 
copresent that generative quality of biography and autoethnog-
raphy to stimulate the critical reflexive processes of audience/
interlocutors in the very act of engagement (Alexander, 
2000). The project simulates the effects of how the spark of 
a particular expression of experience by a performer/ 
storyteller/speaker often triggers in the audience/interlocutor 
a similar experience translated through the variables of 
race, culture, gender, and class difference—yet establishes 
bonds between the performer and the audience member. 
This writing exercise was completed through a process of 
triggering elements, one story that triggered another telling, 
in a spinstoried and interspliced autoethnography between 
three men reflecting on their experiences with their fathers.

The first draft of the article was completed without dis-
cussion through emails across distance and regulated 

space.1 In many ways each narrative stands alone, but 
together they present a narrative gestalt of both resistance 
in father–son relationships, and the particular effort of 
each man to finally resist resistance, further telling the 
stories of their experience with their fathers—to begin to 
reconcile those relationships, and maybe more important, 
begin to define their own destiny through storying. 
“Because such stories are told in the interaction with other 
stories, they become part of a stream of sociocultural 
knowledge about how social structures [in this case 
father–son relationships] work to distribute power and 
disadvantage” (Ewick & Silbery, 2003, p. 1328). And in 
this case, stories about father–son relationships are never 
the same and never not not the same. This project is as 
much an ethnography of conversation as it is a triple auto-
ethnography, for out of this conversation, and the inner 
rhythms of memories whose weight has been born in 
silence for many years, a story emerges2 of these three 
men and their fathers. A story that might begin the process 
of narration for many others.

Hesitancy of Engagement3

Bryant: I am not ready to tell this story. It is a story that 
resists its own telling because it might reveal too much to 
me, and about me. I am afraid of what you might come to 
know about me as a man, as Black man, as a Black gay man 
trying to find the origins of his being in his father. Maybe it 
is not that the story resists it’s telling. Maybe it is that the 
telling of the story is an act of resistance; a story with ten-
sion and pull; a story that is tensive4—that will hold me in 
a perpetual relationship to my father; a story that screams 
against its continued silence; between whether it will be 
told right, and the truths and untruths of my narrative 
authority to tell; between the realities of who I am, and who 
my father was—at least now in my memory of him.

Claudio: Do I have yet the courage? To go further . . . to 
explore the impossible pain of finding the origins of myself 
in the Father? Yes, my story resists its telling even when it 
is already being told; my history is an act of resistance . . . 
negating the vacuum. Tensive—a push and pull—part of 
my life, attributes of a social structure . . . I like it but not to 
maintain . . . yet to transform . . . am I too naïve here? Am I 
able to escape blood, biology, and history? White, straight, 
male, Father of two, and son of (no) one. This is me. I am 
not like that Man, am I? I am no Man . . . and that’s not a bad 
place to be. I am a son of Father. Father was a son of 
Grandma. I never wrote about Mother and memory is all I 
have. I am Father of two. A push and a pull.

Hari: Every time I use my name I live in tension between 
courage and cowardice in my attempts at presencing multi-
ple identities from absences and silences, from ruptures, 
from my treasonous breaks against blood and tradition, 
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from the silent presence of my father’s sorrow in the gap 
where I legally tore off my name from his. The stories I 
have deliberately constructed to justify my brown and 
bearded presence, here in space and time on this side of an 
ocean and two continents away from my father, stand 
tensely silent when confronted by the raging everyday 
storm of parenting across religions and races, borders and 
languages, masculinities and feminisms. Do I have the 
courage? It does not matter whether I do—my infant daugh-
ter’s interracial skin already marks her for a betweener-life 
of resisting stories.5 Her unspoken future questions thunder 
in my ears now, here, pushing and pulling me with/against 
my father as I seek to perform and transform the material 
spaces where I live and labor.6

Anatomy of Desire and Disdain
Bryant: My memories of my father are clear and present, 
yet at the same time fuzzy and fleeting—in that way in 
which my body is evidence of his being; the increasing 
familiarity when I look at old photos, when I look in the 
mirror seeing the him that I am becoming staring back at 
me—texture of hair, slop of forehead, shape of eyes, angle 
of nose, curl of lip, and even a smile, when he smiled. The 
tilt of head, turn of a gesture, the way of movement, of 
sway and shift and strut that I used to laugh at, has some-
how found its way into the lexicon of my body gesture. And 
that way in which things coming out of my mouth remind 
me of things that he would say that I promised myself I 
would never say. Saying things that speak him into being 
again through me, as me, as him—being copresent, again.

Yet memory and remembrance become confused reflec-
tions and refractions of a truth, a truth that lies somewhere 
in a collective or individual history or maybe residing reso-
lutely in the body; maybe the truth like complicity is in the 
blood, and in the end, will blood tell? I am not sure where to 
begin to tell this story, or maybe it has already begun. So let 
me go there. “Go there,” in that way that people say, “Don’t 
go there!”—as a proclamation against telling, a resistance 
to a particular knowing, “there” as a space of danger or a 
potential conversation not yet ready to be had. But I need to 
go there to retrieve parts of this memory and parts of myself. 
I need to go there to deliberately reconstruct, “here in space 
and time,” the meaning of those experiences that have for-
ever shaped a particular image of myself.

I remember when I was about twelve years old, the 
fourth boy of five living boys, my mother sent me into her 
bedroom to retrieve a brush from her drawer. I remember 
walking into the bedroom and seeing my father lying drunk 
on the bed. It was a familiar sight—body splayed open, eyes 
half opened, and an exhausted labored breathing with inter-
mittent snoring that called attention to a lack of coherence. 
But this time, for some reason, my father’s pants were open 
and his penis was hanging out of the fly of loose boxer 

shorts, a recalcitrant digit that had fathered seven children, 
had fathered me. I remember being fixated. I wasn’t fixated 
on my father’s penis as in sexualizing my father7 as much as 
I was fixated on his heterosex and the instrument of that 
union between penis and vagina, between blood and semen 
that created new blood8 and the ways in which my own 
penis would probably not perform that same feat. I knew 
then and he knew it. That moment was a confrontation with 
a reality and consequence. You see my father knew me 
from a young age. Somehow he knew that I was gay and 
unlike the current politics of telling “coming out stories,” I 
don’t have a story like that to tell, some heroic narrative of 
strife and transcendence as some pseudotherapeutic psy-
chology of overcoming a cloistered identity from child to 
parent contributing to a public politic of outing. Only to say 
that my father spent a lot of time trying to discipline me out 
of gayness and into masculinity, as if the two were resistant 
opposites—wanting to rough me up, wanting me not to be 
so sensitive, wanting me to want girls like my slightly older 
brother who was almost hyper-heterosexual at only two 
years older than me. My father promoted that activity and 
elevated my brother as a boyhood masculine ideal on which 
I should code. He showed me many models of the expected. 
And somehow that moment of seeing his penis was one of 
those models.

I also remember (and I am not sure if this is a separate 
story but they are all connected in memory, and from the 
place of my current telling) my mother telling a conflicted 
narrative to her boys. When I was about sixteen, speaking to 
my slightly older brother with me present she said, “If 
you’re going to have sex, wearing a condom would be 
smart.” Long before the construction of “safe sex” my 
mother, the mother of seven and a nurse’s aid was signaling 
the prevention of pregnancy and the transmittal of disease. 
The story was conflicted not in her telling, but in my head 
and the ways in which memories compete for primacy or 
strive towards some fidelity with other stories told in time 
and place. Because you see, I also remember my mother 
telling me (maybe inappropriately) that my father refused to 
were condoms; hence, after deciding to no longer have any 
more children and before menopause, she was perpetually 
on birth control pills. When my mother told that story, I 
remembered a time when I saw what appeared to be a con-
dom in my father’s wallet, which I later confirmed. I won-
dered why my dad would have had a condom in his wallet 
if he refused to were a condom with my mother. So when 
my mother was telling me this story that my father would 
not wear condoms, and her strong lesson to my brother and 
I about wearing condoms, there was a conflation of who my 
father was and who she wanted her boys to be. (This is me. 
I am not like that Man, am I?) Anatomy is not destiny.9

The image of my father’s penis became symbolic for me, 
it was not a fantasy—but maybe a farce; it was about sex 
and sexuality, it was about progeny and protection, and 

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


124  Qualitative Inquiry 18(2)

maybe about infidelity and a filial connection to knowing 
myself in relation to my father’s penis; a penis as a point of 
origin for a son to know his father; penis to penis as a dis-
continued umbilical cord that would, if allowed, transmit 
not only blood or semen but a kind of habitus, “a set of 
historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in 
the form of mental and corporeal schemata of perception, 
appreciation and action”—culture and the complicities of 
conceit (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 16).

My own penis, sometimes a recalcitrant digit most often 
encased within a condom at the point of penetration, has 
engaged in a particular betrayal of expected masculine per-
formances—at least in my father’s terms (Kumar, 2010a) or 
maybe my penis has engaged in a resistance to recreating 
the performances of my father:

a resistance to fathering,

a resistance to the assumed acceptable directionality 
of my desire,

a resistance to the transmittal of disease as one site of 
control,

and to the definition of my character—in some mirror 
image of a father in his son.

[At the time of writing this section of the essay, I heard 
from a television in the distance, a few lines from the movie 
“How Do You Know?” which was being advertised. A pri-
mary character played by Owen Wilson asks another man: 
“How do you know when you’re in love?” The answer, 
“When you choose to wear a condom with the other women 
that you sleep with.” This is not completely suggestive of my 
father’s thoughts or actions, but the simultaneity of hearing 
and writing caused me further pause.]

I know that I am not a clone of my father; the union of my 
father and mother made new blood, a conception of culture 
with the emergence of this new possibility.10 I am a 
“betweener.” I know that I am not an exact replication of 
either. My father’s penis was a tool of production not exclu-
sively a tool for a reproduction of himself through my mother. 
And maybe that was my mother’s performance of resistance, 
the biological performance of resistance by all women that 
tempers as it creates new life. Now, in the absence of both my 
father and my mother, I stand in the gap of their former pres-
ence—bridging the reality of their once being in memory 
with only skin, story, and blood to evidence their existence.

Claudio: The gap we write from . . . What I thought I was 
going to write and what I am writing. It is just the three of us 
and fathers . . . between and among B&H . . . lives/families/
communities intertwined in memories of men.

I have blocks of memories from the man I called father.  
I remember a period from an earlier age in my childhood 
where I really want to please father in the hope he would pay 
attention to me and may stay . . . close. I remember a short 
period of my life where I was frustrated with his actions . . . 
where I tried to understand him and never could. I remember 
a period in my late teens when I wanted to forgive father 
when he was away (often) and not being able to when he 
was around (not often). I remember a period when I was the 
drunk man, with “a fuck it” and “care nothing about life” 
attitude, and still I could not get close to father or care about 
him. I remember a period when I wished to forgive father 
and doing so to forgive myself. I remember a period when 
after had I stopped drinking I could not stand the sight of 
him. I remember being a father myself not knowing if I 
wanted to let my father play grandpa with Analua.

Bryant’s words haunt me: “I know that I am not a clone 
of my father; the union of my father and mother made new 
blood, a conception of culture with the emergence of this 
new possibility.”

I am not that man—am I? And yet, at least a part of me 
wishes to forgive, and another does not. My scars are raw.

I’m always scared of becoming that man.
I remember: 2004. I enter the back porch of my house in 

Champaign, IL. I can hear Dani laughing on the phone. 
She’s speaking Portuguese and looking at me she says: 
“Claudio just arrived. I will pass the phone to him. Just a 
moment, please.” With her hand on the speaker Dani tells 
me: “It’s your father, he called three times already . . . 
please talk to him.” In all these years in the United States, 
my father never called, not once. I am worried, but Dani 
was laughing so it cannot be bad news. Father was clearly 
charming her. Still, my hands are tense while taking the 
phone from her and lighting a cigarette at the same time.

“Hey, it is me. Is everything okay?” I say.
“No, it is not,” says the voice from the other side of the 

line.
“It is not working anymore,” continues the voice. I can 

tell by the voice that my father is drunk.
Already without patience: “What is not working? You’re 

not making any sense.”
“What? What is not working? My dick is not working. It 

is flat dead!” Father answers.
After all these years, he called for the first time, not once 

but three times to tell me that his penis cannot get hard.
“It is good. You cannot father any more children . . . actu-

ally it is great news,” I say.
“I love all my children,” father responds.
“How many do you have?” I say full of irony.
“I may not have been a good father but I love all my 

children, it is not all my fault.” He keeps talking.
Silence, which is all I give him. I do not say a word. He 

keeps talking . . . silently I hang up the phone. I put my 
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smoke in the ashtray and enter the kitchen. Dani comes to 
me and ask:

“What does your dad want?”
“Nothing, just talk I guess.” Dani can tell I am mad.
“Claudio, you should make an effort to get in good terms 

with your dad.”
“Someday.” I answer and I then scream to the rest of the 

house: “Children, Daddy is here!” And I can hear Francisco 
and Analua running towards me.

Hari: I shout, “Daddy is here! Daddy is here!” as I run 
through the corridor of our cramped apartment toward the 
door. Except I’m shouting in Tamil, “Appa vandhutta! Appa 
vandhutta!” as I run past the narrow entryway to the 
kitchen, where my mother is preparing dinner. I’ve been 
reading in the small room I share with my sister, but my ears 
have been leaning toward the window, which overlooks the 
passageway next to our building. My father always jangles 
his keys as he walks, and I listen for the unique pattern—
jing-jangle, jing-jangle—that signals to me his impending 
arrival. When I hear it I always run to the door, but then I 
stop and listen for his keys coming up the stairs to our second-
floor apartment. Just when the jingling stops, when I know 
he’s about to put the door key into the lock, I throw open the 
door and yell “Appa!” at my father. This is a daily ritual, 
every evening on weekdays, or whenever I hear my father 
coming home, for the few formative childhood years that 
we live in that cramped apartment in Yemen while my father 
worked at a factory on the outskirts of town. Later, when we 
moved to another apartment building, the geography 
changes such that my father’s route to the front door 
becomes both invisible and inaudible—I can no longer hear 
my father’s keys. And now, separated from my father both 
by immense physical distance and by my own willful break-
ing of relationships with my family, Claudio’s words bring 
me right back to those embodied moments—my body tilts 
to the left, my ears strain toward a nonexistent window 
listening for my father’s arrival, my nose twitches with the 
expected smell11 of sweat and factory machinery on my 
father’s clothes.

My father comes home and immediately changes into 
more comfortable clothes. He sheds his trousers and wraps 
a lungi around his waist. He walks around the apartment 
shirtless, in his sleeveless white undershirt. As a boy, I am 
scrawny and sickly, wearing large glasses behind which my 
eyes constantly swim toward my father’s large and robust 
torso as he tries to unwind from the day. The family sits 
down for dinner at the table, and my father starts eating 
while my sister and I are still placing food on our plates. He 
eats quickly and loudly, both aspects of deep annoyance for 
my mother who chides him as she often does at mealtime. 
While my sister and I chatter away, my father never talks 
during meals. Before I have even begun mixing my rice and 
sambar, he finishes and gets up from the table, belching as 

he walks to the bathroom to wash up. A short while later, 
he walks back into our cramped living/dining room and 
switches on the TV to watch a movie. I glance at him 
knowing that he’s not really watching the screen, that his 
mind is elsewhere. After a while he sees me looking at him, 
and he smiles briefly, absently, before his gaze shifts away 
once again. I want to say something, to ask something, but 
the moment passes in silence.

My eyes wander toward his torso, toward the faded white 
string that crosses his chest from his left shoulder down to 
his right hip and then back again behind his back to form a 
loop, visible on the brown skin of his chest momentarily 
until it slips beneath the white fabric of his undershirt. The 
string is a thicker version of the string I wear too, except 
that on my skinny body the string hangs loosely, well below 
my waist and often slipping right off my shoulder. I uncon-
sciously reach up with my hand to slip it back onto my 
bony shoulder blades. The string is called a poonal, and it 
marks our two male bodies as Hindu Brahmins, members 
of the highest caste in Hinduism. The string is composed of 
three single threads that are tied together in a knot to form 
a continuous loop. The three threads are supposed to sym-
bolize the three major deities in the Hindu pantheon—
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. At least, that’s what I’ve been 
told they symbolize; they might symbolize a variety of 
other significant aspects of Hinduism that I never find out.  
I know that a Brahmin boy can only wear the string after a 
ceremony when the boy is old enough—again, memory 
beguiles me as I cannot remember what the “right” age is 
for the ceremony. I do not remember exactly how old I was, 
but it must have been sometime between when I was 11 or 
when I was 13. I do remember, vividly, the tension around 
the ceremony because while my father is a Brahmin my 
mother is not. I remember embodied moments of tilt and 
sway, gesture and smell, how incense and smoke fills my 
eyes and nose, and how my grandfather, my father’s father, 
leans in to whisper into my ear at the end of the ceremony: 
“You are a Brahmin now, although your mother is a Nair.” 
He says this in English, and I have to strain to hear his 
wheezing above the noise of the Brahmin priests, men 
chanting Sanskrit slogans at my father and me, re-citing my 
patriarchal privilege. The string that my father wears is a 
double string composed of two separate strings that each 
has three threads. The double string marks my father’s body 
as a married Brahmin man. A Brahmin marriage ceremony 
involves several rituals, one of which has the Brahmin man 
exchanging his single string for a double string.

Again the embodied tension—my parents were married 
in a Brahmin ceremony with my father’s side of the family 
profoundly displeased at the sullying presence of my moth-
er’s non-Brahmin body in a sacred Brahmin space. Or so 
my parents told me during my childhood. By the time I am 
old enough to ask, relations between the two sides have 
moved on, and past tensions are simply unspoken, 
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simmering in the embodied tensiveness of differences in 
class and language, in desire and religion, sustaining my life 
blood in between their push and pull.

Sitting at the dinner table in our little apartment in 
Yemen, thousands of miles away from those geographical 
spaces where these strings matter, my father and I sit quietly 
as brown bodies living in an Islamic country where anti-
Hindu religious tensions are running high. Kashmir has 
erupted in violence again, caught between avowedly Islamic 
Pakistan and allegedly secular but Hindu-dominated India. 
Sentiments on the streets around our apartment are vigor-
ously pro-Pakistani, expressing profound displeasure at the 
sullying presence of our Hindu bodies in Islamic Yemeni 
public space. Sentiments are childishly anti-Indian on the 
playgrounds of my school, an elite private school owned by 
the same families that own the factory where my father 
works. Sitting at the dinner table, I want to ask my father 
about the boys at school who chant in Arabic at me, chant-
ing that my father works for their fathers, taunting me that 
we stinking Indians are their stinking servants. I start to say 
something, but I am probably mumbling—he doesn’t hear 
me. I start again, and my father suddenly turns around, 
looks at me and grunts abruptly, “Huh?” His loud voice fills 
the space between us, and I know he was lost in thought, 
that he simply hadn’t heard what I said, that this is his way 
of simply asking me what it was I had asked, but the abrupt 
sound rocks me back as it usually does. “Nothing,” I mum-
ble, and go back to picking at my plate. The tensions in our 
lives remain simply unspoken.

In the years that have since passed, my parents and I 
have moved into and out of many apartments, through dif-
ferent geographical and cultural spaces. Somewhere in time 
I find myself many more thousands of miles away from 
Yemen and India, again as a brown body in an unfamiliar 
space profoundly shaped by pleasure and displeasure. 
However, I don’t have a heroic narrative of ethnic and cul-
tural migration to tell. Rather, I now choose to mark my 
story with a break, a gap, a rupture, a violation made with 
an almost villainous volition—I become an evangelical 
Christian in Boston during the summer of 2000. I remem-
ber the shock and sorrow on my father’s face when I tell 
him a full year later. I had long since discarded the string 
across my body, but that moment with my father is when I 
figuratively snap that string, when I violate the continuity 
of my patriarchal Brahmin Indian heritage to assimilate 
instead into a deep complicity with a patriotic Christian 
American Whiteness.

Writing this, now, as an intertwined thread of a story 
weaving a string of three stories, as an intertwined body 
among three male bodies, I’m aware of the privilege in the 
above scenes, half-remembered and half-imagined, vaguely 
evasive in their details when it comes to truths and com-
plicities. I remember another set of words from Bryant, 
when he describes his mother telling him: “The weight of 

your privilege rests on your father’s back!”.12 I remember 
Claudio writing about his absent father’s visceral disruption 
of the dinner table during his rare appearances.13 Both of 
their fathers are now absent—my father is still alive, and yet 
I do not have the courage to talk with him about what I’m 
writing now.

I come home from campus, but my mind is elsewhere at 
the end of the semester—on the undergraduate papers I 
need to grade, on the graduate papers I need to write, on 
the thesis I have yet to finish, on this article draft I need to 
write with Bryant and Claudio, on the half-finished appli-
cation for U.S. citizenship that I cannot finish until I get 
clearance from Selective Service, on the half-finished 
application form for Eliana’s American passport that I do 
not want to finish because it wants to know the nationality 
of her father. I open the door to our tiny apartment and I 
hear Alexis and Eliana around the corner, in our cramped 
kitchen. They can’t see me as I take off my shoes in the 
entryway, so I call out to them. Eliana starts chirping, 
“Papa! Papa!” from her high chair and keeps saying it as I 
walk into the kitchen, her little one-year-old body half-
twisted around to see me. Alexis says, “Papa’s home!” as I 
sit down to eat. Eliana is making gurgling noises, but I am 
focused on my food, hungry and yet trying to unwind. 
Alexis says something that I can’t quite make out, so I 
look up and grunt abruptly, “Huh?” I realize Eliana is 
silent and I look toward her—she’s watching me quietly, 
intently, and when I look at her she squeals and smiles 
widely, starts babbling. And I see myself in her big wide 
eyes, seeing the him that I am becoming, seeing me as him 
as me becoming copresent, things coming out of my mouth 
reminding me of things he would say, things I had prom-
ised myself I would not say.

I smile, briefly, absently, and look at my plate again. I am 
not that man—am I? Or maybe truth like complicity is in 
the blood, and in time will blood tell?

Rituals of Parenting
Bryant: Well-meaning friends often tell me that I would 
make a great dad. And while I take that as a compliment, I 
often wonder about the criteria that they use to make such 
an assessment. I wonder if they believe that my general 
care with my students would translate to my own children. 
I wonder if when they see me in silly play with their chil-
dren, or keeping a stash of candy and small toys in my 
office for the children of my working-class, mostly Latino 
students, as they are dragged to school, because mom or 
dad can’t afford a sitter—if they believe that such care or 
consideration would translate to my would-be, probably 
slightly more privileged children.

I wonder.
I wonder what is the criterion of being a great dad that 

they assume that I could be? I am not sure if I had the model 
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in my own home. And The Cosby Show coming into my 
home on the Thursday night NBC screen was not realistic 
for any household. Certainly not for the Black upper-lower-
class life that I lived as a kid, and maybe not even in the life 
of Bill Cosby himself—as he defensively creates a campaign 
moving across the country blaming and belittling (bad) 
Black parents, promoting the dangerous myth that blacks 
who don’t “make it” have only themselves to blame, as he 
floats his doctorate of education degree and his television 
persona as some credibility factor on parenting.14

I started off my college years as an elementary education 
major. It wasn’t until my second year when I needed to 
spend time at a local elementary school as a teacher’s aid 
that I began to question my choice of majors. When I 
approached my mother with my concern, telling her that 
maybe I would like to change my major to secondary edu-
cation (working with high school students)—my mother 
quickly said, “Maybe that would be a good idea.” And while 
I was happy about her support, the quickness of her response 
concerned me and I asked why? My mother simply said, 
“Keith—you really have very little patience with/for little 
children.” And in that moment I became indignant as my 
mother then gave me the evidence of her position. She said, 
“I see you with your nieces and nephews. You are a great 
uncle and they love you. You play with them and you give 
them little gifts, but when your patience runs out with them 
you are done. And like your father, you runaway.” And I 
wasn’t sure which part of that explanation should cause me 
more alarm—“when your patience runs out” or “And like 
your father, you runaway.” It was the latter.

When my brothers and sisters and I were young—my 
dad played with us in silly ways, sometimes playfully teas-
ing on whatever was the most recent teen or preteen sensi-
tivity, sometimes trying to play ball in the yard mimicking 
the pretense of virtuosity, sometimes dancing around the 
house shirtless in his sleeveless white undershirt often tug-
ging at the strings of my mother’s apron or sleeve in a pre-
tense of fanciful partner dancing. Yet I do remember that 
such gleeful play was intense and short-lived; always my 
father’s mood would shift and he’d begin to shy away, often 
retreating into the house or living room, becoming lost in a 
television movie, lost in thought that was somehow neither 
focused on the here nor there. I would often join him in that 
place of solitude, and periodically we would engage each 
other through the film in a kind of coded talk about every-
thing and about nothing. And when he really didn’t want to 
be bothered—he retreated into his bedroom to listen to 
music alone. And even as a child, I wondered if by engaging 
us in those intense bouts of play—if he felt that he had met 
his fatherly duty. (Was that the criterion?) I wondered if he 
had limited patience for play, or limited patience for little 
children, for his children. Years later I would watch my 
father with his grand children and the pattern would be con-
tinued. So when my mother made that comparison—my 

father with his children and me with my potential students, 
I paused. I thought about the limits of in loco parentis that 
would be a space of entrapment with me and other people’s 
children,15 and that moment profoundly shaped my pleasure 
and displeasure with teaching on the elementary level, and 
maybe with the idea of parenting, at least then, and maybe 
even still, for now.

I am tickled with an aspect of my father’s parenting. 
Everyday when my father came home, in the mix of work-
a-day smells from his job as a garbage man and the fatigue 
of labor, he would manage to pull from his pocket a small 
snack—a slice of gum, a piece of hard candy, a packet of 
cookies. He would slip that to me as a personal and private 
little gift for his one kid (number 5 of 7) who would wait 
at the door when he came home and helped him take off 
his boots. I don’t have a son to help me take off my shoes 
when I get home. And maybe regretfully, like Hari, I don’t 
have a little one-year-old daughter turning from her high-
chair to see me as I enter into the room. But almost every-
day when I am at work, I stick my hands in my pocket to 
grab a pen, keys, or a coin, and what I find is a dog biscuit, 
and I am tickled.

I am tickled because somehow as I leave home in the 
morning, or through some weird alternations of my work-
day, I manage to find a dog biscuit in my pocket that 
reminds me of my girls at home (a female dog and cat).  
I know, when I arrive at home, before fully reaching the 
porch that I will hear my dog (Peppy) barking to greet me. 
Somehow, maybe by the sound of the engine of my truck 
pulling into the yard or the distant jing-jangle, jing-jangle 
of my keys— signals to her my impending arrival. She 
engages in a babble of barking. My partner (Patrick), will 
let Peppy momentarily out in the backyard to ease my 
entrance in the front door. The cat (Peanut), will greet me 
at the door first with a series of intense meows and a slow 
drag along my ankle that all cat parents know and under-
stand. She will then run to her feeding station near the 
backdoor where she knows I will come to give her a treat 
of wet cat food. Once I am in the house, Patrick will let 
Peppy back in saying, “The other Daddy is home!”—as the 
dog is running towards me. And after her bountiful attack 
that allows me the official release from my workday, I will 
reach into my pocket to give her the treat that I have long 
carried for her in my pocket all day, then I will move to 
give the cat her treat. Somewhere in the middle, my partner 
and I kiss, and he will ask me about my day. These are the 
family rituals of our life.

Of course, my experience is not the same as Claudio and 
Hari meeting their beautiful children when they arrive at 
home, but for me, for now, this is the extent of my parent-
ing. And the tensions in my life with my father still remain 
mostly unspoken, but there are momentary points of remem-
brance in which being or becoming my father—are not too 
bad. And while I embrace those good moments—I still 
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temper them with the reality of my full life with father. 
Those moments in which the synchronicity of modulated 
experiences ring with fondness, against those other moments 
when leaving is not an option, and staying creates a space of 
entrapment for all, both in the there and then, the spaces 
from where I was growing up and where I am now. I 
embrace some of those moments and still resist others. And 
maybe in this case, resistance is both an act of not becoming 
(or overcoming) as well as a process of conducting oneself 
through the substantive conditions of living.

I am my father’s son, and there are more intrinsic strings 
that tie us together that cannot be easily removed or unknot-
ted. So I must live with the inextricability of that connection, 
how it plays on/in the materiality of my own being, and the 
still growing knowledge of what that all means.

Claudio: I despise what I call empty scholarship. In sim-
ple terms, what I write and produce have to reflect the val-
ues I have in living my life. For example, how can I include 
a quote by bell hooks in my writing and then go home to be 
a jerk with Dani. It is simple and yet . . .

My children and I have for quite some time a ritual when 
I get home that started some years ago. As soon as they hear 
me opening the door they hide. When I am in the living 
room I hear their voices: “Where is Francisco?” Comes 
from one part of the house. And “Where is Analua?” Comes 
from another. Then, I start going from room to room, pre-
tending to not  see Francisco and Analua moving around so 
I can’t “find” them. After a while, they give a clue that it is 
the right moment to find them, and then we hug each other 
while they tell me all the places they hid. One of them may 
say, “Dad, I was under the chair in the kitchen and when 
you turned your back, I went to hide behind the computer 
desk in the living room.” When it started, I believe Francisco 
thought that I could not see him. Analua would go with the 
game. Now, both of them “know” that I can see them but we 
keep playing it anyways, and yet . . .

I unlock the door of my house. Entering the living room 
I hear the steps of my children going to hide. “Dear God,” I 
think, “when are they going to grow up? Enough is enough!” 
I ignore everything and go directly to my computer. I am 
stressed, in a bad mood, and I need to check my email.

“Where is Francisco?”   “Where is Analua?”
“God! Don’t they know I don’t have time?” I burble to 

myself and keep looking at the computer. I am so tired.
“Where is Francisco?”   “Where is Analua?”
This time louder.
“These kids are testing me . . . can’t they see they are 

playing with fire.” I keep reading my email.
“Where is Francisco?”  “Where is Analua?”
Well, this time, they yell their lungs out.

That’s it. “Analua! Francisco!” This time I am scream-
ing. “Stop right now. Don’t you see I am busy here? I need 
to work. Who’s going to bring money to pay the mortgage? 

Who put food on the table? Enough . . . both of you are in 
time out . . . go to your room until I say you can leave!” My 
face is probably distorted with rage. I am drenched in sweat.

Really, for the first time I take my eyes off the computer 
screen. I can see fear in my children’s face and tears pouring 
through their eyes. I can see astonishment in Dani’s expression!

“To your room now!” I yell again.
Kids run to their room. I look at Dani and see a disap-

proving face. She goes after them. In that moment . . . I am 
that man.

I, the assistant professor, full of privilege!
I did not have to cut 12 tons of sugar cane a day . . .  

I spent my day in front of a computer trying to write.
I, the assistant professor, full of privilege, who brags to 

not accept performances of white supremacy in my 
classroom.

I, the assistant professor, full of privilege.
The white heterosexual patriarch of my house!
I, the assistant professor, full of privilege who writes 

empty scholarship. Full of scholar shit!
In that moment . . . I am that man.
It may be that I find purity in Biology!
I look at the empty living room. “What have I done? 

Why?” I ask no one. Holding tears I run after my family.  
I get in their room and begin to apologize . . . begging for their 
forgiveness. You know what is more complicated than any-
thing else? I can tell that what my children really want more is 
to forgive me. Their love for me, at that age, is unconditional. 
Get my shit together . . . ’cause I know they will not forgive 
me forever. I am not only biology . . . I am not that man, am I?

Cleaning old tears from her face, Analua looks at me and 
says, “Daddy, let’s play the game again. Let’s pretend you 
did not arrive yet. You go outside . . .”

“And enter the house again!” Francisco finishes for her, 
both of them now smiling.

Paraphrasing Bryant. . .
Where, amazed and scared, I see myself in his descrip-

tion of his father:
When my patience runs out  I explode
And like my father  I runaway
My gleeful play with my children Intense and 

short lived
Like Bryant I wonder,
If engaging with my children in these intense bouts of 

play I meet my fatherly duty. . .
Is that my criterion?
Do I have limited patience to play? Or a limited patience 

with little children?
My own children?
Cleaning my own face, yearning for another chance, I go 

out again. Tensive between relief and shame, I make my 
new entrance.

Borrowing from my friends, together with my writing 
partners: “I am not that man—am I? Or maybe truth like 
complicity is in the blood, and in time will blood tell?”
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Hari:
The workers at the factory
in Yemen
where my father worked
had a nickname for my father
Assad
the Arabic word for
Lion
because of his legendary
temper.

He was their boss, an engineer,
then the Chief Engineer,
and eventually the Technical Manager
for
a whole group of factories.
Time for
 a rupture
 a break
 an element of
  difference
 that violates
 laws of repetition
  and re-presentation
 even in the act of
  repeating
   retelling
    representing it/self.
As I look through old pictures, the few that I have here 

with me,
Alexis asks me, “Don’t you have any with your father 

smiling?”  
And I say, “No.”
And that’s not quite true. There are pictures where my father 

is smiling. But the ones I have of him at work, both physically 
and in my memory of him, do not involve many smiles.

The few times when he would take me with him to his 
workplace, to the factory, were always awkward intersec-
tions of masculinity and privilege.

Me, his scrawny sickly son, and
him, the unquestioned ruler of the factory floor, and
the mechanics, the rough and stinking Yemeni and Indian 

and Pakistani workers, and
the general manager, suave and perfumed, whose father 

owned the entire group of factories.
I often wondered which of these masculinities and privi-

leges did my father wish I would embody.
Even then I knew there was a difference between
the hot factory floor where my father reigned  

  frowning
and the humid office floor where my father worked  

  quietly
and the air-conditioned manager’s floor where my father went 
  carefully smiling.

And the moments when those differences collided and 
blurred

when I saw my father not just yelling at a mechanic but
grabbing a spanner himself and climbing into the
thrashing and churning metal bowels
of some ungodly monster of a machine
swearing loudly from within to emerge
face distorted with rage and
body drenched in sweat and
office clothes streaked with grease triumphant
in fixing yet another mechanical breakdown

made no sense. I realized many years later that my father 
had started on the factory floor when he had to drop out of 
school at 16 to support his parents and brother and sisters 
after his father had to retire. I wondered whether this was 
why my father always had a quiet tension whenever some-
one called him an engineer—he never got an engineering 
degree. I wondered whether this was why he silently resisted 
the father–son narratives playing out in the echelons of fam-
ily-owned management above him and forever out of his 
reach, even as he dreamed of similar possibilities for him and 
me. My mother often told me that my father felt a sense of 
both loyalty and entrapment toward his employers—the own-
ers who respected his expertise even though he did not have a 
degree, and their sons, his managers, who knew he would not 
be hired by their competitors for the same reason.

The Lion always stayed at the factory; I never saw my 
father lose his temper at home. The only time I remember 
him slapping me was when, “after having a childish dis-
agreement with my dad, I walked away mumbling under 
my breath,”16 saying something I don’t remember now 
about his “stupid factory job.” I heard stories from my par-
ents about life before Yemen, about the poverty and hunger 
and unemployment that created spaces of entrapment for 
my father as he moved his young family constantly all 
around India before eventually leaving to work in Yemen, 
but most of my memories are after Yemen, when I gradually 
became accustomed to a life of material privilege in a jet-
setting global middle class.

At some point my father became obsessed with that life, 
with that material privilege. And I cannot say I do not under-
stand. And I cannot say that I did not “go there”—I have 
certainly benefited from the traveling privilege of being my 
father’s son. His obsession fueled my initial trajectory 
toward engineering as a career—getting the engineering 
degree that he never got, getting the engineering graduate 
degree that he could never dream of, sitting in air-conditioned 
offices in front of computers trying to write words instead of 
wrestling with machines or sugarcane or garbage.

And no matter how much I resisted my father’s narra-
tives, how far I have estranged myself from my father’s 
obsessions and possessions, how much damage I have done 
to our relationship through my rejection and rebellion 
against his exercises of power and privilege, no matter how 
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much I have proven to my father that he cannot fix our rela-
tional breakdown—the fact remains that the weight of my 
middle-class privilege rests on his back, on the material 
benefits he brought home as the patriarch. I temper those 
benefits with the reality of life with my father, remembering 
both the benefits resulting from and the spaces of entrap-
ment created by his obsessions, both in the there and then.

It is March 2011, and the phone rings. My father is calling 
from Cairo, Egypt. He is with my mother at the airport—
they are leaving after a brief work visit, which had been 
postponed due to the recent revolution that unseated Hosni 
Mubarak. But there’s something wrong—my father’s voice 
is tense, nervous. He quietly whispers that he’s going to talk 
in Tamil instead of English, but he ends up dropping quite a 
few English words into the conversation, words like: hotel, 
riot, protests, violence. The anti-Mubarak protests hap-
pened several weeks ago, but something new happened out-
side the hotel where they were staying, as they were leaving 
earlier that day—an angry crowd gathered outside and 
surged into the lobby, breaking things and throwing punches 
while my father stood at the reception desk. My father 
seems shaken; he tells me he didn’t know what the crowd 
would do, bodies distorted with rage and drenched in sweat. 
He worried that all it would take was one guy to shout, 
“Hey, kill those foreigners!”

In that moment I am transported to a remembrance from 
some 17 years ago, in 1994, just before civil war erupted in 
Yemen, when my father and I were huddled in our apartment, 
worried about the rioting crowds in the streets outside. The 
crowds were/are angry at rampant inflation and overwhelm-
ing unemployment, when the few Yemenis that had jobs 
were paid in increasingly worthless Riyals while companies 
paid American dollars to foreign workers, foreigners like us. 
We worried that all it would take was one guy to shout, “Hey, 
those foreigners live in this apartment building!”

My father says something that jolts me back to March 
2011, to the airport in Cairo and me in my Amherst apart-
ment—my father is describing how he and my mother had to 
hide their expensive watches because they did not want to be 
seen by the Cairo protestors as “rich foreigners.” I am sud-
denly disgusted by my father’s obsessions with the trappings 
of class mobility and privilege, yet again, but his comment 
also suddenly triggers my own obsessions—here I am in the 
middle of applying for U.S. citizenship, with an FBI back-
ground check in progress, and I am on the phone with some-
one in Cairo, a wealthy traveler connected to a Middle 
Eastern industrial group based in Yemen. While my father 
worries about whether his material status markers will dis-
tinguish him from other Indian and Pakistani workers, I 
worry about whether my social status markers will distin-
guish me from other Middle Eastern immigrants in the U.S. 
The phone line crackles with digital artifacts—that click I 
just heard, could it be a wiretap? My paranoia goes into 
overdrive, the line between my father and I become a new 

space of entrapment, and I hurriedly whisper to my father 
that we should talk later. It isn’t until after I hang up that I 
wonder if there would be a later. It isn’t until after I break the 
connection that my heart aches with a desperate fondness.

In such moments I become
the empty scholar
more obsessed with hoarding
my privileged
social capital
through acts
of smiling complicity
instead of obsessing about
“criticizing and refusing [. . .] the norms that make my 

life unlivable” (Moreira, 2008, p. 609)
believing, loving, becoming
“What I Am Doing And Being [. . .] obsessed 

with—ING”17

I am my father’s son, and there are more intrinsic strings 
that tie us together that cannot be unknotted. I must live 
with the inextricability of that connection, how it plays on/
in the materiality of my own being.

A Case of Challenge Singing:  
A Conclusion

Challenge singing and the Atlantic cultural triangle 
. . . One morning in February 1994, walking through 
a big market in the city of Salvador, or Bahia, my 
head protected against the fierce sun, I heard a black 
man and a white man singing and accompanying 
themselves on amplified guitars. My Brazilian son-in-
law told me later that from their appearance and 
accent he knew these were not city-dwellers but men 
from the sertão, the backwoods of northeastern 
Brazil. They took it in turns to sing, vying with each 
other in word play and tongue-twisters and witty 
comments on local personalities and local events. . . . 
This kind of semi-improvised song, known generally 
in Brazil as desafio, or challenge singing, shows how 
three traditions from two continents, having already 
merged in Portugal, have merged still more inti-
mately and seamlessly in Brazil. In Portugal such a 
song is often called a “duelling song” (canto a atirar, 
literally a “shooting song”), and one variety of it is 
heard in the Lisbon fado when two singers take it in 
turns to sing verses (fado d’atirar or desgarrada). . . . 
The challenge singing of Portugal, the Azores and 
Brazil is thought to be related to the Provençal tenso, 
a twelfth-and thirteenth-century verse debate between 
two troubadours, and to the similar Catalan partimen. 
(Fryer, 2000, p.1)
The preceding quote is from the introduction to Peter 

Fryer’s book, Rhythms of Resistance: African Musical 

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


Alexander et al. 131

Heritage in Brazil. While our project has not been about 
musical heritage of a particular region, the opening words 
of Fryer’s book signals a more important component of our 
project as well as studies of social practice already hybrid-
ized and informed by intersecting cultural rhythms, and 
maybe more important, by the gendered and relational ties 
that bind men in shared experiences across borders of race/
ethnicity/culture and geography. In particular, the notion of 
challenge singing, an interactive lyrical word play and 
debate across racial divides, might be an alternate descrip-
tive of this current project—and might in some meaningful 
ways speak to methodology: writing between-the-three that 
is a method of inquiry, embodied experience, and a perfor-
mative venture (Gale & Wyatt, 2009, p. 5). For surely in 
this terzetto, we—an African American man, a Brazilian 
man, and an Indian man have taken turns singing and some-
times even wailing, vying with each other in wordplay, 
poetic riffs of each other, tongue-twisters, and witty (and 
not so witty) comments on experiences with our fathers.

In this project we have been marking rhythms of resis-
tance against what, in some cases, has been a musical dirge 
in the sound track of our lives with our fathers. Each of us 
is conscious of the fact that we are now city dwellers who 
engaged this project of recall and critical reflection with the 
instrumentality of a particular academic enculturation that 
is different from the homeplace of our origins, the back-
woods locations where our fathers perpetually dwelled and 
where we left them. So our critique is slightly tempered, 
tempered with the knowledge of the different conditions 
under which our fathers and we labored. Yet we resist the 
complicity of blood (as much as we can) that might perpetu-
ate a pattern of being in spite of our best efforts against 
becoming our fathers. And through the critical engagement 
of memory we traverse the borders between our past and 
our current locations, confronting our privilege to write 
of such things while comforting our paternal yearnings in 
a quiet tension between needing to write and resisting 
remembrance.

This article has been a semi-improvised song, and at times, 
maybe even a debate between the authors designed, not to be 
combative but, to get to a particular set of truths, to give insight 
to a larger transracial/transcultural/transglobal phenomenon of 
articulating father–son relationships that emerged in the writing. 
Our tool has been autoethnography and performative writing, 
which often serves as an amplification of lived experience for 
the closer scrutiny of meaning in a particular cultural context or 
a mode of human engagement.

In the process, we have been engaged in seeing and hear-
ing again the visible details and faint sounds of messages 
from the past that emerge in the retelling of experience.

In the process, we have been entertained and informed as 
we strive to be better parents and different men—something 
that we hope, in the discontents of their own labor, our own 
fathers would want us to be.

In the process, we have been striving to be the kind of 
men and scholars who write possibility into being.

In the process, we have been striving to engage a type of 
writing that embodies and modulates between feeling and 
critical thought, which are sometimes thought of as anti-
thetical performances of masculinity, a type of writing that 
is not only performative but also productive.

And in the process, we have been seeking to engage a 
type of writing that informs and transforms, establishing 
mechanisms of meaning making for others and ourselves, 
forever conscious of scholarship as a politics of evidence18 
and keeping our scholarship grounded in the practicalities 
of our daily living that gives truth to experience and possi-
bility to the imagined.

These are technologies of knowing and being that bridge 
the chasm of time between us and our fathers.

Time in the distance of geography as well as time in the 
irreconcilable separation between the living and the dead, 
regretted sayings and mourned not sayings.

We three men, separated by the materiality of difference 
(Bryant, Claudio, Hari), have found psychic connections 
through the articulation of lived experience that provide 
each other comfort and refuge in our processes of becom-
ing, better men.
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Notes
 1. We are indebted to the work of Ken Gale and Jonathan Wyatt 

(2009) in Between the Two: A Nomadic Inquiry Into 
Collaborative Writing and Subjectivity, for offering us a tem-
plate on which we might build and extend a method of col-
laborative writing. Like Gale and Wyatt our writing took 
place through email. Bryant is located in Los Angeles, CA, and 
while Claudio and Hari are on the same campus in Amherst, 
MA, in the United States they were restricted from talking to 
each about the project. Bryant offered the triggering narrative 
utterance, then the document was sent to Claudio, after either 
days or weeks Claudio then sent the added-on copy to Hari. 
Upon his completion of a singular entry, Hari then sent the 
document to Bryant. While there were comments that framed 
the email transmissions, most often addressing the emotional 
response to each movement—no literal conversation was had 
as to the literal flow of the text. After the third round (from 
Bryant to Claudio to Hari, three times exchanged) Bryant a 
drafted conclusion that teases at the emergent themes and tied 
the document together. Forwarding the completed document to 
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the whole, general discussion ensued. Surprisingly, very little edit-
ing took place in the final copy. In future turns of our collective/
collaborative work, we might, like Gale and Wyatt, decide to 
comment further on our process, on the idiomatic and rhizom-
atic, on bodies writing without organs (pp. 6-7).

 2. This expression is drawn from the promotional material, the 
cover, for the audiotape of Ralph Ellison’s novel, Juneteenth. 
The narrative description in which the phrase appears is as fol-
lows: “In Washington, D.C., in the 1950’s, Senator Adam 
Sunraider is mortally wounded by an assassin’s bullet. To the 
shock of all who think they know him, Sunraider calls out from 
his deathbed for Hickman, an old black minster, to be brought 
to his side. The Reverend is summoned; the two are left alone. 
Out of their conversation, and the inner rhythms of memories 
whose weight has been borne in silence for many long year, a 
story emerges.”

 3. The internal section headings, and that of the conclusion, were 
inserted at the end of the project as a means of organizing the 
emergent themes in each movement. The headings were not 
themes that guided the writing.

 4. Wallace Bacon (1979) made an important distinction between 
tension and tensive. Tension refers to the struggle, conflict, and 
strife within a literary text, whereas tensiveness signals the 
presence of oppositional entities at odds with each other, yet 
held in a kind of stasis creating balance and unity, invoking the 
very life blood of the text. And in this case, as tensiveness is 
being evoked in this project, the dynamism of the father–son 
relationship.

 5. See Diversi & Moreira, 2009, Betweener Talk
 6. See Alexander, 2005, Performance Ethnography
 7. In her article, “Sex Acts Beyond Boundaries and Binaries,” 

Elizabeth Bell (2005) writes about the paranoia in writing 
about sex. As a gay man, I am feeling such paranoia in refer-
encing my father’s penis. Bell also cites Craig Gingrich-
Philbrook’s (2003) work in ‘‘Queer Theory and Performance’’ 
in which, as a gay man, he theorizes his surprise erection when 
hugging a female friend.

 8. See Shelley Mallett (2006) important discussion on the union 
of blood and semen in the cultural production of children and 
the gendered notions of persons on the Massim island of 
Nuakata in Papua New Guinea. In particular Chapter 3 
“Bearing the Inconceivable” and Chapter 5 “Planting the Past, 
Tending the Future” (p. 93).

 9. Here I reference Sigmund Freud’s (1938) famous retort that 
“anatomy is destiny” in which he is commenting on a direct 
relationship between gender and personality.

10. See Shelley Mallett (2006, p. 93).
11. As I write this, I remember and resonate with two simultane-

ous embodied moments of smell emanating from being in 
between B and C. From Bryant: “As a kid I loved and hated 
when my dad came home. He would smell sour: a mixture of 
sweat and garbage; an odor like cabbage and sewage; the 
aroma of disappointment and frustration” (Alexander, 2000,  

p. 109). And from Claudio: “It’s a smell/That’s all/You can 
smell the cops, can’t you? / Smell, smelling, stinking nose, 
smelling smell./You cannot smell it, can you?” (Moreira, 2008, 
p. 602).

12. See Alexander, 2000, Skin Flint, p. 107
13. See Moreira, (In Press).
14. Here I am making a reference to the long-running American 

television situation comedy, The Cosby Show starring black 
actor, Bill Cosby as a successful obstetrician, whose office was 
connected to his high-end Brooklyn, New York, brownstone 
house. In the narrative script of the show Bill Cosby plays the 
character of Heathcliff Huxtable, married to Clair Huxtable, 
played by black actress Phylicia Rashad. Her character is a 
successful defense attorney. Their household existed of five 
extremely articulate and mostly well-adjusted black children 
(four girls, with one boy as the middle child). http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/The_Cosby_Show. Also see the important book, 
Enlightened Racism: The Cosby Show, Audiences & the Myth 
of the American Dream by Jhally and Lewis (1992) that beauti-
fully extends the critique of the Cosby Show for promoting the 
dangerous myth that blacks who don’t “make it” have only 
themselves to blame.

15. Here I am reminded of the book by Lisa Delpit (1995), Other 
People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom, in 
which she argues about struggles with the imbalance of power 
and the dynamics of inequality plaguing the educational 
system.

16. See Alexander, 2000, Skin Flint, p. 107
17. See Moreira, 2008, Life in So Many Acts, p. 609.
18. Denzin and Giardina (2008) write: “The term ‘politics of evi-

dence’ is, as Morse [2006] observes, an oxymoron, and in more 
than one way. Evidence ‘is something that is concrete and indis-
putable, whereas politics refers to ‘activities concerned with the 
. . . exercise of authority [and power]’ (p. 395)” (p.12).
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It was commencement for my master’s degree. That day 
remains strong in my memory for several reasons. It marked 
a professional accomplishment that would further motivate 
my goal of becoming an academic. It is also memorable 
because of something else that happened during the cere-
mony, something that, this many years later, still reinforces 
the relationship I have with my father and how I tend to 
orient myself generally to father–son relationships.

In the crowd were my mother, father, and my then boy-
friend, Thomas. It was wonderful to have them there in sup-
port of me. As I walked in the processional, from seats to 
stage, I thought of the lessons this first stage of graduate 
school had taught me, such as how it began to open my eyes 
to the ways communication matters, and more particularly, 
how interpersonal communication and relationships, espe-
cially those in the family context, for better and worse, con-
stitute the complex ways we understand each other and 
ourselves. I thought of the ways this path felt especially 
meaningful, but how it also presented just as many ques-
tions as answers.

The emcee read my name and, as I walked across the 
stage, I heard someone shout from the stands, “Wayyyyyyy 
to gooooooooo, Fee!!!” “Fee” was a family variation of 
“Feifer,” a childhood nickname. It was my father who yelled 
“Fee” for me that day. The outburst felt wonderful and 
strange—its reverberations were needed and yet unfamiliar.

Thomas would remind me of that day for years to come, 
when I struggled with how my father lived with chemical 
dependency and its effects/affects on the family. He would 
remind me of that moment when I did not want to hear it, 
which was often. Thomas would stress the love he felt that 

moment symbolized, even when I did not see or feel it. He 
challenged me to open to relational possibilities that might 
be less visible, when, for me, resistance felt safer. Essentially, 
Thomas called me to look clearly at/through the contradic-
tions and mixed messages compromising the relationship 
between my father and me. In doing so, he asked me to 
understand and accept more fully a relational reversal, a 
moment that worked uncomfortably against so much of our 
experience.

This article explores the fashioning of a father–son rela-
tionship within the context of addiction, as conveyed from the 
vantage point of the relationship I maintain with my father. I 
convey narrative fragments to explore a range of facets of the 
relationship and to illustrate how relationships of this kind 
often resist easy answers. Certainly, they are multifaceted 
interactional processes confounded by the powerful grip of 
history and emotion. In seeking a clearer understanding of 
the complexities of the father–son relationship within addic-
tion, I aim for a fuller understanding of the difficulties that 
motivate and complicate my own recovery.

Carey (1989) conceptualizes communication as “a 
symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, 
repaired, and transformed” (p. 17). Through communication 
we create, sustain, fix, and alter the ways in which we 
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understand ourselves, others, and how we negotiate worlds 
together. In turn, interpersonal relationships are multivocal 
and often contradictory discursive processes, and therefore, 
are best explored dialectically (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). 
In other words, relationships are the consequence of multiple 
and competing orientations and practices; thus, making sense 
of them is a dynamic, complex, and often uncertain task. 
Baxter and Montgomery write, “Relational parties do not enter 
relationships tabula rasa but bring the inner echoes of their 
socialization experiences with them” (p. 59, italics in original). 
Relational partners come to understand and enact relationships 
over time and through diverse voices or influences. At any one 
time, a range of echoes helps constitute any relationship. 
Dialectically studying communication and relationships, then, 
privileges truths over Truth, contingency over certainty, and 
complexity over simplicity.

This project results from a desire to make sense of what 
previously have felt like disparate ideas. I convey these 
experiences believing, with hooks (1999), that reflexive 
writing is “the healing place where I could collect the bits 
and pieces, where I could put them together again. It was 
the sanctuary, the safe place” (p. 7; see Berry & Clair, 2011; 
DeSalvo, 1999; Ellis, 2004). My story joins those persons 
who write as a means of liberating stories and storytellers.

We write because language is the way we keep a hold 
on life. With words we experience our deepest under-
standings of what it means to be intimate. We com-
municate to connect, to know community . . . When I 
sit with words that I trust will be read by someone, I 
know that I can never be truly alone. There is always 
someone who waits for words, eager to embrace them 
and hold them close. (hooks, 1999, p. 12)

By seeking a similar sort of connection through my story, I 
take experiences that previously were kept in solitary con-
finement to a community of others, persons who might have 
similar experiences from which I can grow and who might 
benefit by the telling of mine.

The following fragments serve as echoes of lived expe-
rience that help constitute this father–son story. Each frag-
ment gives voice to a distinct and important influence, yet 
one fragment also can be read with and/or against other 
fragments, to further underscore, or perhaps even further 
complicate, the tensions and contradictions inherent in our 
relationship. Although these fragments are never complete, 
my hope is that they build toward a fuller story of what has 
been, and continues to be, an intriguing and, at times, per-
plexing relational ride.

Relational Echoes of Addiction1
My father is many things. He is a long time Irish Catholic 
Chicagoan who views complaining (e.g., about one’s health, 

or a long day of work) unproductive and unnecessary. 
Embedded within cultural messages of his generation are sug-
gestions that husbands “bring home the bacon.” My father 
routinely woke up early, worked, came home, ate dinner, 
watched a bit of television, and then fell asleep. Still today, 
there are few frills in my father’s life. He is a curious mix of 
stoicism and dry humor, and yet, he is funnier than he lets on 
to most people.

He is a retired roofer who spent well over thirty-five 
years of his life laboring daily over hot Chicagoland roofs to 
provide financially for his family. He worked as a dedicated 
union member who longed for the benefits of his pension, 
rewards that would make the neglect this job necessitated on 
his body more worthwhile. The conditions for roofing were 
so severe that, on many nights, he would come home with 
dark reddish-brown burned skin from the scolding hot tar 
they used on roofs. Still today, I instantly think of him when-
ever I smell hot tar on nearby rooftops that are under con-
struction or repair. Noxious I suspect for many, this odor 
calls back my childhood memories of greeting him when he 
would arrive home and hearing him exhale an exhausted 
“ooooooh,” as he plopped his sore body down into the fam-
ily room chair. “Take off my socks,” he would request. It 
was a game he liked to play. When I obliged, he maneuvered 
his feet in ways that prevented the socks from coming off, 
leading them to stretch really long. He eventually would 
relinquish control over me and I would fall to the ground.

I rarely wanted to play this game as a child. I can now see 
the game as my father working to connect, in his own way.

*
“Hi Keith,” says a quiet and shaky voice from the other 

end of the phone. It is the voice of my father, who has just 
been released from the hospital. Having again secured and 
abused many painkillers over the course of several weeks, 
pills that were not his, pills he obtained without a prescrip-
tion, he had been hospitalized for the past five days. The 
emergency room doctors decided to admit him for observa-
tion, to make sure he did not stroke out, or have a heart 
attack while detoxing. “I just . . . wanted you to know . . . 
I’m home.” (Quiet)

“Good,” I replied. “How are you doing?” (Quiet)
I knew how he was doing. I was on autopilot . . .

*
Folk wisdom suggests hospitals are places to be avoided. 

They are common markers of illness and disease. Going, 
being admitted, and being required to spend an extended stay 
in hospitals typically indicates that something is, or could be, 
wrong with our well-being. Loving someone typically means 
we want the person to stay away from hospitals.

My father’s addiction-related hospitalizations over the 
past several years have meant that possibly, perhaps this 
next time, he will see how he needs greater help than he 
has been given, a greater care than he realizes is needed or 
has been willing to accept. Yet, even more, they have meant 
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the family receives a break from the challenges associated 
with living with an active addict. Indeed, while conventional 
wisdom would suggest we must long for him to be home, 
that his being home would return us to the love that we all 
know, that longing has rarely occurred. In fact, while I know 
my mother often misses him, I sometimes cannot help but 
detect a certain lilt to her voice during his hospitalizations, as 
if she is on retreat. Contrary to popular belief, balance and 
calm often have come from when he has left the home. 
Hospitalization from disease is a way to cope with dis-ease.

*
I have no clear memories of conversations about, or 

experiences with, substance abuse issues from my child-
hood, and I suspect my siblings share in that absence with 
me. As we grew into adulthood, we became more aware of 
these issues. Only over the last ten years have we begun to 
speak with my mother about them. Only recently have we 
had conversations, and usually indirectly, with my father. 
We would hear from him of a “pill issue,” without much 
more being said. Only very recently did we begin to speak 
frankly with him, daring to extend the conversation, when 
the problems began to escalate.

*
I learned from my mother and sister that this time was 

bad. It was the first time he stayed in the hospital for more 
than four days and others have referred to him as “strung 
out.” It was the first time I heard my father in this shape. He 
was at the lowest point in his addiction.

That night’s phone conversation was gut-wrenching. My 
father spoke with no guard or self-monitor as he discur-
sively regurgitated the chemical toxins that had pervaded 
his body, toxins of which he now craved more. Barely able 
to catch his breath, he spoke sweet relational messages 
complemented by scary messages about himself and his 
addiction. He was raw, emotionally and cognitively.

My father had three brief sentences to share with me over 
the course of an eleven-minute conversation. First, he and my 
mother and sister were traveling across the state tomorrow to 
check out a treatment facility. Should he make the trip and 
admit himself, it would be the first time he has gone through 
month-long treatment. Second, he loved me. I had begun 
hearing that from him in recent years; here, couched in his 
rawness, it felt real and convincing. Third, he was sorry if he 
had ever done me any harm. I had never heard those words. 
My mother took over for him on the phone, each time, when 
an overflow of emotion led him to flee. That night would be 
the first time I heard my father sob, the echoes of what I 
expect were his grief and shame traveling across the wooden 
floors of their house, and between me and my mother.

Denzin (1987b) speaks of alcoholism as creating an “emo-
tionally divided self” (pp. 20-21), and my father’s demeanor 
during that call stresses how chemical dependency generally 
“splits” and draws it into conflict persons’ selves. Chemically 
dependent selves—persons who are on and off chemicals—
display distinct characteristics; recovery becomes the process 

of reconciling divided selves. During our call, it was my 
father’s voice speaking to me in ways that were Dad-like, in 
the sense that I know he struggles with the illness. However, 
they also were not so Dad like, because the self being pre-
sented breached who I knew him to be. Indeed, that night 
marked the first time I came to know intimately the meaning 
of persons being “beside themselves.” Temporary moments of 
calmness quickly were overcome by panic and withdrawal . . . 
then calm . . . then more panic and withdrawal.

Physically and emotionally taxed, my mother was at her 
own lowest point of the addiction. We both were there, and 
in a complex emotional space that, upon our hanging up, 
left me with dissonant feelings. I responded 

. . . with hope because the urgency of the situation made it 
seem like we have momentum

. . . with cautious hope, because his denial in the past has 
been so severe. Indeed, I have seen this sort of play before; 
its characters, plot, and outcome feel all too familiar.

. . . in ways that are filtered by the hesitation that past hurt 
makes necessary, by a personal shield that protects  
me from the possibility (likelihood?) of another negative 
outcome.

. . . with a feeling of numbness. This response comes not 
from a lack of desire to think about what could be, but from 
knowing what has been. It comes from frustration, anger, 
and fatigue. It comes, again and again.

*

As expert “baby boomers,” my parents always have 
been, and still today remain, loyal to television. Growing 
up I heard stories of my mother’s family walking over to 
the homes of close neighborhood friends who had televi-
sions to watch Milton Berle. I heard about her family’s first 
television and the excitement surrounding that purchase, a 
big deal at that time. Television came to hold special signifi-
cance; it was an important pastime and family ritual.

Still today, each night of the week, and often each hour 
of “primetime television,” is dedicated to a given program 
they are following. Television is an endearing and cute 
aspect of their relationship that helps bond them. They have 
“their shows,” and often encourage me to watch the pro-
grams myself, perhaps to share in their sharing, and to make 
them “our shows.”

I remember when cable television first grew in popular-
ity and began to be widely marketed. Salespersons walked 
door to door through neighborhoods and tried to sign up 
customers. We subscribed and took to the wider selection of 
channels and clearer reception. In doing so, we also were 
taking to television as a captivating instructional tool that 
helped create an understanding of what it meant to be fam-
ily and to live as fathers and sons.
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The loving family mattered in and to mainstream U.S. 
culture, and certainly the White and heterosexual family mat-
tered more. The Brady’s, Landon’s, Seaver’s, and Keaton’s, 
and many others like them, represented the snapshot of how 
we should orient and perform ourselves within the family. 
They were picture-perfect portraits of loving and nurturing 
relationships, the epitome of normal. I saw fathers who 
were present physically and emotionally, a reliable invest-
ment that made their sons stand in awe. Fathers and sons 
were, or worked to become, buddies.

The functional familial unit of this generation was tightly 
bonded, and family discourse was consistently nurturing. 
Family members who experienced conflict worked, some-
times painstakingly, and often haphazardly and comically, 
to return to a picture-perfect stability. When conflict threw 
families off track, the goal typically was to repair the bond 
and restore harmony. It was a mediated story that under-
scores the pervasive belief that interpersonal communica-
tion and relationships are, or should be, about making 
progress; that is, relational partners ought to work to a spe-
cific and certain terminus or some end state of relational 
satisfaction (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996). This expecta-
tion works in contrast to the dialectical position that advo-
cates both the inevitability of, and the benefits of working 
within, the messiness of relationships.

Granted, I was never explicitly told by others that the 
images of family interaction were models I should follow. 
Still, my loyalty to television taught me that relationships 
between father and son normally were of that very specific 
and idealized type. Moreover, while I do not recall ever ask-
ing others about my father or about our relationship in these 
ways, wondering why “dad was not always like them,” the 
narrative of the ever-present, nurturing, and expressive father 
established a benchmark against which I would make com-
parisons. Absent were storylines that related to father–son 
relationships like mine, and through this absence, media 
voices tended to distort what “dad” and “dad and son” meant 
or what it could mean. Through the omission of voices that 
portrayed stories like mine, they left out stories assuring 
viewers like me that these sorts of relational challenges hap-
pen, they create pain, that we are normal if not tightly bonded, 
and that, perhaps, things get better. I cannot help but think 
this myopic representation also presented fathers of the time 
with an unattainable goal to pursue.

Still today I am uninterested in many televised father–
son representations. They feel flat and nauseating.

*
My mother loves to tell a story from my childhood, and 

I love that she loves to tell it.

“I remember getting a call one day,” she tells fam-
ily and friends. “It was from the kids’ school.”

“Mrs. Berry?” the principal asks.
“Yes, this is she.”
“I’m calling because right now I have your son in 

my office.”
“Oh my, which one?”
“Keith. I caught him picking a bunch of flowers on 

school property.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr. Kompier.” (Insert dramatic 

pause for effect/affect.) “I just had major surgery,” 
she continues. “Keith was probably picking those 
flowers for me!”

She ends the story with her smile beaming, saying, 
“What kind of first grader does that!”

I was picking flowers for her. While I did not understand 
surgery at that age, I knew the image of Mom laid up on the 
couch meant she was not well. The flowers were meant to 
make her feel better. Thus marks the beginning of a son’s 
undying love for his mother. It is a love that feels self-evident 
and pure, a love rooted in deep affection and appreciation.

It also sometimes complicates things, including my rela-
tionship with my father.

*

The word “period” characterizes the communication 
between my father and me when I was a teenager and in my 
twenties. This has nothing to do with a love for punctuation. 
He spoke the word when we talked about things about 
which we disagreed. “Period” meant the interaction was not 
going to continue and that his word was “the bottom line.” 
Hearing this signaled to me that conversations were over, 
and my perspective would not be heard. Similar to this was 
his stock phrase, “I don’t get it!” or other short, sarcastic, 
conversation-halting statements that followed someone in 
the family saying something that he did not understand and, 
more likely, with which he did not agree. I grew accustomed 
to this type of communication and began to expect it—even 
in times when he probably did not mean to be hostile.

I felt weak and powerless in these interactions. Many peo-
ple would directly address his insensitive communication, and 
maybe even tell him to “drop dead.” When I heard them, I 
stopped trying. My father is not physically violent, so he was 
not going to cause me bodily harm. However, dare I venture 
past “period,” I felt as if I had no way of knowing what he 
would say.

I learned to adapt to my father’s defensiveness in numer-
ous ways:

I developed keen observational skills that helped me 
get a sense of his openness for communicating 
with me, and, if so, what the climate of those inter-
actions might be like.
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I began to embrace timing. I carefully attended to 
those times when I felt I should attempt to com-
municate with him and those when I should keep 
things to myself.

I began to communicate by attempting neutral stand-
points on the topics we discussed. It felt safer to 
agree with him. Yet giving no opinion was likely 
to solicit less of a negative response than offering 
a disparate one.

I learned to overexplain things. If my father asked me 
a question, I gave him as much information in my 
response as I could (i.e., I built a sizable argument), 
so that he might agree or at least understand, and 
hopefully not cut me off at the knees. This work to 
protect was exhausting. I would imagine he also 
grew tired of hearing me “beat around the bush” 
and would have preferred to hear me get to the 
point.

I inadvertently developed a reflection process that 
involved painstaking mental role play.

I would imagine conflict-oriented scenarios (either 
real or fictitious) involving my father and me. 
These were visualizations with powerful visceral 
reactions. I reflected on things to the point of feel-
ing a heavy, overheated feeling in my stomach and 
tightness in my chest.

I grew to fear silence and kept myself busy as much 
as possible. Silence afforded too much time to 
reflect on and feel my anger and hurt. It encour-
aged me to listen carefully in order to hear what 
he was doing in other rooms and to see whether 
he was about to approach me. Keeping busy and 
staying outside the house helped me avoid him, 
his communication, my disconfirmation, and even 
becoming hostile with him.

I told no one in my family about the ways I managed 
these interactions. Yet I am fairly certain they employed 
their own practices in pursuit of a similar end: the comfort 
and emotional safety typically made possible by avoidance. 
Now I more fully understand how these ways of performing 
are indicative of a family system struggling through active 
addiction. Yet, at the time, I did not have the language to 
share distress, and distance felt safer. I did not have a way 
to express how coping with aggressive behavior meant 
becoming a different person.

Indeed, I became through these interactions many selves 
within the same skin, including a consummate planner, who 
sought to control actions as much as possible; a prompt and 
reliable fixer, who put out any small fires before they 
became five-alarm infernos; a ruminator, who had to run 
through things in his head as much as possible; and a 
peacemaker, who relentlessly and exhaustingly sought to 
maintain whatever sort of balance he could. I became a 

teenager and young adult averse to spontaneity in this rela-
tionship and others like it.

This transformation reveals how identity is not just devel-
oped through communication, but negotiated, and following 
Jackson (2002), “As with any negotiation, there is the pos-
sibility of gaining, losing and/or exchanging something . . .  
[i]n this case, that something that is at stake is identity” (p. 
245). Based on how we lived this illness, I became many 
things, including a coping self who stayed during hardship, 
and a vulnerable self robbed of becoming selves who other-
wise might have been. I necessarily became someone 
whose interactions implied that pursuing certainty, even if 
untenable, was mandatory. What does, could, or will each 
interactional moment mean? The thirst for predicting and 
controlling my surroundings was deep and yet 
unquenchable.

*
“All that I am, or hope to be, I owe to my angel mother.” 

I first heard this sentiment, one often attributed to Abraham 
Lincoln, when my mother delivered a eulogy for her mother. 
It was the perfect complement to a speech honoring the long 
life of my Gram, a spectacular woman who survived a num-
ber of challenges of her own. It is also a perfect compliment 
to my Mom.

My mother is many things. She is a retired teacher of 
forty years, whose impact on young hearts and minds has 
been invaluable and immeasurable. “Touch your shoulder, 
and Mrs. Berry is there,” is a saying she would persistently 
tell her students. She was, and still is, a master teacher out-
side of the conventional classroom; she leans toward others 
(Pelias, 2011) in ways that exude care. Mom persistently 
leans confidently and warmly. She has lived in ways that 
expertly perpetuate the loving model of her mother and also 
have resulted in her not always taking care of herself as she 
should. Through her sacrifice, however, her children gained.

Mom resembles, for me, a prototypical mother innately 
sheltering her children through the hardships of addiction in 
the family. As a converted Catholic of her generation, her 
attitude always suggested that staying in the relationship 
was imperative, for the well-being of her children. She has 
always loved my father, and still does. Through her mother-
ing, Mom taught us the importance of family, and of living 
compassionately. We were encouraged to be socially active 
and responsible, and always . . . always . . . to live with a 
positive attitude.

“This too shall pass” is a favorite mantra of hers, and it 
was a favorite of her mother’s as well. If we steel our-
selves long enough and have faith, the stormy climate at 
hand will leave us alone, and sunshine shall return. As a 
source of great strength, “This too shall pass” can help us 
persevere through many obstacles that fall in our way. 
Certainly I have benefited in many ways from living 
through a dedicated positive orientation. On the other 
hand, if not associated with proper action taking, I fear it 
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(and other mantras like them) also serves as an anesthetic 
that numbs wounds and downplays conflict situations that 
need confrontation. It can prevent persons from perform-
ing in ways that show that harsh climates sometimes merit 
a direct and sustained response and that doing so may even 
be enjoyable.

*
When I was twenty-five years old, I “came out” to my 

father during a violent thunderstorm that knocked out the 
power to our house. In the dark, with Dad sitting in his 
chair, and me sitting across the room on the couch, I stum-
bled through a rehearsed paragraph in which I told him 
that I was gay. I said many difficult things, including my 
not wanting to disappoint him, not wanting him to feel 
responsible, and that I did not choose to be gay. Such gay 
coming-out clichés! He told me he knew I was gay, stood 
up, stumbled with his severely damaged knees across the 
dark room, and told me, “You’re my son. I love you and 
will always love you.” I like to tell people that the name of 
my “coming out” story is, “When the Lights Went Out, I 
Came Out.” Since then, from time to time, should the 
lights go out in a room in which both my dad and I are, he 
will smile and ask me whether I had something important 
to tell him.

*
Seeking clarity on the nature of relationships necessarily 

calls us to be clear on the nature of identity. Schrag (1997) 
writes, “We are dealing not with a single, unitary, sharply 
defined portrait, but rather with a portrait that is itself curi-
ously diversified . . . a multiplicity of profiles and perspec-
tives through which the human self moves and is able to 
come into view” (p. 1). Thus, we are many persons within, 
and performing through, the same body. Multiple aspects of 
our identities shape how we negotiate our relationships, 
including sexual identity.

It would take some time, but my father would come to 
learn that being gay can be understood and lived in affirm-
ing and “normal” ways. I trace some difficulties in his 
adjustment to the generation from which my father comes, 
and some to his illness. However, I also associate some of 
the struggles I lived through, those at the time that felt 
exclusively “Dad-related,” with having little to do with my 
father, and plenty to do with my own working to understand 
and accept myself during an even more heteronormative 
and homophobic generation than today’s. After all, missing 
from that generation were affirming voices like Lady Gaga 
singing “Born this Way,” and Savage and Miller (2011) tell-
ing LGBTQ youth, “It gets better.”

*
Gadamer’s (1960) conceptualization of play suggests 

that we immerse ourselves in the “to and fro” of moments 
of lived experience (“art”) to escape from life’s seriousness. 
This escape, the “play,” entails a loss of subjectivity, and an 
eventual emergence from this activity as reconfigured 

human beings. Thus, while we may “lose ourselves” in play, 
we always “exit” play changed.

My father’s family has constituted a fertile playground 
of this sort, largely sustained through humor, throughout 
much of my life. The matriarch of the family, my father’s 
mother, would often stop conversations at family gather-
ings, wet her fingers, and entertain us by “playing her nose” 
(actually, she was secretly humming). She took requests 
too! Her favorite was Tiny Tim’s “Tiptoe through the 
Tulips.” Play often took many bizarre forms for the Berry’s.

As a young adult, I developed a close relationship with 
my sister, which I still cherish. Throughout our twenties, we 
developed and would rely heavily on our “shtick.” “What 
if” or “imagine if” questions were a significant part of our 
repertoire. These typically centered on things that breached 
everyday expectations of human behavior. For instance, I 
recall my sister, Chad, a close family friend, and I eating 
out at a restaurant. Out of nowhere, she grabs our attention 
by saying, “Imagine if, suddenly, a clown came out of the 
kitchen on giant stilts, walked passed our table, and said 
hello.” In kind, our friend and I give our own scenarios, and 
our communication becomes a chain of these imaginary 
questions. I remember another occasion when I was writing 
on my computer at home and talking on the telephone with 
my sister. Without any sort of segue from the ordinary topic 
at hand, I told her that a small bear was happily skipping 
past my window. She says, “Oh nice,” and we returned to 
our previous conversation topics, only for me to later work 
into our conversation a subtle comment like “oh, by the 
way, the bear is back.” My sister replies, “What does he 
want this time?”

Humor-infested play still fills my life today, and across 
a number of relational contexts. The talk between my 
friend Tony (nickname “Sparks,” sometimes “Sparkles”) 
and me (“Charles,” sometimes “Charlie”) is complemented 
by momentary or sustained escapes: creative rearranging 
of names, guessing games, and outlandish questions, just 
to name a few. As we live in different states, we often talk 
multiple times a day on the phone, which has led Sparks’ 
partner, Jerry (“Fuzz”), to name us Wilma and Betty. I 
think of us more in contemporary terms as Oprah and 
Gayle. With students, I intersperse humor during serious 
class discussions, both as a means of breaking from the 
intensity of talking about tough cultural topics and as a 
way to make complex topics more accessible and less 
threatening. I tend to want more play in work conversa-
tions with colleagues, although my sense that others are 
not always wishing or willing to be as playful prompts me 
(usually) to tone down escapes.

Not every moment is playful, but every playful moment 
is rich. Moreover, this play might be silly, but silly in the 
context of hardship is not without purpose. For instance, 
play of this sort offers release, even if momentarily, from 
the intensity of the moment at hand. It creates a temporary 
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distance and reprieve from life’s seriousness; thus, play 
enables a much-needed and healthy way of coping with dis-
ease. Also, within this particular mode of playing dwells a 
related point of interest. The rapid interactional “to and fro” 
tends to stress the importance of timing, or needing to be 
quick on one’s feet, something so critical in the serious 
everyday encounters that often occur within the relational 
space of active addiction. Thus, there appear to be no clean 
breaks, or at least total escapes, in terms of how we com-
municate when vacillating between nonplay and play.

*
I stand to the left of my mother’s hospital bed, with my 

brother and sister on her right. Mom is recovering in the 
hospital’s intensive care unit after successful bypass sur-
gery. She is ventilated, fidgeting, and struggling to open her 
eyes—an image I do not believe I was ever prepared to see. 
Although barely with us physically, as she hears each of our 
voices, Mom smiles and squeezes our hands. That small 
physical gesture means that Mom is still there, that she will 
return to us relationally once she is able.

Soon thereafter, something happened that still intrigues 
me today. Mom grabbed my hand and, with her cold little 
fingers drew the letter “D” and a question mark in my palm. 
Before the surgery, she had expressed concern about how 
my father would cope during the surgery. Therefore, I am 
confident the gesture meant “Dad?” “He’s doing great, 
Mom,” I lied. “He’s resting at the hotel.”

My mother’s cardiologist told the family that bypass 
patients rarely remember anything from the week of their 
surgery, because of the heavy amounts of anesthesia and 
painkillers they consume. Mom’s process confirmed this 
counsel. We will never know what she meant in that moment. 
It could have asked, “Is Dad working ahead through the 
painkillers I had put into three weeks worth of envelopes?” 
That is the interpretation I worked with for some time, as a 
result of what was a very turbulent week with him during her 
hospitalization. It is the interpretation I tend to believe, and 
with which I now would be at peace, if it were accurate. 
After all, at the time of the surgery, my parents had been 
married for forty-five years. Seeing his wife in that condition 
must have been a traumatic experience; thus, a relapse might 
have happened, especially without his having developed 
healthy coping skills that might have helped him more effec-
tively negotiate his fear and sadness. And yet, the gesture 
also could have asked, “Is Dad okay? He loves me dearly 
and this will throw him. Is he okay? Give him hugs for me.” 
It could also have asked a combination of these ideas, and it 
could have meant something altogether different.

For months I fumed and vented to others about the chaos 
of the week and how painful it was to have our mother 
begin her cardiac recovery without his steady presence by 
her side. I was angry. I could not comprehend how, given all 
that she has done for my father, and especially in the last ten 
years with respect to his failing health, he could not be fully 

present. I saw my mother cry in her hospital bed that week 
about my father and listened to her say things no son wants 
to hear a beloved mother say. I lived my Mom’s tears that 
week as if they were my own. Yet, this time, no bouquet of 
flowers could make things better.

*
“Hi Keith,” I again hear my father’s voice on the other 

end of the telephone. It has been four weeks since my father 
hit his bottom; indeed, since all my family hit our bot-
tom. After much coaxing by my sister, Dad admitted 
himself to treatment that next morning. As a successful 
business owner, it most certainly was her best sales job 
ever. By admitting himself to treatment he made help 
available for himself in ways that could finally begin to 
compete with the illness. He admitted himself to poten-
tial for major life change.

This solitary man would need to spend the next four 
weeks living with others (i.e., sleeping, cooking, and clean-
ing alongside roommates) and endure weeks of extensive 
individual and group therapy. He would participate in a 
number of types of therapy and extracurricular activities, 
learning in treatment about the importance and benefits of 
honest self-disclosure, confrontation, and emotionality 
(Denzin, 1987a, 1987b), and keeping oneself busy through-
out the day, and by living healthy choices. In this particular 
treatment center, he would be immersed in art, music, and 
equine therapy—discovering through arts and crafts, play-
ing music with others, performing on stage, and visiting 
with and brushing horses. He would be asked to work out 
regularly and spend time on the beach and water. He would 
be required to learn about a new way of looking at his past 
life and the impact of his choices and would need to come 
to a new way of looking at relationships and, most impor-
tant, himself.

“I’m out and doing well!” my father said enthusiastically 
and strongly, after completing the full month’s stay. I hung 
up feeling impressed and proud—still feeling dis-ease, and 
thus guarded, yet hopeful nonetheless. He had done what 
many of us had hoped for, and frankly, what I had been sure 
would never happen.

*
I am many things. I am a forty-year old academic who 

loves what I do; who conducts research, writes, and teaches 
in ways that feel meaningful; who remains a proud Chicago 
native who also appreciates the beauty of life in Duluth, 
MN/Superior, WI; and someone who believes that experi-
ences inherent to the illness of addiction teach us lessons 
and shape us into persons who can emerge positively, with 
beneficial ways of performing (see Berry, 2011).

Whereas at twenty-five I came out to my parents as gay, 
I come out here at forty as a “mama’s boy” who meant well, 
but who sometimes has been blinded by love and anger. I 
come out as someone whose experiences within the difficult 
space of addiction created the conditions that make possible 
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an inability to negotiate boundaries consistently, and in 
healthy ways. I now see ways in which I have owned some 
of my mother’s experience with my father. I sought to carry 
and protect her, much like she did for her children. My anger 
for how his illness has impacted her likely has amplified my 
anger for him. My point here is that this mama’s boy is com-
ing to terms with how the relationship I have maintained 
with my father is always, at least in part, interconnected to 
my understanding of my relationship with my mother, and 
particularly how I believe she has been hurt by his illness.

In essence, my ways of responding positioned me as a 
surrogate spouse. At times I tried to fill the emotional gaps 
for her that I felt my father left open, as she so masterfully 
did for my siblings and me. To be sure, Mom never asked 
for this surrogacy, and would never want “her problems” to 
lead me to “worry about her.” Nonetheless, she did not 
need to ask. I was working off impulse. The “choice” in 
responding felt natural.

*
It has been nearly two months since my father finished 

treatment. He is practicing a strong program of recovery, 
which means consistently attending different group meet-
ings across the city. He tells us he is happy he went through 
treatment and wonders what would have happened had he 
not done so. Now, he and the family are immersed in the 
process of reconciling a new normal, as we work to discern 
who we are to ourselves and each other. We are now work-
ing through a quixotic relational shift that is perplexing and 
intriguing, a shift that includes a “new start” relationally, a 
“restart” that informs the ways I now relate with my father.

Present now is a fatherly-self-just-in-recovery who 
persistently—relentlessly—performs as engaged parent: 
“Call [me] a lot, Keith!” “We’re both here for you, you 
know that, right?” A fatherly-self-just-in-recovery who has 
elevated his level of disclosures and humor; who says things 
that make this un-blushable son come close to blushing; 
who relates in ways that motivate me to have extended and 
enjoyable phone conversations with him; who communi-
cates ‘minimal encouragers’ as we chat, to demonstrate he 
is actively listening; who follows up on past topics reliably 
and genuinely; who offers ‘thank you’ after I let him know 
‘I understand’ his being frustrated about losing memory; 
who communicates opinions and emotions through ‘I 
statements’; who sleeps regularly as a result of living a 
healthy life, and therefore, is available at times that have 
been unavailable for many years; who speaks both literally 
and metaphorically; who talks openly about his shortcom-
ings; who talks with optimism; who talks and talks. . . .

Baxter and Montgomery (1996) explain the twin impulses 
in any one relationship of autonomy and connection, wherein 
relational partners desire and interact from a place illustrat-
ing separation and closeness. Amid this shift, my father per-
forms from a space suggesting the desire for heightened 
closeness, a space markedly absent from our relationship in 

the past. I think I want to be close, but this new movement 
pursuing closeness is difficult, because so much of how I 
know him, and he and I together, is the stuff of separation. 
Although our relationship in recent years had grown to be 
stronger, the performance of new Dad is often overwhelm-
ing, prompting me to share with family and friends, “He 
needs to slow down!” Indeed, at this point, my father likely 
does not want to waste any more time and is now motivated 
to make up for that which has been lost. I want and need a 
reasonable amount of time and space for adjustment, to 
allow the hurt previously motivating distance to dissipate, 
as more positive encounters take place.

Once again my father is beside himself, but now on the 
other side of his illness, performing as a different person. 
Certainly there are aspects of his present identity that feel as 
though they resonate with the father I knew in the past. Yet 
he is also a stranger, often contradicting assumptions about 
what he will say and who he is. Present now in beautiful 
ways is a liberated self; indeed, the drugs of his past that 
muted his voice no longer have the same hold. The same 
can be said for those of us who love him. At the same time, 
this fatherly-self-just-in-recovery also is a jarring self, 
whose interactions are typically novel, and whose perfor-
mances of self position him in many ways as someone we 
are just getting to know for the first time. His transforma-
tion unsettles as much as it intrigues. It prompts questions 
about what I know to work and feel correct and safe 
communicatively.

*
“The only day that matters is today,” Dad has shared 

with me on several occasions since he returned home. “Ya 
know, Keith, we just glance at the past.” Hearing this from 
him evidences how this central tenet of treatment and recov-
ery has made an impact on him and reminds us he is practic-
ing a recovery program. By living in the now, he works to 
let go of the shame and guilt of past indiscretions. By being 
present, he takes life one day at a time, which helps make 
the stressors of life more manageable.

Being present or mindful is a way of living I have practiced 
for years. It has carried me in many beautiful ways, through 
both pleasure and pain. Now with my father, I typically am able 
to be present; yet, because of our history, this is not an easy 
task. Things seem to be moving forward so quickly. Also, I 
find myself longing for the “making amends” step of recov-
ery and wonder when, or whether, that day will come. Does 
his pretreatment apology, where he was sorry if he has ever 
done me harm, “count” for the amends? Will there be a more 
explicit and specific conversation of wrongdoing from the past?

The struggle to embrace “presentness” in this recovering 
relationship is particularly significant when I hear stories 
that essentially “out” him for lying to us. Those moments 
send me back to moments in which I was let down or 
moments when I thought Dad was genuinely sick, not 
altered or hungover.
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I feel better and happier with this new relationship; yet I 
also wonder whether my father knows how much harm he 
has done. I want him to know, but I do not want to harm him 
or his recovery. I want him to hear me, but I do not feel as 
though that conversation should need to take much time. I 
simply want to be heard.

*
Before returning home from treatment, my father stopped 

by a local tattoo parlor and got his first tattoo. Appearing on 
the upper part of his left arm and near his shoulder is a large 
and colorful eagle. The facility where he did his treatment 
uses in their teaching the metaphor of the bald eagle, stress-
ing its beauty and strength, as well as the ability to rejuve-
nate and transform its life. Dad is very proud of the tattoo 
and recently returned to the city of his treatment to get more 
ink, two complementary symbols appearing directly below 
each of the eagle’s talons: “freedom” and “4/15/11” (his 
sobriety date).

He tells us the tattoos are symbols of his recovery and 
enjoys talking about them. For instance, just the other day I 
called my parents to talk, and Dad answered.

“You walk today yet, son?” he asked me, soon 
after we began talking. He knows I have been work-
ing again to take better care of myself.

“Nah,” I responded, “It’s raining today.”

“Ah, come on,” he encourages, “why let a little rain stop 
ya?!?”

“I might later, when the storm lets up.”

“When storms come,” my father swiftly responded, 
“all the other birds find a place to hide.” (Dramatic 
pause.) “The eagles soar above the storm.”

During the brief period of time since my father success-
fully completed the treatment program, there have been 
moments when “past Dad” and “past Keith and Dad” still 
show themselves. Learning and (un)learning within the 
context of overcoming hardship takes time and concerted 
efforts. We all are learning new ways to relate. Indeed, we 
all are in recovery, and I remind myself that relapses can 
(and shall?) happen.

The eagle concept my father used to encourage me, like 
so many moments in his new recovery, feels odd yet invit-
ing. I am struck by the smoothness with which he went to 
the passage communicatively, how beautifully it worked in 
interacting with me, and how it felt persuasive and yet not 
aggressive. Who is this man? He sounded like a teacher 
who does not demand but finds accessible ways to engage 
students. He sounded like the professor I try to be. I heard 

“me” in Dad’s encouragement. I heard someone with whom 
I could relate more comfortably. I hope he stays.

Reconciling the Echoes
We have been battered by modern times into obses-
sive problem solvers, but as life pares us down into 
only what is essential, it becomes clear that the deep-
est sufferings of heart and spirit cannot be solved, 
only witnessed and held. (Nepo, 2000, p. 222)

I end this story, not trying to “problem solve,” but by 
reflecting on what the understanding(s) that come to light 
through this account might mean for a son in recovery. I 
briefly take inventory on the dynamic nature of the father–
son relationship in this context and use that insight to con-
template my own recovery.

I am struck by how numerous voices shape this and other 
relationships within the family, by the ways feelings, and 
especially pain, anger, and hope, drive interaction and per-
ception; how multiple messages come to shape a relation-
ship of this sort, a reality making any attempt to identify one 
interpretation for behaviors seem futile; how the changing 
nature of communication feels especially pressing in the 
context of addiction and recovery; the ways boundaries 
between relational partners are often overlapping, and 
within the context of addiction, perhaps especially so; and 
how easy it is within these experiences to internalize com-
munication, problems, and troubled relationships, that is, 
how easy it is to relate too closely to relationships, to 
become consumed by them. In this way, the father–son rela-
tionship in the context of addiction begs for especially 
open-ended and uncertain understanding(s). Certainly the 
echoes “cannot be solved, only witnessed and held.”

Especially clear here is what a recovering son can take 
from this reflexive journey, not to “fix,” but to work to a 
newer and fuller understanding of this relational experi-
ence. Indeed, as hooks (1999) writes, “Writing is a way to 
clarify, to interpret, to reinvent” (p. 12). So, as I begin to 
reinvent myself for the next chapter in this relationship’s 
story, I work to be present and sit with the complexities. 
However, I also believe that coming to a newer under-
standing is best honored by contemplating ways to incor-
porate these insights into this newly created life. And so, I 
end by contemplating what is ahead of me, what recovery 
means for me.

Recovery entails working to distinguish the relationships 
I maintain between me and my father and mother, even 
though my heart feels like I will always be closer to Mom. I 
know I will always care deeply for her in ways that put 
boundaries at risk. However, I also know that, so long as I 
am aware of that tendency, and am still more owning and 
taking care of my own life (vs. others), I will feel at peace. 
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And that cultivated sense of peace, in turn, I would like to 
feel, can only help the ways I build a new relationship with 
my father.
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It’s been almost three years now, three years since Dad died, 
and I need to pull him close, to hold him in place. It has 
been more than three years since I’ve talked with my son, 
Doug, more than six years since I’ve seen him, and I need 
to take stock, to see what can be saved. I have, as Derrida 
(1996) might suggest, archive fever. My driving desire is to 
preserve, to fight against forgetfulness, to list traces of my 
father and my son. I wish to turn my dad into the institu-
tional father who commands my attention and allegiance. I 
wish to be the institutional father who commands my son’s 
attention and allegiance. I want to put on display their 
hauntings. I proceed by gathering fragments—what is left 
and taken, what is here and there, what is slow and fast, and 
what is stored and tossed. I write against time, against mem-
ory’s betrayal, against death. I work for an archival accumu-
lation, for a documentation that insists upon a presence, for 
a living memorial. I move forward expecting my attempt 
will be a failure. I continue, nevertheless, driven to satisfy 
my desire for the impossible.

What Is Left and Taken
A book. My dad’s hand-printed collection of sayings. Each 
page filled with lines he thought were worth recording, 
each page more evidence of what he valued. I thumb through 
its pages, hearing him speak the copied words: “Here’s one 
for you, professor: ‘There is so much good in the worst of us, 
and so much bad in the best of us, that it behooves all of us 
not to talk about the rest of us.’ Now, that’s good stuff. 
Robert Louis Stevenson said that.”

“That is good stuff, Dad,” I say.
My books. Trying to write both of them. My father and 

my son. Trying to provide a glimpse of relational love and 
relational error. I render Dad as a celebratory story; Doug, 

as a lament. I make Dad into the ideal, romanticize him; I 
turn Doug into the antithesis. As I write, I waste words, so 
many words that cannot find their subject, words Dad will 
not read, and words Doug is highly unlikely to ever stumble 
across. I wish I knew if Doug likes to read.

A knife. Eight or nine inches in length. Found in the bot-
tom of Dad’s old fishing box, entangled by lures and fishing 
line. I am hooked when my brother, Gus, says, “Take it,” 
hooked into the memory of Dad using that knife to teach my 
brother and me mumblety-peg, a game where we would 
stand opposite one another, legs shoulder-width apart, each 
taking turns sticking the knife in the dirt as close to our own 
foot as we could to determine the winner, our dad being the 
final arbitrator.

A pocket knife. Its blade only about two inches in length. 
The one Doug once kept sharp. Now kept in my tool box for 
occasional jobs. Each time I reach for it, I think of my then 
ten-year-old son who flew to Detroit to visit me. “What are 
you doing with that knife?” I ask, believing even for a kid 
living with his mother on a farm in rural Missouri, he was 
too young to have a knife.

“I brought it for protection,” Doug answers.
“Protection?”
“Yeah, you know, ‘cause it’s Detroit.”
“There’s no need for you worry about that,” I say, confis-

cating his weapon.
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These knives, my dad’s and Doug’s, are now dull, but I 
handle them with care, not wanting to be cut.

Clothes. Still hanging in Dad’s closet. Untouched in three 
years. Next to my mother’s garments—golf shirts, shorts, 
slacks, a few sports coats and dress shirts, several pairs of 
polished shoes that, when his feet were swollen, would no 
longer fit. “I want you to take whatever you want,” Mom 
says to me. “Your dad had some very nice things. Some 
things in there he never wore.”

At the thought of wearing Dad’s clothes, I freeze. I can-
not put on Dad’s skin (Spry, 2011). I end the conversation 
with a joke: “My belly is too big to fit in any of Dad’s 
things.” Mom looks at me closely, but says nothing more.

Clothes. Never touched. Christmas gifts. Wrapped and 
gathering dust in my closet. Shirts selected for my son who 
never arrives. Each year his name would be on my list, and 
each year I would buy him another gift in case he happened 
to come on Christmas day. Now, I no longer put his name on 
my list. “If he comes,” I tell my wife, “I’ll write him a check.”

A document. Dad’s laminated obituary that reduces a life 
to a few column inches. Sent from the mortuary to family 
members as a keepsake. Buried in my file box. I keep it 
there, wanting to believe I’m keeping him, wanting his 
photo to begin to speak, wanting to hear him say, “Why are 
you keeping that crap. That’s not the whole story.”

A document. A letter. Never mailed. Hand-written by 
Doug at age twelve. Printed. To his girlfriend, dated June 14, 
1982. It is in the file box, resting next to my dad’s obituary. 
With all the errors of a young author maintained, it reads:

Vicki

High, whats up. Nothing here. I am so bord I could 
die. I was going to call you but I am at my dads. It 
would be long distance and he would get pissed off. I 
was just thinking have you heard any thing about 
going to Six Flags. You know how eavry body was 
going to go. It would be fun. I will call you when I 
get back. I will probly get home befor this letter gets 
to you. Thoes asshols at the post office don’t know 
what thair doing. Well got to go. Love ya dearly.

It is signed “Doug,” the “D” enlarged so that the “oug” 
can easily fit inside the loop of the “D.” It must have been 
left behind after a visit. It must have been something I 
thought was funny, worth saving. As I read it now, I feel 
myself, even after all these years, becoming defensive: Was 
he “bord” when he came to visit? As I remember it, it was 
“non-stop Doug time.” Did he really think I would have 
been “pissed off”? Did he even ask? And, as I read it now, I 
see how quick he was at such an early age to assume that if 
something did not happen as he wished, he would view it as 
someone else’s fault. In my current sense making it becomes 
more evidence I use against him.

Driven to archive, I save objects, objects that are remind-
ers, stories ready to unfold, collected in the hope that they 
establish connections, fragments that name together, link 
fathers and sons, sometimes with deep affection and some-
times with deep sorrow. I reach for what I can hold.

What Is Here and There
Locations. Blacksburg, Virginia. Doug’s place of birth. 
Three years spent before his parent’s broken marriage; Festus, 
Missouri, a place of childhood, with the wrong crowd, the 
wrong pursuits, the wrong dad; St. Louis, Missouri, a place 
of searching, each day another unfulfilled promise. 
Blacksburg, Festus, St. Louis, each a place of trouble, of 
poor decisions that took root. I was not there. Perhaps, I 
should have fought for custody; should have said come live 
with me in Carbondale, Illinois; should have rescued him 
from his dead end job in St. Louis. Perhaps, I should have 
remembered what context can do.

Locations. New Orleans, Louisiana. Dad’s place of birth 
and a life lived; Lake Charles, Louisiana, a place of escape 
after Katrina hit; his bedroom, a place where his Bible still 
sits open on his night stand, an artificial flower crossing two 
pages of Psalms, left by the Hospice worker on the night 
they took his body away. I see him in New Orleans, driving 
from corner grocery store to corner grocery store to get 
orders for the Jackson Wholesale Grocery Company, play-
ing solitaire at the head of the dining room table, hitting golf 
balls in City Park. I’m with him in Lake Charles, seeing his 
uncertainty, his memory allowing him to think he was still 
living in New Orleans. Now, when I visit Mom, I glance 
at his open Bible. I want to close it—it is too strong a 
reminder—but that is for Mom to do, if she ever so wishes.

Telephone calls. Always unexpected, disturbing. Always 
coming in times of need or trouble. Always following the 
same script, the same bottom line: “Hey, old man. It’s 
Doug,” he always starts.

“Hi, Doug. How have you been?” I say, trying to believe 
he is calling just to chat.

“I’m okay, but I need a little help, Dad.”
“Well, what’s up?” I ask.
“I just can’t keep doing roofing. It’s killing me. My legs 

are giving out and that sun this time of year—it’s just too 
much. It’s a dead end job, like you’ve said. I can’t do it 
forever.”

“I’ve wanted you off those roofs for years now,” I say.
“Well, I’ve got a good chance of doing that. I can get this 

job putting up sheetrock. After the training period, I can 
become a union member. I’d make good money. But I need 
$800 for the training and the tools. I’m hoping you could 
help me out.

“$800?”
“Yeah, Dad. I’d pay you back once I am working 

full-time.”
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“That’s what you always say, Doug.”
“Well, this time I’ll have a good job and I’ll be able to 

pay you back.”
When the next unexpected call comes, I ask how the 

sheetrocking job is going. “It didn’t work out,” he says. We 
do not mention the $800.

Telephone calls. Once a week. A Sunday night ritual. 
Brief moments of predictable interaction with Dad, framed 
by extended talk with Mom. “Hi, Dad. How are you doing?” 
I would begin when Mom handed him the phone.

“I’m fine. How about you?”
“Fine, Dad.”
“How’s the girls?” he asks, referring to my wife and 

daughter.
“They’re fine too, Dad.”
“And what do you hear from Doug?”
“I haven’t heard anything lately, Dad.”
“That’s not right,” he states.
“I assume if I’m not hearing from him, it means he’s 

doing okay,” I say, knowing my dad’s assessment is right.
A container. Doug’s car. An old Mustang, battered. Used 

as a dwelling after an eviction. A reason to be charged with 
vagrancy. “Hi, Doug. How have you been?” I say, trying to 
believe he is calling just to chat.

“I’m okay, but I need a little help, Dad.”
“Well, what’s up this time?” I ask. . . .
A container. Dad’s coffin. Purchased by him well before 

it was needed. Placed in a berth high in a mausoleum. An 
empty slot by its side, ready for his wife of sixty-eight years 
when the time comes. I do not want to think of him entombed 
there, his body rotting next to the putter and golf balls my 
brother put in his coffin during his funeral. I would rather 
have placed his ashes in his old company car, a stick-shift 
Chevy, the one I wrecked the first time he gave me a driving 
lesson, or surrounding the house on General Pershing Street 
where he grew up with five siblings, three brothers and two 
sisters, or on Beau Chen’s golf course, hole number sixteen, 
where his banana ball found the cup in one shot.

All those places I still visit, all those telephone calls I still 
hear, all those containers I still see. They are destination 
points of my imagination, set in time and space, gathered for 
processing, brought together with more sadness than joy. 
They become another file. They are neither here nor there.

What Is Slow and Fast
Movement. Dad’s steps. So small they’re hard to match. So 
halting, to maintain balance. So conspicuous they announce 
age, fragility. Steps that no longer quicken to see how close 
a birdie putt might be. At the Outback Steak House, I took 
him by the arm to find the restroom. Step by step, we navi-
gated the tables, the hurrying servers, the customers coming 
in and out. Step by step, I held on and after about every 
twenty steps, I would ask, “You doing okay?” and he would 

nod. Step by step, we made our way to the heavy door I 
swung open so that he could enter. “There’s a stall right 
over there, Dad,” I say as he begins his measured steps 
forward. After a few moments, he says, “I don’t think I 
have to pee after all.” We make our way back to our table, 
step by step. We sit, begin to talk and eat our salads that 
have arrived. Then he says, “I think I have to pee.”

Movement. From apartment to apartment. One step ahead 
of landlord’s eviction. One step behind the people Doug 
would call friends. Squatted with them until they had enough, 
said he’d have to leave, said he’d have to move on. In my 
desk drawer, I have addresses and phone numbers, too 
many to know which came first or last, too many to know 
which I should use if I wanted to make contact.

Talk. Dad’s playfulness. Filled with teasing and joking. 
Always recognizing the pleasures of quick wit. Always 
keeping us from taking ourselves too seriously. Always 
done with love. “You’ve already shanked three balls out of 
bounds,” he says. “Are you sure you brought enough balls 
to finish the round?”

Talk. Serious, difficult. Cautious. Troubled by doubt, a 
history of promises not kept, half-truths, and lies. Ponderous 
and predictable. Slow to come and slow to leave. “Every time 
I talk with him I get upset,” I tell my wife, Mimi. “It happens 
every time. I don’t know why I let him get to me like that.”

Order. Dad’s chest of drawers in his bedroom. Still with 
everything in place. Lined-up, stacked in careful rows. The 
socks, the handkerchiefs, the underwear. The bottom drawer 
filled with mementos, scrapbooks, and souvenirs accumu-
lated over time, some telling of our lives together. He 
always wanted order. He hated when his papers were not 
properly filed or when his pills would spill in front of him. 
He wanted, as I do, everything to be right, in keeping with 
how things should be, tidy. He wanted, as I do, everything 
organized, categorized, classified. He wanted, as I do, every-
thing arranged as a defense against chaos. “Give everything,” 
he would say, “it’s due time.” Time, though, turns order into 
chaos and chaos into order.

Order. Doug’s clothes. The shirt’s top buttons left undone. 
The collar and sleeves turned up, the jeans tight. The hair, 
fixed, greased into place, side-burns growing inches below 
the ears. An occasional mustache. The clothes, the hair, 
always fashioned to mark his position in the social order, an 
order different from mine. He fell quickly, without a pause, 
like a cut limb from a tree, and landed with a thud. I did not 
see it happening.

Departure. Dad’s death. Even after ninety-one years, 
came too quickly. Came at a time when I still wanted more. 
He is inches away, even as I try to hold on. Come back. Stay 
longer. Sit with me here. Tell me again one of those stories 
you always tell. Speak to me in Greek, your childhood lan-
guage I never learned. I will try to understand. I will listen.

Departure. Telling Doug goodbye after the time spent. 
Filled with promises that we would not keep. Brief, without 
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regret that our time together had come to an end. We were 
ready to escape, break away from the judgment of the other, 
from the reminder of our failure, from the expected, but miss-
ing, connections between father and son. He would leave and 
I would feel relieved, free from the burden and disappoint-
ment of it all. I would feel guilty. I would, as quickly as I 
could, return to my life. I would, on most days, forget.

The movements, the talks, the order of things, and the 
departures find their way, learning their pace, sensing 
what they have to carry. At times, I linger; other times, I 
hurry by. I feel their cadence, their tempo. I have the chro-
nology, but I pause, not knowing if I am managing time 
right, not knowing if I should speed up or stop, not know-
ing if time will tell. It is a painstaking process. I want to 
progress with haste, to settle into the right rhythm. In 
time, I say, lying to myself, I’ll know what will and what 
should be kept.

What Is Stored and Tossed
A look. Doug’s sideways glance. Sizing me up, strategic. 
Calculating the next move in the con. Figuring whether or 
not he should push on or back off, whether or not his mark 
is ripe, whether or not he’ll score. That look conceals its 
deceit as well as a whale can hide in short grass. “Quit 
trying to con me, Doug,” I say, when I feel I’ve heard 
enough.

“I’m not trying to con you,” he returns, pretending to be 
indignant. “I’m telling you the truth.”

“What you’re saying is hard for me to believe.”
“I don’t know why you don’t trust me.”
“Because over the years you’ve given me little reason to 

trust you.”
“I may not have always told you the whole truth, but this 

time everything I’ve said is absolutely true,” he insists.
“Doug, I wish I could believe you.”
A look. Dad’s straight on survey. Sizing me up, intense. 

Trying to insure that his son is safe, happy. Wanting me to 
know he is there if anything might be wrong. “So, every-
thing is going okay,” he repeats.

“Yeah, Dad, everything is fine,” I answer again.
“You’re okay with money?”
“Yeah, Dad.”
“Everything okay at home?”
“Yeah, Dad. Everything is fine.”
“How’s the job?”
“Fine, Dad.”
An image. Doug’s high school graduation night. Standing 

beside his mother for a quick photo. His graduation hat 
skewed too much to the side. His date looking on, ready for 
the night, ready to be free. A quick goodbye, his mother and 
I left in the parking lot as he drives away faster than he 
should. “It’s been a long, hard road,” she says with a sigh. I 

nod. We look into the empty space down the street. It’s dark, 
darker than we imagined.

An image. Dad’s Santa hat put on before everyone would 
arrive. A “ho, ho, ho” each time the doorbell would ring. A 
strong hand for the men, a kiss on the cheek for the women, 
and a knee for young ones. He was there to give—a present, 
a drink or some food, a smile. He would pose for pictures, 
his grandchildren draped on him, wanting more. He would 
count, making sure everyone was there. After opening his 
presents, he would joke, “I think I came out ahead again this 
year.” He was the gift.

A story. Set. A summary that drops all details. Used to 
explain without explaining. Used when saying more 
seems too much: “Yes, I have a son from my first mar-
riage. He’s had a difficult road to travel. I haven’t seen 
him for a while now.”

A story. Told over and over again. One of regret, confes-
sion, in the hope that the telling might make it right. “When 
I was a young man, someone asked me if there was another 
Gus M. Pelias. I stupidly shot back, ‘There’s only one Gus 
M. Pelias.’ You know, acting like a big man. I just wasn’t 
thinking. This got back to your Uncle Gus, my namesake, 
and he never forgave me for what I said.” He told the story 
with sorrow, in penance, as a lesson.

Advice. A list of shoulds, marking disappointments. 
Given to Doug over and over again. Never taken. Met with 
“Yes, but. . . .” I would try to be helpful, try to offer good 
fatherly counsel, try to guide him down the right path. I 
would feel the frustration coming, then the anger, as I 
believed nothing I would say would have any consequence. 
Doug would not listen. He would not change, at least, not 
in the ways I desired. There would be displays of agree-
ment, promises, and perhaps, in the moment, the intent, but 
never the steps that I thought were needed to get to a better 
place. I would say such things as: “You ought to go back to 
school. Your roofing job is a dead end job.” “You need to 
get away from the guys you hang out with. They are noth-
ing but trouble.” “You might consider passing on that Nine 
Inch Nails concert in Chicago so you can buy a fridge 
instead.” I would say such things with hope. I should have 
said such things in a better way.

Advice. A list of possibilities. Offered to me in support. 
Given when needed, always considered, more often right 
than wrong. I would listen, taking Dad’s words in. When I 
was smart, I would let his counsel guide me; when I 
thought I knew better, I would often regret my choice. He 
never said, “I told you so.” At age twenty-one, I announced 
I wanted to get married. In the pronouncement, I was still 
the child who wanted his parent’s blessing. I was seeking 
permission. “Well, you want to get married,” Dad began. 
“Your mother and I were younger than you are when we 
got married. Those were different times. I know when I 
told your grandfather I want to marry your mother; there 
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was nothing he could have said to stop me. I’m sure you 
feel the same way I did. That’s a big decision, getting mar-
ried.” He said nothing more. I should have asked him to 
elaborate. I should have heard his warnings. I should have 
been a better listener.

Looks, images, stories, and advice are stored, kept, kept as 
facts. They are recorded as a partial history that gives an expla-
nation. Much is loss, forgotten, repressed. Much is tossed, con-
sidered unimportant. Much is judged against my interest to 
share. I continue the work, keeping what I need to keep.

The struggle to archive is to hold time steady, to control 
it. The past changes, though, as quickly as it is put in place, 
filed away. What is collected now collapses into tomor-
row’s past, present, and future. Archiving is never done, 
never complete. The fever never breaks. What is written 
here I feel is worth keeping. It is essential, crucial, central. I 
mark it as valuable and vital. What is written here is part of 
what remains. I cling to the fragments that speak of fathers 
and sons. It is more than debris, wreckage, waste. What is 
written here is what I have.
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I see you sitting there in the bottom of the landing craft. I am 
intensely attracted to your face, to the wryness of the smile 
that shows as you look up to the camera above, to the ciga-
rette dangling from the corner of your mouth that suggests a 
surprising confidence and sense of cool, to the helmet on 
your head, pushed back slightly to reveal an unusual calm 
irreverence in your eyes . . . you are my father; I know you 
as you sit there, the busy/ness of preparation all around you, 
other men clambering into the unstable boat, soldiers cum-
bersome and unsteady with their kit, rifles, backpacks all 
wrapped in the paraphernalia and the imminence of war. You 
are my father, I see you there; how is it that I recognize you, 
and yes, know you, even though as you sit there ready to do 
battle with your grenades and your guns strapped to your 
body, you are only a young man, a boy that I never knew?

I first saw this picture a few months after you had died. 
The book about the D-Day landings in 1944 that held it 
secret for so many years had sat on the shelves in the little 
flat in which you lived with mum. I know that you vora-
ciously read books about the war and the appetite that you 
had for this never seemed to wane. Mum was tidying your 
things. I sensed the indeterminacy of her space and the 
uncertainty of her life as she flowed from the immediacy of 
your shared everyday presence in this little room to the 
immediacy of a lonely life of memory and loss that she 
lived until the day that she too died and left me to finish the 
clearing and the tidying in the little room that was the focal 
point of your lives for so many years.

She was sitting in your chair. She held the open book up 
to me and asked me to look. I leaned down and focused 
upon one page of writing, impenetrable to my gaze and one 
page dominated by a large grainy black and white photo-
graph of soldiers in a boat, clearly readying themselves for 
war. Mum looked up at me, not with the cockiness of the 
young soldier that I immediately recognized and who was 
also looking up at me but somehow with the sadness of rev-
elation that it seemed she now had to make. Her look was 
one of obvious pride, carrying with it a certain mischie-
vousness and most of all a deep, deep sadness.

Deleuze (1995) says, “What history grasps in an event is 
the way it’s actualised in particular circumstances; the 
event’s becoming is beyond the scope of history” (p. 170). 
Dad had fought in the Second World War, had been a com-
mando, had landed in France in 1944, and had fought behind 
enemy lines. I had seen the scars on his body, was aware of 
his sightless eye, and would wince when my mother described 
teasing out another piece of the razor sharp shrapnel that 
periodically worked itself to the surface of his pale, war-
torn leg throughout his later life. I knew these things about 
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dad, and yet, they somehow eluded my sense of self in rela-
tion to him.

Seeing this picture in the fresh unknown of the wake of 
his death started something flowing in me. The man that I 
had only ever known as “Dad” began to get free of himself, 
in me. Seeing this picture sparked a beginning, a beginning 
to live with him differently, and in this becoming, his life in 
me and mine in him began to change. Before seeing this 
picture it was as if his life in mine had somehow always 
been fixed, a living that felt, that seemed to be, in my world 
of childhood senses, unreflexive and simply just there.

I have remained mesmerized and deliriously inspired by 
the multiplicity of this event. Both literally and metaphori-
cally I could not put this picture down. I would pick up the 
book, turn its pages to that place, and I would find myself 
careering off the rails into unexpected places. It is happen-
ing now! Becoming with this picture, sets up a seriality and 
a form of knowing that has taken me to the Deleuzian 
(1988) notion of “assemblage” (p. 257) with its vibrancy of 
multiple vectors, intersecting forces and lines of flight, its 
continual working with the play of plurality and change, 
and its resistance to the boundedness and containment of 
the more sociological and culturally inscribed notion of 
“group.” As I find myself living within an assemblage that I 
can always temporarily call becoming father-becoming son 
I begin to discover and work with a motif for my practice 
and my style. In this increasingly voluptuous immersion 
there is the beginning, and hence, a becoming of a loss of a 
sense of self, and with this the enforced separations of self 
and other and form and content begin to dissolve into mix-
tures and hybridizations. It is not that the name or the classifi-
cation, the binary or the dualism, is simply or reductively done 
away with; rather it is that it becomes other within the active and 
fluid and transmutating life force of the assemblage.

In this new assemblage of becoming father-becoming 
son emerges a sense of self that I come to recognize and live 
with through the impact of the openness of that book and 
my mother’s revelation of that dark grainy picture. I became 
and become more and more aware of Foucault imploring 
me to get free of myself or is it to get free of one self, of the 
one self that does the holding on that creates and then estab-
lishes the holding back, the holding from, the very hold on 
life that binds it and strangles connection with the potenti-
alities and fluidities of delirious existence? I hear Deleuze 
(2007) say, “But from one to the other, there is no enlarge-
ment, or inversely, no miniaturisation: there is heterogene-
ity” (p. 255). In these knowings of me, in these knowings of 
you, I sense my desert becoming more populous, the dif-
ferentiations that excite and cause these heterogeneities to 
vibrate and to multiply live more and more in worlds of 
intensity; I sense flows in these becoming father-becoming 
son transmutations that have never washed me before.

I have often smiled with Jonathan in his sharing of the story 
that tells of his mother’s slight incredulity and, I suspect, thinly 

veiled pride, when he tells her that he is writing another piece 
about his dad (see Gale & Wyatt, 2010). I imagine them walk-
ing, at her pace, together, enjoying the gentle English sun-
shine: “What more is there to write?” she asks and though I 
don’t know her, I sense a slight mischievous smile on her 
face. I sense her knowing that there is always something more 
to write. Seeing the photograph of my dad gives me release in 
bringing me closer to the Deleuzian view that relational 
ontologies are always in flow and always involve transmuta-
tion: There will always be something to write.

The freeing of the self that this implies shifts and trou-
bles the substantive in me, and in this newly emergent 
becoming, I am seduced by a presently hazy but becoming 
clearer image of a transcendent form of empiricism that 
moves me in sensation beyond the self of consciousness, 
memory, and personality, beyond a form of self that is both 
constructed and diminished by the subtle discursive manip-
ulations of technologies of self. I will describe the intensive 
moment of seeing of my dad in this picture in terms of what 
Deleuze (1988) calls a “haecceity” (p. 262) and what is also 
close to Virginia Woolf’s (1985) “moment of being.” In this 
reflective and refractive folding instant of re/cognition, I 
sensed my dad; I sensed my self and the relational space 
that we share in new, volatile, and highly incommensurate 
ways. I am becoming in my sense of our life as existent 
within assemblages, never fixed, always shifting, always 
eluding specification, and always living in generous virtual-
ity rather than closed actuality. An awareness of and a work-
ing with a Deleuzian (2004a) “logic of sense” is central to 
the creative evolution of such becoming. Deleuze claims 
that conventional and orthodox notions of sense, “common 
sense,” “good sense,” “nonsense,” and so on, lock us within 
a fundamental and firmly established doxa of representa-
tion. These can be seen to work to hold notions of difference 
such as “father” and “son” within specified unities of cate-
gorization. The logic of sense that Deleuze proposes is based 
upon and emerges from sense as an event, of difference as 
repetition, operating both within and to promote an always 
differentiating seriality of fluid, transmutating rhizomatic 
form. So, for Deleuze, bodies can be seen as causes in rela-
tion to each other, ‘They are causes of certain things of an 
entirely different nature. These effects are not bodies, but, 
properly speaking, ‘incorporeal’ entities. They are not 
physical qualities and properties, but rather logical and dia-
lectical attributes. They are not things or facts, but events” 
(Deleuze, 2004a, p. 7).

So, for Deleuze, this logic of sense makes possible a very 
different life from that of humanism and phenomenology 
where the individual, the person with consciousness and 
subjectivity, lives with the issues and problems of a life that 
runs its linear course from birth to death and where sense 
data are provided as a means of contributing to that life’s 
wholeness and manifest completion. Living with a logic of 
sense involves, as Rajchman (2000) points out, “a kind of 
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temporal indetermination of a life, which is prior to the ‘I 
think’ of representations . . .” (p. 130). In this moment as I 
begin to write my next sentence, “Seeing this photograph . . .” 
I am drawn to correction; I am pulled up by sense, and I am 
realizing that in that moment something more than, some-
thing different to, seeing was taking place. In this moment 
my father did not become something different; it was not as 
if I had seen another representation that I simply added to 
my knowing of my father by placing more sense data into 
some vessel of categorical unity; rather it was as if I found 
myself living differently with a becoming father-becoming 
son that I had never lived with before. As Rajchman puts it, 
“The being of sensation is what can only be sensed, since 
there precisely pre-exists no categorical unity, no sensus 
communis for it” (2001, p.9). As I continue to reflect upon 
this moment I continue to feel the exhilaration that I felt in 
terms of getting free of a knowing and a way of knowing 
my father qua becoming father. And of course, beginning to 
live within this new emergent father–son assemblage, the 
feeling of exhilaration is intensified by a palpable sense of 
getting free of the self that was also defined by similarly 
constraining notions of “son.” Again, as Deleuze and 
Guattari (1988) claim “. . . children draw their strength nei-
ther from the molar status that subdues them nor from the 
organism and subjectivity they receive; they draw their 
strength from the becoming-molecular they cause to pass 
between sexes and ages . . .” (p. 277).

The intensity of that moment, of everything that “seeing” 
my dad in that picture conveyed, somehow for the first time, 
somehow differently, reminds me of an observation noted by 
Francois Dosse (2007) and made by Jean-Pierre Muyard, on 
his first meeting with Felix Guattari in Paris in 1964; some-
thing of the molecular electricity in Muyard’s description 
resonated with my feeling of the impact of that moment:

I remember the impression that I had, I’d describe it 
as something physiological, the impression that 
Guattari immediately made on me felt like a startling 
vibration, a process of connection. The connection 
took place then and there and I accepted the energy 
more than the personality or the man himself. (p. 2)

“I accepted the energy more than the personality or the 
man himself”: In coming to terms with this “being of sensa-
tion” that is integral to Deleuze’s logic of sense, it was as if 
the powerful energy of that moment created a re/cognition 
and prompted the seeing of the man that I had known all my 
life as my father in newly differentiating ways. In that elec-
tric moment I sensed cues, hints, and gestures, the fleeting 
allotropic elements of singularity that form the becoming of 
father and son. I am aware of the living, pulsing, ontological 
multiplicities in the relational space that exist in and between 
singularities and the assemblage and what Muyard refers to in 

his simple and direct language as “energy.” The categorical 
difference of my concept of “father” began reconstitution 
and differentiation in the affect and percept of that crystal 
moment. Again I am drawn to the words of Deleuze (2002):

[no posterity or lineage, but a proliferation . . .] . . . 
you are not the little Eskimo going by . . . you do not 
need to mistake yourself for him. But you may per-
haps put yourself in his shoes, you have something 
to assemble with him, an Eskimo-becoming which 
does not consist in playing the Eskimo, in imitating 
or identifying yourself with him or taking the 
Eskimo upon yourself, but in assembling something 
between you and him, for you can only become the 
Eskimo if the Eskimo himself becomes something else 
(p. 53).

What is it about this photograph? The quality of the print 
is dark and indistinct; the darkness of the interior of the 
landing craft contrasts sharply with the bright reflected light 
shimmering off the water in which it sits. The faces of the 
young soldiers are camouflaged and dark, merging into the 
greyness of their uniformed shoulders and the gloomy shad-
ows of the interior of the landing craft. My dad’s is one of 
the faces that looks up to the camera and the reflected 
brightness in his eye and the brief mischievous twinkle that 
it conveys paints a stark contrast to the sombre tones of the 
image as a whole. Deleuze (2004b) was drawn to the cre-
ative power that he felt existed in and exuded from the 
paintings of Francis Bacon and the way in which the fierce 
and challenging realism of their distorted heads and bodies 
demanded a continual and continuing viewing and re/viewing 
of the bodies with which his work engaged. He says, “The 
scrubbed and brushed parts of the canvas are, in Bacon, 
parts of a neutralised organism, restored to their state of 
zones or levels: ‘the human visage has not yet found its face 
. . .’” (p. 46). In this not yet finding of the face with Deleuze 
we are encouraged to live beyond the organism, beyond the 
organized bodies of science and forces of representation 
that would work to construct, identify, and stratify selves in 
particular ways.

As I now look again and again at this picture and 
become absorbed within the indistinctness of its depth 
and what I see of my dad within its dark folds and power-
ful affects, I also find myself with Deleuze (2004b) and 
his figure of the body without organs and the challenge 
that it offers to “the organisation of organs we call an 
organism” (p. 44). As I look into my dad’s face, peering 
up at me through the grainy image of the busy dawn prep-
arations of this early morning raid, I am aware of my own 
“intense and intensive body” as it shivers and sighs with the 
shock of re-connection, re-cognition and re-constitution 
that looking at it has upon me.
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As I reel back, the forces of these waves washing over 
me, I live with my father again: He comes alive in my life 
in different ways; the knowing I have of his repetition cre-
ates a difference that startles me. Coming alive in the vibrat-
ing power of this sensation is an “intensive reality, which no 
longer determines with itself representative elements” 
(Deleuze, 2004b, p. 45) It is also here that I find my chal-
lenge to the all pervasive and highly restrictive imprison-
ment that phenomenology’s body with organs imposes 
upon us and to those neoliberal “technologies of self” that 
Foucault sees constraining us in so many ways.

As I pick up and focus again upon this photograph, I find 
myself being seduced by the twinkle in my dad’s eye and 
catch myself smiling back at him. As I write here now I 
have an image of thought that is full of gleeful wickedness, 
in the wave of delirium that is beginning to take over me; I 
am with him on the cliffs, overlooking the sea, walking in 
spring sunshine; we are laughing at something that is intui-
tively ours, the infection that I feel sweeping through my 
body, has grown out of release, and I sense desire in my 
movements; the intoxication is intense.
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Betwixt and Between Myth  
and Experience: Life and Death

Liminality is the realm of primitive hypothesis, where there 
is a certain freedom to juggle with the factors of existence.

Victor Turner (1987, p. 15)

Dad, you were always a myth of a man, even when you 
were alive. . . .

I use myth in a way different from how the term is com-
monly used today. I use the word to juggle with the factors 
of my existence while juggling with the factors of existence 
writ large. My own embodied sense of liminality—of 
betweenness—frees me up to overgeneralize and over-
specify at the same time. I’ve been in-between for fifteen 
years now—one year longer than I knew my father, who 
died at age 39. Identifying with Tom Frentz (2008a, 2008b), 
I also have felt like a trickster, ever since my dad’s death. 
But something is changing in me.

Evoking the Shadow
How do I write and tell a story about a man who holds such 
an archetypal place in my life, consciousness, and body, 
about my hero who died too young? How can I possibly 
share him and this feeling?

As I have struggled to write about our relationship the 
past few months, I’ve broken down and opened up wounds 
and windows into my own anxieties. In confiding this feel-
ing to my girlfriend Beck and my brother Jeff, I’ve taken to 
calling it “the fear.” At night, just before I go to sleep, in the 
liminal period between conscious and unconscious, “the 
fear” manifests (Bochner, 1997). My monkey-mind1 races. 
My absurd anxieties and failures flood in:

Could my dog have heartworms? Could I have inter-
nal bleeding? Why is it that, in my times of fear and 
stress, my body feels so fragile? Why can’t I just be 
with this fear, allow it to be? Why can’t I break out of 
my habits of dulling the fear, of temporarily evading 
it, when I know that just makes the fear stronger the 
next day? Why can’t I change? Why can’t I move 
forward? Why can’t I just be?

I have the Patti heart (and I mean that emotionally and 
physically). Like Dad, I’m six foot two. My body mass index 
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Split Shadows: Myths  
of a Lost Father and Son
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Abstract
This article explores a father–son relationship and the death of the author’s father through mythically framed 
autoethnographic stories. The author confronts persistent anxieties that haunt him, as he struggles with his initiation 
into “maturity,” an initiation that began with his father’s death and continues today—fifteen years later. By juxtaposing 
intimate stories of his father with classic, archetypal exigencies of the human quest for meaning in a troubled, limited 
world, the author seeks to open up multiple layers of possibilities: personal and collective, autoethnographic and mythic, 
comic and tragic, masculine and feminine. This piece is a tribute to the author’s father and their love that also explores 
shadowy, unconscious complexities. The author finds wisdom and insight in reclaiming and recasting an ancient, archetypal 
orientation to myth in the interdisciplinary world of qualitative inquiry. Simultaneously, through crafting a myth of a fallen 
hero/trickster, the author embraces the transformational process of facing his personal splits while suggesting possibilities 
for mending splits that still frame and divide our world today.
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is an ideal 20.5. I’m active and eat lots of raw fruits and 
vegetables, take an Omega-3 supplement every day. Yet, 
like my father before me, and my grandfather, and his 
father, and his—I have had high blood pressure since I was 
a child. Stress goes right to my stomach and right to my 
head. Am I going to have a brain aneurism? Could my stress 
manifest itself like my father’s, as a fatal cancer? Why do I 
overthink everything?

Despite the fear, a myth about my relationship with 
Dad—Walter Arthur Patti, Jr.—calls: “Called against his 
will . . . Shaul on the eve of his greatest trial is reduced 
to restoring to necromancy” (Friedlander, 1979, p. 12). 
Perhaps like Saul Friedlander and like the Biblical Shaul, as 
a storyteller, I too wish to restore (re-story) to necro-
mancy—to raise the dead and evoke the spirit. This is an 
attempt to conjure a dead father through story (Bochner, 
2008) and one I hope opens up existential possibilities for 
“self” and “other” (Poulos, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2010). But 
this tall tale is a tall order and one I don’t take lightly. Every 
time I sit down to edit the eighty pages of stories I’ve 
crafted, they expand. The rhizomes of memory. One story 
recalls ten.

To deal with this issue and my anxieties, I frame my 
father in the deepest and broadest way conceivable: My 
father the myth. My father the tragic hero. He deserves to be 
remembered as a mythic hero. As an ethnographic story-
teller, I believe everyone deserves this same respect.2 And 
now it’s my chance to immortalize Dad in this way. But 
how? How to recall and tell quintessential stories of my 
father and me?

Quintessential—now there’s a word to ruminate on. Like 
mythic and archetypal, quintessential sticks with me. That 
is what I’m after—the essence, the essential. And with such 
limited space, I can’t tell all the stories I have exhumed. But 
I can tell five. (Quint)essential: five essential stories of my 
dad—just the essentials, there’s not enough space for all the 
details. There’s not enough space for an odyssey, just 
enough for a personal mythology that hints at the collective 
materials underneath the surface. I’ll give it my best shot—
just like Dad taught me.

(Quint)essential Myths  
of a Lost Father and Son
My father’s funeral, back in 1996, overflowed with people: 
family, life-long friends, colleagues, business associates. 
That day, my mother made a simple request to those in 
attendance, who knew and loved my dad. She asked that his 
friends write and send her their stories of “Pat,” so that she 
could compile them for his children and create an archive 
of memories. To this day, no such stories have been written. 
There is a void of stories. And, like Jonathan Wyatt (2008), 
I too fear the loss of loss, forgetting my father: “Surely 
there were more [reminders of my father] once. They are 

slipping away. Sometimes, it is as if he had never been 
here” (p. 958). This is a fear I have struggled with for years 
now. In 2003 I wrote a song called “On My Way Home” 
about this feeling (see Patti, 2009). The chorus goes like 
this: Thoughts in my head. Painting a masterpiece. Plastic 
a hollow dream of you. All the color. Bright as your mem-
ory. Is slowly fading away. I search my memory in order to 
craft stories about Dad with the hope of slowing the unstop-
pable process of forgetting him and his loss.

A Lesson on Language
As my grandpa confirmed for me, my dad had a gift for 
language. He was exceptionally straightforward and used 
“colorful” words. I’m the same way. I’ve learned that I can 
sometimes put things in ways that offend people. Most of 
the time, however, the male Patti use of language is seen as 
charming and clever. But every so often, we can say some-
thing that is just a bit too far out of culturally acceptable 
norms. And, as Grandpa Walt told me in an all-too Patti 
way, “If people are offended, fuck ‘em.”

I remember a hot summer afternoon. I was about nine 
years old, my brother around seven. Dad had taken a 
Saturday to drive us an hour north to the Los Angeles 
Convention Center for a show. I don’t remember what we 
were going to see. What I do recall, vividly, is the car ride 
home. The three of us, men, were thirsty. “Hey, Chris and 
Jeff. How ‘bout we stop and get a soda?” Dad’s eyes were 
wide and had a mischievous gleam. Our mom didn’t allow 
such unhealthy things. “YES! We are soooooooo thirsty, 
Dad! We need some Sprites,” Jeff and I shout. I’m sitting 
shotgun. “OK, guys, that sounds like a plan. I’ll pull through 
the nearest fast food joint.” And so he did.

Pop found a Jack-in-the-Box off the 5-South freeway, 
pulled his red Acura Legend up to the order window and, in 
an overly affected, jovial voice, responded to the employ-
ee’s “Welcome to Jack-in-the-Box. Can I take your order”: 
“Yes, thank you! How are you today?” “Fine, sir. What 
would you like?” “Well, let’s see, we have three thirsty men 
in the car, so we’ll need three LARGE Sprites and that’s it. 
Thank you.”

Dad felt that he had placed a perfect order—clear, con-
cise, courteous—no room for ambiguity. We wanted three 
large Sprites. What could be easier? Following proper fast 
food protocol, the employee asked a standard follow-up 
question: “Would you like fries with that?” To which Pop 
responded, imitating the employee’s tone and pacing, 
“Would you like me to fart in your mouth?”

My brother and I exploded with laughter and admiration. 
We beamed with pride. We could not believe our father had 
the guts to make such a crude joke. Even at nine and seven, 
we knew he had gone against the social grain—and with 
such bathroom-humor gusto! We got our drinks, finishing 
only a fraction of each. Since that day, Jeff and I have 
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recalled this moment hundreds of times, laughing proudly 
each time. When we want to tell a story about Dad that 
shows his sense of humor, his fearlessness, and his all-
around “bad-assness” (as well as his potentially rude 
nature), this is the one we tell.

“No Fair Pulling Hair”
When it comes to being a man, one thing we’ve been taught 
since time immemorial is that courage and physical power 
are important. Like his father before him, Pop was an ath-
lete growing up, eventually playing soccer at the University 
of Connecticut. He was a taller-than-average 6’2’’, was 
very thin up until his 30s, and was, as his father tells it and 
he told it, fearless. Back in Connecticut in the 1970s they 
had “gangs.” Not quite like the gangs I’d heard of in Los 
Angeles or Long Beach, Dad would tell me; these were gangs 
from a different time and place. My dad said his gang was a 
bunch of friends who liked to drink and get into trouble.

They called themselves the Yahoos. I guess his gang had 
its enemies. Pop had his enemies. And, in a gruff, movie-
trailer-announcer voice, he used to tell my brother and me 
his famous “no-fair-pullin’-hair” story. We asked him to 
repeat it every so often and felt like we had the strongest 
and most fearless dad around.

The story goes that Pop was walking home by himself 
one evening when a rival gang spotted him. Five or six guys 
backed him into a corner. They taunted, “You’re in for it 
now, Patti. Where are your Yahoos? Not so tough when 
you’re all alone, are you, Patti?” With a last name most 
often heard as a woman’s first name, we Patti men are used 
to it being used against us.

A couple of the men pulled out blades. One of them had a 
bat. As they closed in, my dad knew he was in trouble. He fig-
ured he had two choices: get my ass kicked by a bunch of guys 
without putting up a fight, and hopefully they will take it easy on 
me; or take out as many of these fucking punks as I can, before 
they get me. He opted for the latter choice and started kicking 
ass in all directions, doing anything he could to get an advan-
tage in the unfair fight. Grabbing two guys by the hair, he 
shouted and kicked another in the crotch. The gang was over-
whelmed by his spontaneous aggression and do-anything-
necessary fighting style. “Hey! No fair pulling hair,” yelled 
the leader of the men attacking (or being attacked by) my dad. 
To which my dad laughed in exasperation and said, “There are 
six of you and one of me! I’ll do whatever I damn well please!” 
The men decided it was best to leave him alone at this point.

My dad taught us a number of lessons with this story. As 
a feminist, academic, “artsy” son, I can tell you that some of 
those lessons weren’t positive. But I still feel proud of my 
dad. Is that wrong? Why do I still love telling this story? 
Why am I still so proud of Pop? Why is MMA (mixed mar-
tial arts—cage fighting) the only professional sport in which 
I have any interest?

Holding Me (Against My Will)

We were big on family dinners when I was young. I didn’t 
always appreciate the ritual. The sun was setting as I played 
in the backyard with my best friend, Chris McGlone. Chris 
asked me to come to his house for dinner. Much more inter-
esting than dinner at my house, I thought with the snotty, 
spoiled attitude of a privileged ten-year-old. I went over to 
Pop, who was hard at work digging a small Koi pond in the 
back yard, and asked, in my most persuasive voice, “Dad, 
Chris invited me for dinner. His mom made ‘stinkies’, and I 
have never tried them and have always wanted to. Chris says 
they are his favorite. Is it OK if I go with him for dinner?” I 
laid out a perfect case. He would have to allow me, surely. 
After all, my mom said I was going to grow up to be a lawyer, 
since I was so persuasive and had a gift for making my case.

Dad replied, “Chris, I already told you. You’ll stay here 
tonight. You can have ‘stinkies’ another night. Thanks, 
buddy.” He’s got no reasoning, I thought to myself. Why 
tonight? I’ve waited for months to try ‘stinkies!’ With no 
logical, rational recourse, I threw a full-blown temper tan-
trum: screaming, flowing tears, running, flailing, heaving. 
As I made one of my high-speed, freaked-out passes, Dad 
grabbed me with his enormous hands, wrapping them fully 
around my upper arm. They hurt as they pulled the skin. 
But my momentum was broken. I was stuck, so I raised my 
voice even louder, in full hysterics. Dad pulled me to his 
chest, held me, my arms folded in front of my chest. He 
was seated on the two-foot wall that surrounded the Koi 
pond. I was immobilized but fought with every ounce of 
my being to escape. This is abuse! I thought to myself. I 
hate him! He’s too big! Slowly, my hyperventilation 
stopped, and I calmed down and breathed normally. My 
tears stopped. I accepted my fate: dinner with the family.

At the time, my father’s hold felt like prison. I felt seized 
against my will, even though this may sound like the privi-
leged whining of a spoiled brat. But now, with the meaning 
and moral force afforded by hindsight (Freeman, 2010), the 
dominant feeling I have is one of embrace. I feel the strength 
and love of a man who always put his family first. He told 
us he loved us every day, hugged and kissed us every day. 
He would say things like, “I love you kids more than any-
thing else in the world. You can’t possibly understand how 
I feel right now. But I know you will understand one day, 
when you have kids of your own.”

By the way, I never did try “stinkies”—or even find out 
what they were, for that matter.

All That He Wants
It’s Saturday morning, Dad’s day of yard work and recre-
ation. The Southern California sun fills the house, windows 
wide open. I run from my room, jump loudly down each of 
the three sets of stairs, land on the hard wood floor, and 
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execute a flawless four-foot sock-slide to a stop. Looking 
outside, I see Dad wearing his short blue shorts, “Frankie 
the Flamingo” t-shirt, a pink hat, and sunglasses. What a 
sense of style. He waves and smiles from the backyard, 
tree clippers in hand. I take out my prize—my first cas-
sette tape: Ace of Base’s 1993 mega-pop hit “All That She 
Wants.” I’m eleven. Anyone who’s heard the song can 
attest to its not-so-masculine sound and subject matter: 
“All that she wants, is another baby, she’s going tomorrow 
boy. All that she wants, is another baby, oh-eh-eh.” I wind 
it up with my finger, which seems important to do.

I stare dumbfounded at my dad’s enormous grey and black 
stereo system, which I’d never used before, and admire the 
endless racks of CDs on both sides. I push one of the tape 
decks labeled “1” instinctively and it opens. I place the tape in 
so it fits and close the deck. Then I’m stumped. I turn and yell 
through the open widows to my father working outside, “Hey, 
Dad!” “Ha?” he calls back from behind a bush. “Can I play 
my tape in the stereo, on the outside [speakers] too?” 
“What?” he says, as he walks toward me wiping sweat from 
his brow. “Oh, sure,” he says, seeing what I’m up to. “Hold 
on a minute, and I’ll help you.” He strolls into the family 
room smelling sweet and musky, like a gorilla. Swooping in, 
he gives me a big, sweaty hug that lifts me off the ground. 
He’s making me pay a sweaty-dad-hug tax for using his ste-
reo. His thick stubble roughs me up like sandpaper.

Dad presses the power button on the stereo and it glows 
red. I hear the click and hum of tiny mechanical gears and 
then, BANG: out pours the smooth, Swedish synth beat of 
“All That She Wants” on the surround sound speakers inside 
the house. But I want more—I want to play the song on all the 
speakers—on the ones strategically placed throughout our 
spacious backyard too. Dad knows this and says, “Here, use 
this to control the volume, and here is how you turn on and off 
the outside speakers.” “Cooooooooool! Thanks, Dad!” In my 
mind, I forgive his sweaty, sharp Dad-hug. He goes back to 
his yard work. I spend the next four hours running around, 
inside and outside of the house, scream-singing “All That She 
Wants.” The song is on repeat and plays over and over and 
over and over and over. I remember my dad’s smile.

Adult Conversation
I can’t sleep again. I’m thirteen. It is early on a Saturday 
morning. For the past six months, since my parents sepa-
rated, my brother and I have been trading weeks between my 
mom’s and dad’s houses.3 For the past six months I have had 
biweekly insomnia. My dad is getting sicker, and I can’t find 
sleep at his house. At night the fear manifests. It is not con-
scious, but I feel it in my body. I become a restless zombie. 
I wander around aimlessly in the darkness most nights. My 
mind never stops. Some nights I drag my blanket and pillow 
out into the hall and sleep on the floor. Tonight Dad hears me 
rummaging around downstairs. “Hey Chris, why don’t you 

come on up? Let’s have a chat,” he calls, his voice straining. 
The sun is still asleep, not yet threatening to rise, still hiding 
my fear and my father’s withered form.

“Buddy,” my dad says, as I walk through the threshold of 
his bedroom door. “I know you’re upset. It’s OK,” he tells 
me. He is a shadowy figure backlit by the Catalina green 
banker’s lamp on his nightstand. He sits up, a bag of bones 
with softballs sticking out. The fear strikes—I have to run. 
“It is time to have an adult conversation,” he tells me. I don’t 
run. “You are a strong young man. You are very intelligent 
and are old enough to understand what is happening to me. 
Jeff’s still too young to hear this, but you will be able to 
explain it to him and help him understand.” I realize what 
my father is getting at. I don’t leave. I face my fear. I listen.

Climbing into Dad’s bed, I stick my head under a pillow 
and cry while he talks, nodding my head so he knows I can 
hear. He sits next to me and lets me hide. He places a bony 
hand on my back and rubs my neck as he talks, speaking softly, 
gently. “Sometimes life is hard, Chris. Even the strongest peo-
ple can get sick. I have fought with every ounce of my being. I 
have used my love for you and your sister and brother and 
mom to help me fight. I love you all more than anything else 
in the world. Chris, I’m dying. The doctors have tried every-
thing, and there is nothing more they can do. I am still fighting. 
I will never stop. You are the best son a dad could ask for,” he 
says, as he begins to cry with me. “I know you will grow up to 
be a great man, and you will have a family of your own one 
day that you love as much as I love you. I know that you will 
be strong for your sister and brother and mom and you will 
take care of them.” I lie there in the darkness hiding and cry-
ing, but feel confident that he is right. That he trusts me enough 
to tell me the truth makes me proud, yet I am overwhelmed 
with sadness. Buried in the darkness of his pillow, I imagine I 
am at the bottom of the ocean, crushed by water so deep that 
no light penetrates, yet somehow I can still breathe.

*****
Have I lived up to my father’s dreams? To my own? 

Sometimes, I still feel like a scared, fourteen-year-old boy. 
Somehow, at the same time, I feel like an ancient man who 
thinks about things usually reserved for the “twilight years,” 
like death and sentimentality and our connections to one 
another. I’m like my grandfather but at a much younger 
age, emotionally vulnerable and sensitive. Now, I wonder 
whether these stories are mythic enough to do justice to my 
archetypal memories of my lost father. Did I restore to nec-
romancy, evoke the dead and the living?

Crafting a Restorative Mythos: 
Recasting a Fallen Hero in  
Troubled Times

Humans are storytelling animals (Burke, 1966; Fisher, 
1984, 1987). At a basic level, my (Dad’s) story is an old 
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one. It is a myth (Campbell, 1968; Rank, 1922/2004), one 
that parallels stories Buddhists (Chodron, 2001) and exis-
tentialists (Frankl, 1984) tell: Life entails suffering. Life is 
limited and we live in a troubled world. My father’s death 
imprinted this myth into me, intimately, experientially. My 
split, tragi-comic telling relates to a number of personal and 
collective tensions. Before I synthesize these, I should clear 
up my usage of myth, as I embrace a culturally minor yet 
more ancient orientation to the word.

I agree with Poulos (2009) that myth has been given a 
“bad” name in contemporary, common usage—even in the 
academy. Yet, from a different perspective, myth can be 
productively reclaimed and recast in the interdisciplinary 
worlds of qualitative, social scientific research to help us 
explore some of our most intimate, foundational, and com-
plex human relationships—like the archetypal relationship 
between a father and a son, life’s relationship to death, or 
love’s relationship to loss. As Poulos says, “Myth is a tie 
that binds us” (p. 147). In 2008 I wrote a song titled “Ties 
(Lies) That Bind.” This song was about my father’s death 
and my struggle to come to terms with life in the face of his 
passing (see Patti, 2009). Telling my dad as a myth shows 
the ties that bind him to me and the ties that bind us all as 
human beings in a shifting world.

Old Myth, New Myth:  
Making the Personal Mythical

The personal creative act is related to the realm of 
myth, the realm of muses, because myth is the home-
land of the inspiration of the arts. The muses are the 
children of the goddess of memory, which is not the 
memory from up there, from the head; it is the mem-
ory from down here, from the heart. (Campbell, 
1997, p. 151)

A more ancient yet simultaneously intimate/affective 
engagement with myth, especially as it is connected to 
masculinity, offers different possibilities (Poulos, 2008, 
2009, 2010) for how I understand myself, my father, and 
human connection/communication generally. My approach 
is in line with Poulos (2009) when he says, “Some stories 
reside in the liminal space between the mythical and the 
everyday, drawing from the energies that emanate from 
both poles” (p. 146). As I hope to make clear by the end, 
drawing on the energies that emanate from both poles is 
one of the core lessons I find in my father’s life and death 
as well as in the struggle to navigate the dichotomies that 
still divide our world.

Myth from this perspective is meant as the symbolic, sto-
ried connection between human beings and how the human 
animal understands itself in the world (see Campbell, 1968, 
1972; Jung, 1947/2002, 1974; Pirsig, 1974; Poulos, 2009). 

As Campbell puts it, “The first and most essential service of 
a mythology is this one, of opening the mind and the heart 
to the utter wonder of all being” (p. 18). We are born into 
symbols, stories, and conversations that preexist us, 
change over time, and will continue, likely, long after we 
die (Burke, 1974; Eisenberg, 2001; Goodall, 2005). And the 
existential rub of it all is that our lives, all of them, are over 
in an instant—all life ends.

In that sense, then, we are all tragic heroes/heroines 
(Rank, 1922/2004). But we are not without hope, possibility, 
and meaning—even in such a troubled world in which we 
face the fact of suffering. Tragedy is tied intimately to com-
edy, as death is tied to life and loss to love (Bochner, 2011; 
Burke, 1984; Pelias, 2000). Through sharing in the complex 
symbolic stew of myth, we spark possibility, insight, com-
passion, and communion (Frentz, 2006; Poulos, 2009).

A personal myth shows the epic and trivial, collective 
and personal, conscious and unconscious, hero and the 
trickster at the same time. It mixes the sacred and the pro-
fane in a way that fits with what I call post-postmodern sen-
sibilities. Poulos (2009) argues myth is a move toward the 
sacred, which “strikes at the core of what it means to be 
human” (p. 147). The synergies created between collective 
myth and our personal stories, he goes on to argue, “may 
well prove to be transformative” (p. 170). This transforma-
tive potential is precisely what I am after. As with myth gen-
erally, I use the myth of my father as “guidance for living 
well in a troubled world” (p. 144). Underlying this use is a 
profound sense of love, connection, and admiration for my 
father, and by extension, life itself.

The stories above are at the edges of my intimate memory 
of my father. They are small stories (Bamberg, 2006) that 
manifest as I meditate on the archetypal meaning of father 
and son. Turner (1987) and Knapp (1988) both define arche-
type as an imprint, stamp, or impression. My father was my 
archetype—he impressed me and continues impressing me 
to this day. But it is not a perfect stamp. His impression is 
refracted through my own experiences in the world, creating 
a new-yet-referential/relational sense of self and other.

The Trickster/Hero:  
Autoethnographic, Mythic Possibilities

The stage is set for the emergence in adolescence of 
the archetypal opposition of the trickster vs. the hero 
and its resolution is an encounter with the father. 
(Saunders, 1987, p. 177)

Dad, writing about you again, this time for a public, inter-
pretive audience, has forced me to look deeply into a num-
ber of anxieties I have lived with for years, anxieties I have 
consciously ignored but felt nonetheless. “The fear” I spoke 
of at the outset, I feel it now. The curious thing is that my 
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anxieties have no conscious connection to your life and 
death. They seem, to my conscious mind, unrelated. But I 
sense, at a deep, unconscious level, at the corner of my eye, 
that they are connected. As I struggle through writing I 
begin to face my fear, to let it be, to sit with it, and listen to 
it. I don’t run and hide (Ellis, in press). So many years later, 
I still feel your gentle, strong hand on my back. I hear your 
voice and sense of humor. I sense your love. I feel your 
strength and your weakness in me. I am your son.

While “the hero” may seem more explicit in the stories I 
tell, the trickster is no less present. By its archetypal nature, 
the trickster is trickier to show than the hero—she or he lives 
in the ambiguous, flowing, in-betweenness of our lives and 
stories. She or he is there in the feminine moments in my 
myth of male initiation. She or he is there in the explicit 
sacred-profanity, comedy, anxiety, and violence of our sto-
ries and relationships. She or he is the implicit and largely 
unconscious rhetorical glue that holds this myth together. As 
a rhetor/rhetorician, I’ve been drawn to the trickster—like 
an ancient sophist or the character Phaedrus from Dad’s and 
my favorite book, Pirsig’s (1974) Zen and the Art of 
Motorcycle Maintenance (see Frentz, 2008a, for a more 
detailed discussion of the trickster and Zen). Zen too is about 
a father and son and mending the split between the ego and 
shadow—hero and trickster—and mending the classic splits 
that divide a troubled, flattened world before it is too late.

In mythology, the trickster disobeys normal social rules 
and causes havoc, often unconsciously. Citing Lewis Hyde 
(1988, p. 7), Tom Frentz (2008a) explains that the trickster is 
a “wise fool . . . cross-dresser, the speaker of sacred profani-
ties . . . the mythic embodiment of ambiguity . . . contradic-
tion and paradox” (p. 22). What makes the trickster bearable 
is that, often times, his or her tricks, while seemingly destruc-
tive and negative at first, have ultimately positive conse-
quences (Hyde, 1988). I’m tired of only embracing my 
trickster—it’s too risky. And I work to see my father as more 
than a one-dimensional hero. As my mom reminded me, this 
story is about “John Wayne, the complicated man, not the 
hero he played on screen.”

Two Tricksters Play
1994: It’s been a few months since my parents split and we’re 
hit with it: Dad’s got stage four melanoma. Mom and Dad 
made plans six months ago to visit a family friend’s beach 
house, so, despite their separation and Dad’s illness, he 
coaxes, “Ah, what the heck. Let’s just go have a fun night 
with friends, away from all this. We can let off some steam.” 
Mom begrudgingly agrees. When the night of the party 
arrives, Mom takes me and Jeff to pick my dad up in a friend’s 
yellow Volkswagen bus. Pop’s convinced her to drive.

My dad enjoyed drinking socially. He was used to being 
the life of the party. I can picture him singing with bravado, 
standing on a table, acting out a strip-tease to the crowd. 

The party loves him for it, cheers him on, and he loves the 
attention. I can see my mom shaking her head in the corner, 
knowing that he’s putting on a show to cover up the deep 
troubles they’ve found themselves facing. As the night 
wears on, Dad drinks more. I don’t usually notice when he’s 
drunk, but tonight he is at a level of public intoxication I 
have never seen. Everyone has left the party except Dad, 
Mom, me, and Jeff and the hosts. Dad’s shitfaced; his head 
is flopped back on the couch as he sing-mumbles happily 
away. Mom and our family friends have to shoulder him to 
the car. He drags his feet like a 200-pound toddler, cracking 
jokes along the way: “You ever see such a big baby? I’m not 
fat, just the most in-shape, overweight guy you’ve ever 
seen. Lori, do you really need all this help just to get me into 
bed?” I walk behind, sad, scared, not really sure what is 
going on. My dad knew what he was doing the entire time. 
He was forcing my mom to take care of him while he had a 
drunken temper-tantrum.

2008: My first semester of doctoral work, I take a semi-
nar called Feminism & Performance.4 For my first presen-
tation in a doctoral seminar, still basically an anonymous 
new student in my department, I come dressed in “cyborg-
drag”—a female colleague’s jean skirt, a tight, open-chested 
silk blouse, and high heels, completing the look with some 
aluminum dryer piping as a cyborg arm—and present on 
Donna Haraway (2004). I bring a box of glue-gun fashioned 
“cyborg” parts my brother and I crafted and a box of “men’s 
dress clothes” (since the rest of the class save one are 
women). We play cyborg cross-dress-up.

Since beginning my doctoral work I have been a philo-
sophically, theoretically, and romantically ambiguous man, 
which has not led to the most stable romantic relationships 
over the past three years. Yet I remain friends with almost all 
the women with whom I have related romantically, some-
thing my trickster skills helped to achieve. One telling 
instance occurred with a woman who was a long-time friend. 
She was having trouble with her romantic partner before we 
became involved. I convinced her to visit, knowing full well 
our attraction, and we spent a dream-like week together 
floating in the cyan, eighty-five degree waters of the Gulf. 
Her last day with me, she knew my feelings without me hav-
ing to say a word: “You are the most ambiguous man I’ve 
ever met,” she said with a smile. “There is deep confusion in 
you.” I responded, “Too much of this postmodern theory—
I’ve taken it to heart. I don’t know how to get out of it.” We 
remain close friends today. She told her partner about her 
visit and she and her partner have since moved forward in 
their relationship. They got past a block. Two years later, I 
am moving forward for myself, letting go of identifying 
only with ambiguity, finding deeper, more whole senses of 
myself and my father.

*****
In his chapter, “The Split-Shadow and the Father-Son 

Relationship,” Donald Saunders (1987), a Jungian analyst, 
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illuminates the critical tension I feel. My struggle is tied to 
the archetypal masculine rite of passage. As Saunders 
explains, “The split [between the ego and shadow, the hero 
and trickster] must in some way be resolved by every young 
man as an initiatory stage leading to maturity” (pp. 179-
180). Saunders uses the classic Navajo myth of Badger 
(hero) and Coyote (trickster) to show the need for father 
and son, ego and shadow, hero and trickster to realize they 
are not separate. Each must realize itself in the other in 
order to move forward into maturity.

As the Navajo myth predicts, therefore, I must make sacri-
fices on both sides: “His sacrifice will not be, as in the past, for 
the perfection of Christian virtue or Eastern enlightenment, 
but rather to become a more complete human being, con-
sciously aware of both unattainable idealizations as well 
as instinctual temptations” (Saunders, 1987, p. 187). By 
embracing the heroes and tricksters in my father and myself, 
my split myth of initiation becomes unified. It is a classi-
cally masculine hero’s quest for existential freedom, mastery, 
and enlightenment—while simultaneously a feminine trick-
ster’s jest filled with shadows, creativity, humor, intimacy, 
fear, and anxiety. Synchronically, this “becoming whole” is 
just what my collective mythic inheritance calls for, just what 
Jung (1971) and Rushing and Frentz (1995) envision as indi-
vidual and collective “individuation.” This is a collective 
wisdom our troubled, split world could use as well.

In the humanities and social sciences, our posttheories/
philosophies/methods mirror both the fragmented fractur-
ing that has happened over the past hundred years and the 
possibilities afforded by the breakdown of dualistic mono 
myths like science over spirit, objective over subjective, 
masculine over feminine, self over-and-separate-from 
other, hero over trickster (Gergen, 2004). In my experience, 
my father’s early death fractured my world and sent me off 
in directions I could not have imagined. I was given an intu-
itive sensibility for the postmodern theories, methods, and 
philosophies that have come to the fore in the realm of qual-
itative inquiry. But I also faced unforeseen challenges. And 
as I alluded to at the beginning of this automythology, I 
have been in crisis, that “split in consciousness—the inter-
ruption—that comes just before moments of breakthrough” 
(Poulos, 2009, p. 145). I hurt. I miss my father. I have anxi-
eties. I am struggling to move from this liminal, potential-
rich initiation phase before I lose my mind/body.

As my final story suggests, my moment of insight and 
breakthrough comes not solely from my father or from the 
myth of the father but also from a feminine/feminist influ-
ence on the father–son relationship. Behind this particular 
article, in the shadows of my father’s shadow, is an embod-
ied foundation of compassionate feminism I was taught first 
by my mother, two powerful female grandmothers, four 
influential aunts, and an eight-years-older sister.

The sacred feminine is part of the unconscious of this 
story, not only personally, but academically as well. Carolyn 

Ellis, my advisor/mother, showed me that, through the strug-
gle to share intimate, evocative stories, we can compassion-
ately connect our ideas and lives to other ideas and other 
people (Ellis, 1993, 1995, 1997, 2004, 2009). For me, com-
passion through sharing in stories of suffering/joy is what 
mythic storytelling is all about (Chodron, 2001; Ellis, in 
press; Frank, 1995). Of course, I’m not alone here either: 
“The awakening of compassion, ‘com-passion’, ‘Mit-leid’, 
‘suffering-with’, enveloping that person’s pain in your skin, 
so that you are suffering with him or her equally, that is the 
awakening of the heart” (Campbell, 1997, p. 153). Or as 
Mark Freeman (2004) illuminates, personal stories as schol-
arship are not only about increasing knowledge and under-
standing, they “support the aim of increasing compassion 
and sympathy, and a sense of connection with others” (p. 79).

As I move forward, I hope to continue following this 
mythic quest and tell other stories of love and loss in a 
troubled world. In doing so, I hope to heal (Ellis, in press): 
“Narratives can help one heal the wounds of the past, help 
one begin again, to remake, revise, to re-story—to re-fresh” 
(Bochner, 2008, p. 1323). I aspire to share stories that show 
other complexities, other anxieties, and other possibilities 
for mythic communion and compassion.

Dad, I hope I make you proud, even in my limitations. I 
hope readers have a sense of you and our relationship and a 
sense of the deep roots that connect them to those they love 
and connect us all as human beings. I hope I can move for-
ward now and take on the responsibilities that have taken 
me so long to confront and have caused me so much fear 
and anxiety. Remember our nightly ritual, when you would 
tuck Jeff and me into bed? “Good night, sleep tight. Don’t 
let the bedbugs bite.” Then we’d reply, “‘Cause they’re out-
side playing.” And you’d say, “That’s right.” That’s right.
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Notes

1. Monkey mind is an ancient and contemporary term used by 
Buddhists to refer to a frantic state of mind. A mind untrained 
in mindfulness and meditation easily and frequently overflows 
with conscious, unconscious, and semiconscious thoughts and 
is said to chatter like a monkey. Monkey mind causes suffer-
ing, therefore, by detaching one from being present while he or 
she attaches to conditioned, obsessive, and often destructive 
thought patterns. See, for example, Chodron’s (1999) Taming 
the Monkey Mind.

2. This in Joseph Campbell’s sense of seeking to appreciate the 
wisdom in all stories, even the ones we deem “bad” or “nega-
tive,” also in a Buddhist sense of compassion for all life, espe-
cially life that is commonly devalued or ignored.

3.  As fate would have it, my father and mother separated a few 
months prior to finding out about Dad’s cancer. I thought 
divorce sounded bad—but Dad’s terminal illness put things in 
perspective for me. Despite my parents’ separation, after 
twenty years of marriage, they were still close, especially as 
my father got sicker. Love remained between them, and I 
remember my mom helping to care for my dad, making and 
bringing him dinner, talking to him. My mom and dad didn’t 
care if others were unable to understand their postseparation 
bond. As my mom has told me, “I didn’t stop loving your 
father, even though I needed to change my life for myself. I 
wanted to be there for him as much as I could and as much as 
he wanted me there. Plus, he liked my cooking.”

4.  At this point in my life, I had studied feminism(s), and consid-
ered myself a feminist, for years. As a trickster, feminism helped 
me undermine my socialized notions of masculinity, patriarchy, 
and hierarchy. Feminism also gave me words for my embodied 
experience of watching my mom take care of us after our dad 
died, watching her work construction, “pulling wire” alongside 
250-pound men while she put herself through graduate school.
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I ask Terry to take me through it, frame by frame:
He describes walking into the ward, seeing between the 

curtains partly drawn around his father’s bed the medics 
attempting to resuscitate him; the nurse steering him gently 
toward an office nearby where his mother was waiting, his 
siblings arriving, and the doctor telling them that they had 
been unable to save his father.

“And then?,” I ask.
“We went to his bedside. I sat by him. I found myself 

saying to him, over and over, ‘What have you done? What 
have you done?’”

Beginnings
I finished my most recent essay about my father (Wyatt, 
2010, p.510), addressing him in the second person, thus:

I write . . . not because of your “absence” but because 
your new, becoming presence makes demands upon 
me. . . . You are asking questions of me. I hear you 
say: “What now, Jonathan? Where will your experi-
ence of losing—and gaining—me take you?” . . . (T)
his writing takes me into mystery. I do not know what 
I have lost in losing you (Freud, 1917), what it is in 
you, exactly, that I have lost, and you are calling me 
to search my . . . inscrutability. (Butler, 2004)

If Judith Butler is right that the experience of loss leaves 
us with this question of what it is “in the other person that I 
have lost” (Butler, 2004, p. 28), and if Derrida has a point 

that loss means that we can never again create distance 
between ourselves and the lost, that the lost, once lost, is 
now always there or, better, here, albeit as a presence often 
laden with pain, anguish, regret, relief, or more, then my 
father’s death eight years ago presents me with the continu-
ing task of finding ways to respond to a questioning, persis-
tent, not always comfortable awareness of him, a still new 
and surprising presence.

Two sets of experiences draw me to writing: mourning 
my father (Wyatt, 2005, 2008, 2010), and the people whom 
I meet in my work as a counselor in primary care within the 
UK’s National Health Service (Gale, Pelias, Russell, Spry, 
& Wyatt, 2012 in press; Gale & Wyatt, 2007).

Occasionally, like here, I explore both (e.g., Wyatt, 
2008). I offer something of my work with a counseling cli-
ent, “Terry,” whom I find I cannot but write about,1 and my 
encounter with him has taken me again into my experience 
of my father. Terry rewrites my father. I find our stories 
becoming felted (Deleuze, 1993).

I think of myself as unobservant. I don’t see. I don’t 
notice. Details escape me. They’re wicked, or mischievous, 
or hyperactive, these details, and as soon as I’m not paying 
attention they’re off. I struggle to recall the color of our 
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whether this writing “helps,” either the writer or the reader/witness.

Keywords
fathers, sons, loss, counseling
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living room carpet. I wouldn’t know the song of a blackbird. 
I wouldn’t recognize the taste of a cardamom. I know the 
colors of some objects, I know the sound of some bird life, 
and I know the taste of some foods, but there are many, obvi-
ous, sensuous experiences that I could not describe or recol-
lect. I would know that they were familiar but their details 
would be elusive.

So, how can I tell of pain, loss, joy, delight, despair, love? 
How do I begin to describe the encounter with Terry? Or tell 
more of my experience of my father? I am suspicious of my 
attempts, my suspicion compounded by mistrust of any 
attempt to write experience, “a valorised, regulating fiction” 
(St. Pierre, 2008, p. 327).

Doubt, therefore, seems well placed, but writing, how-
ever inadequate, feels the only appropriate response, the 
action that embodies the struggle to keep faith (hooks, 1999).

When Cixous says,

Sometimes I think I began writing in order to make 
room for the wandering question that haunts my soul 
and hacks and saws at my body; to give it a place and 
time; to turn its sharp edge away from my flesh. 
(Cixous, 1991, p. 7)

I begin to understand this writing as the search for ques-
tions; it is writing to make room, which sounds as if it might 
lead to release, but, today, is more like haunting.

Terry: Week 3
He is tall, as tall as me but broader, bigger. He fills the 
doorway as he comes into my room. He wears a thick, 
thigh-length tan coat in which he wraps himself and which 
he keeps on as he sits. He’s 54.

His despair has not eased. He is preoccupied with who 
he is and how he has come to find himself here. He does not 
recognize himself. He does not know who or where he is.

Sometimes I am aware of the sheer physical ache of loss. 
I have sat with one woman who, placing her hand just below 
her ribs, spoke of the force of the pain there, and of her fear 
that her body would break, that it would no longer sustain 
her agony. With Terry, the pain of his loss is present, but the 
disturbance to his sense of himself seems uppermost. Just as 
my previous patient’s pain felt unsustainable, so Terry fears 
that the violent disruption he is experiencing will be perma-
nent. For him, I think that it is not so much the loss, but the 
sense of being lost that is more troubling.

His father died a year ago. The anniversary was only 
weeks before his first session. Though his father had been 
ill for some years, neither Terry nor his three younger sib-
lings, his mother, nor his father himself, believed that he 
was dying. His father was strong. He was fine. He would be 
fine.

Terry had looked forward to the time when he and his 
dad would both be older, when they would meet on Sunday 
afternoons, go to the pub, talk, become friends, just like his 
father and grandfather had done; they would be at ease and 
Terry would feel accepted. But instead one Sunday after-
noon he took an urgent call from his mother at the hospital, 
drove there, and entered the ward to see his father sur-
rounded by medical staff. Disbelieving, Terry watched their 
vain attempts to revive him.

He made it through the funeral arrangements, felt strong 
enough to deliver the eulogy at the ceremony, and returned 
to work. He believed that his father’s loss was one more 
challenge to overcome, one more problem to be solved, an 
approach that had always worked for him. Task dealt with; 
onto the next.

Until a month ago.
Now he sits, coat on, and tells me how he has lost moti-

vation and how it is difficult to get out of bed, to dress, to 
wash, to help around the house. His teenage girls tiptoe 
around him, unable to comprehend the change. I imagine 
their leaving for school hoping that whatever is going on 
for their dad will pass soon enough and maybe today he 
will feel better and go to work and be back late as normal. 
This week, one of them commented to Terry how this was 
the first time he could ever remember his dad making a 
meal for them two days running. Terry told me this, staring 
first at the floor then briefly at me, his words trailing. He 
could not believe that he had been a father who had been 
there that little.

Terry’s wife expressed exasperation with him yesterday. 
There is only so long she can cover for him, only so much 
of this she can tolerate. Each time we have met, he has 
asserted how wonderful she is, but I realize that this sense 
of her is new to him. The past weeks have brought this 
awareness to him.

I tell myself as I listen that these fresh insights about his 
family and how much they mean to him are positive, but 
they do not feel so now to him. They seem only to accentu-
ate both his sadness and his sense of distance from 
himself:

Am I this man? I do not recognize him. I have been 
that kind of a father, that kind of a husband, and I 
know what they feel like. This—this father who 
cooks, this needy husband—I don’t know.

He tells me his stories slowly, reluctantly, occasionally 
raising both hands to hold his face, as if there might be 
some way of wiping away this lethargy, this despair. Or 
maybe it is to give himself brief comfort, a touch that might 
reassure. He raises his eyes and says, “I don’t know what to 
do. I have no idea what steps to take. I have never been like 
this before. I don’t know this.”
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He stays looking at me, hoping that I might be able to 
tell him the first step. I want that too. I feel pressure to say 
something helpful. (Something like, “Well, if you go for a 
run each day and eat your fruit and vegetables, you’ll find 
that you’ll soon feel much better,” and he would reply, “Oh. 
That’s clear. That’s fine. I can do that.” Then the next week 
he would come and tell me how my prescription had 
worked.)

But I can only sit with him, returning his look, seeking 
ways to connect, to stay with him, to be with him.

“I’ve never been like this before,” he continues.
“This experience of losing your dad has thrown every-

thing up in the air.”
I hear my comment sounding trite. I was trying too hard 

to fill the space, to be helpful, to give him something, any-
thing. It is not enough, but it is something.

I sense a slight easing of tension. He tells me that, yes, 
that’s about right.

It’s time to finish. He gathers himself, stands, thanks me, 
and is gone.

Are the stories of my father running out (Wyatt, 2005)? I 
forget but my body remembers. I sometimes try to make 
myself remember, to will the stories to come back, but then, 
when I am not looking, when I am shaping my arms this 
way, or sitting that way, they appear.

My university work took me to Kenya. I was full of him. 
I grew up with stories of when we lived there (see Wyatt, 
2010), and they have become memories. On the drive to 
and from Kilifi, I imagined him, all of us, and how that 
might have been.

One evening, I swam alone in a creek as the fishing 
dhows drifted upstream in the dusk. I floated toward the 
empty beach, looking over the surface of the water to the 
smooth, wet sand. In the shallows I reached my feet down 
and began to wade.

It was the sound of water lapping the beach.
Or the feel of my feet on the sand.
Or the sudden slight chill on my upper body as I 

stood.
Or the struggle to move my legs through the heavy water.
Or the gentle slope of the beach.
I could see him.
Remembering how when he swam he would return to 

the beach allowing the waves to carry him in until the 
water was too shallow, walking on his hands and then on 
all fours, his body and hair bedraggled, emerging from 
the surf; knowing, playing up to the humorous figure he 
cut, while around him children leapt waves, parents 
watching from the edge. A benevolent, hirsute monster 
surfacing in the shallows. This way, his leg was hidden 
from view for longer.

I enjoy such stories. They feel comfortable and welcom-
ing. Like this one:

Saturday mornings. He pulls the car off the main road 
into Wonersh Park, a comfortable estate of large 
detached houses. At the entrance he turns immedi-
ately right into a tree-lined crescent that arcs back 
onto the main road. He pulls up to the right, close 
enough for the lucky child on the back seat, clasping 
the letters, to wind down the window and stand to 
reach the opening in the red brick-set post box. 
Today, that lucky child is Nicola. As her brothers 
watch enviously, she pushes the clump of letters in, 
and he playfully instructs her to check that the letters 
have dropped.

“Push your hand in. Go on. Wiggle your fingers.”
The child withdraws her hand, sits down smiling, 

and he pulls away.

But I find that I sometimes remember the stories I do not 
wish to write, the ones that cast him or me in too bad, too 
painful, too embarrassing a light. I wonder in whose inter-
ests it is to tell them.

We’re on holiday. We walk along the busy, cobbled 
street. The sea is to our left behind and between the 
houses. He leans on his stick each alternate step to 
take the weight of his lame right leg. I carry the bag 
of bread, milk, and newspaper. He paid for these a 
few minutes ago. I watched him as he counted the 
coins, holding the shopping list in his mouth. (His 
mouth is his spare hand. When he travels to work he 
has his briefcase over his shoulder, stick in right hand, 
and newspaper in left. When there are doors to open 
or tickets to show and he needs his left hand he carries 
the newspaper in his mouth. At home, he carries 
shoes, screwdrivers, and books between his teeth like 
a retriever.)

As we walk we talk about high tide and when we 
might swim. He is asking me whether today I will 
swim over the seaweed with him. I hate seaweed, 
however deep it may be; I hate its darkness, its sug-
gestion of menace. I feel embarrassed; I don’t want 
him to ask me this. I want him to leave me be, not 
tease. I hate the teasing. I don’t want to swim over 
the seaweed. I won’t. I don’t want him to remind me 
that I won’t. I hate the teasing and I hate him.

My beginning, stammering response is inter-
rupted. An uneven slab. A slight but unexpected 
incline. A mistiming. His right foot catches, he 
stumbles, loses his balance, and hits the ground, right 
hand and wrist taking the force of the fall. (In later 
years, his walking will deteriorate, his falls will 
become frequent, and he will wear that wrist 
strapped.) Passers-by step forward to help, reaching 
hands to assist. I stoop and, knowing that he detests 
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the attention he is receiving, I murmur quickly and 
discreetly,

“Are you ok?”
To both me and the others he smiles through the 

jolting pain and the humiliation,
“I’m fine. Thank you. How stupid of me! Don’t 

worry. Yes, no problem.”
He gets up, we walk on and find somewhere to sit, 

alone and quiet, while he recovers. He’s forgotten the 
seaweed. I am pleased he fell and feel ashamed.

I forgot the most recent anniversary of his dying. 18 
September. I was at an all-day event in which I became 
absorbed. That evening I went home, ate, watched TV, 
talked with those around me, responded to emails I’d 
missed through the day, went to bed. I did not register the 
day’s significance until a text from my mother the next 
morning.

This is where I am now. I forget. And when I remember 
I sometimes wish I didn’t.

When I ask, “Are the stories running out?,” it is as if 
there is a finite number. A stock, a file, a bucket into which 
I have dipped over the years, and now there are no more 
except those marked “private.”

But stories become rewritten each day. They are not 
static. New movements of my body, the feel of the covers of 
a book, unexpected encounters. Familiar stories become 
strange.

Loss written and rewritten.
Terry.

Terry: Session 5
He begins by telling me that it’s worse. Work has been on 
to him. They want more. They want to come round to his 
house. They want him to sign a form. He wants to rest. Just 
rest. He gets up after his wife and daughters have left for 
the day, has breakfast, and returns to bed. Later, he might 
go for a ten-minute walk and will become tired. He explains 
to me that he feels a failure and in telling me he feels a 
failure all over again.

We talk about his growing up.
As a boy he played basketball. He was good. His father 

managed the team, and the weekends were taken up with 
matches. His younger brother and sister would sometimes 
convey their resentment at how much time their father gave 
to him. How lucky he was, how they envied him. But for 
Terry it was unremittingly testing because he never mea-
sured up. He never heard his father unequivocally praise his 
playing. He always had to improve.

He continued to play into his late teens and early twen-
ties as he sought to make his way in the senior game. He 
describes the day he realized that he was not going to make 
it as one of his worst. His father never commented.

He followed his dad into the large local manufacturing 
company, worked hard, studied at college, and rose through 
the grades, always striving, taking on increasingly senior 
roles and greater challenges.

Today we don’t speak about the loss of his father. We 
talk about the impossibility of ever feeling as if he has done 
enough.

I picture this dignified, talented, industrious man stand-
ing that short distance from his father’s hospital bed as the 
medics attempt resuscitation. As he watches, I glimpse his 
hope recede of one day his father expressing pride.

He sits on the floor among his papers at the foot of 
the double bed. They are organized in neat piles 
beside his list of things to do. He likes lists; he is 
slightly obsessive like that. (He never loses anything, 
can always lay his hands on the most obscure, long-
forgotten item.) He is looking at my school report. He 
reads aloud each subject teacher’s account of the 
term. Geography, as usual, is hardly fulsome, nor sci-
ence. At the top of each page the teacher has written 
my position in the class. 17th and 21st, respectively. 
He reads, accepting, knowing I struggle with and dis-
like each subject.

“As long as you’re trying your best,” he reassures.
He comes to Latin and English, which are posi-

tive. In both I have come second.
“Second?” he asks. “Second? What went wrong?”
I am expecting this. It’s a standard joke. If Mum 

were in the room she would say, “Stop it, Paul. 
Second is fine. That’s not funny.” But she is not here, 
so I squirm and smile and say nothing.

Terry: Session 6
We have not met for two weeks. He has had his hair cut. He 
looks brighter. He smiles briefly when he comes into the 
room. It’s the first time I’ve seen him smile.

I had expected him last week, but he left me a message 
to say he would not be coming. I assumed that something 
had arisen—a doctor’s appointment, a meeting with his 
employers. But he tells me, instead, that he had needed a 
break from us.

His smile does not indicate improvement. He remains 
unable to stop thinking; he is weary, ground down by the 
constant dragging of the still-unanswerable question of how 
he has got to this point.

He reminds me that last time I had commented that the 
loss of his father had seemed to have become less present. 
He had concurred, but on his walk home, he says, he real-
ized that he had not been honest. He had agreed for the 
sake of agreeing. He tells me how, on the contrary, the 
scene of his father’s dying preys on him. He replays it 
endlessly.
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I ask him to tell me about it again. Frame by frame. The 
walking into the ward, how the curtains were drawn, where 
he stood, his mother and siblings arriving, the doctor’s 
announcement, and the later gathering around the bed.

“I sat by him. I found myself saying, over and over, 
‘What have you done? What have you done?’”

Pause.
“I don’t know why.”
He leans forwards, places his elbows on his knees, cups 

his head in his hands and briefly, quietly, he cries.
At the end of the session, with Christmas and New Year 

due to interrupt our work for three weeks, he tells me that he 
will let me know if he is going to attend his next appoint-
ment. I say that this will be fine.

Butler, writing in the context of a post-9/11 world, pro-
poses that we are, from our beginnings, “already given over, 
beyond ourselves, implicated in lives that are not our own” 
(p. 28). What she terms “this sphere of dispossession” con-
fronts us with our “unknowingness,” our primary and uncon-
scious indebtedness to the other. This is, therefore, what 
grief may bring to us: awareness that we are always not only 
beside ourselves, with or without grief, but beside others—
and inside, and they in us, and between, conjoined. On this 
basis she goes on to ask whether such an insight might “lead 
to a normative reorientation for politics” (p. 28), our given 
connection with others impelling us to view differently our 
global as well as personal relationships.

For Derrida, when someone dies the issue is less that we 
lose them but that, as he puts it, “we can no longer lose them; 
they who were once so distant become all too close, too close 
because now only within us—in us as a part of us and of his-
tory and no longer as the singularity that called us out of our-
selves and first made us responsible before them” (Derrida, 
2003, p. 27). When I left home, eventually, having tried to do 
so a number of times, I moved from the soft, warm south to 
the hard, frozen northeast of England. My father, on my occa-
sional sojourns at home, would, as a matter of course, ask 
why I didn’t move nearer. He missed me, he said. Even when, 
with a young family, we later did move closer (but not too 
close) he would ask me the same question; being within an 
hour-and-a-half’s drive was not enough. Initially, he knew 
that he was being mischievous, because he was aware that 
my moving to the other end of, admittedly, only a small coun-
try was not an innocent act. His imploring became less ironic 
as he aged and became ill, and I became less comfortable at 
my geographical distance from him. But now, as Derrida 
would have it, I can no longer put any distance between us. 
He is always here, as he never was.

Still Searching for the Questions
“What is it in him that I have lost?,” Butler exhorts me to 
ask. Search your inscrutability, she instructs.

When he was alive I could distance myself from him by 
relocating. In doing so I imagined I could dissociate myself 
from the father and the man that I perceived him to be. He 
was not me and he was down south. I was not quick- 
tempered, or right wing, or overwrought, or insecure, or 
needy, or tied passively to a job I hated. I was not argumenta-
tive, stubborn, intimidating, and a tease. I was not contrary— 
gentle and generous but harsh and rigid, a lover of words 
who no longer read, a man who sang but did not listen to 
music. I was not disabled, or, in later years, living with a 
degenerative disease, or getting old. No, no. He was all 
these things and I was none of them.

Now that he has gone, now that he is always here, I can 
no longer neatly ascribe all these qualities to him and none 
of them to me.

When I search my inscrutability, when I search for the 
question, I find the inquiry as to whether writing about 
him over the years has been about finding out what is 
mine and what is his, a struggle with and for authority 
(Jackie Goode, personal communication). His and mine. 
Fathers and sons. Writing about him is my attempt to 
authorize myself.

Terry: Postscript
Terry does not return in the New Year. I sit in my room 
at the doctors’ surgery, hear the sound of faint rain on 
the hedge leaves outside, see the empty red-cushioned 
chair.

I hear echoing the question to his father, the “wandering 
question” that seemed to haunt his soul: Father, what have 
you done?

What have you done?
You have withheld your approval.
You have taken your anointing with you.
You have held on to your blessing.
I know you had them to give me. You were biding your 

time. Until we were older. When we were in the pub alone, 
one Sunday afternoon, and you would have said to me:

“You know, son, I’m proud of you. I never told you, 
and I should have done, but I am.”

We’d have smiled, I’d have bought the next round, and, 
as the day’s sun was dying, we’d have walked home.
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Note

1. “Terry” is a pseudonym, and I have changed identifying details 
in order to protect his privacy. In light of Adams (2008), Ellis 
(2007), and following helpful conversations with Tony Adams, 
Sophie Tamas, students and faculty at St. Cloud State 
University, and others, about the ethics involved in this piece, 
I have taken the difficult decision not to consult about this 
article with the client on whom Terry is based. He may recog-
nize himself in the piece, but I am confident others will not. If 
he were to read it, I hope that he would see the writing as a 
tribute to him and a way of honoring both him and his father.
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Under history, memory and forgetting
Under memory and forgetting, life
But writing a life is another story

Incompletion
(Ricoeur, 2004)

In 1997, I published a story that focused on an epiphany I 
experienced after I learned that my father had died while I 
was attending a national communication convention (Bochner, 
1997). When I received the news, two worlds collided within 
me—the personal and the academic—and I was forced to 
confront the large gulf that divided them. As a child, I had 
experienced my relationship with my father as traumatizing 
and destructive. Although both of us may have wanted to 
settle our differences, somehow we never managed to find 
each other. One day I awoke to the reality that he had grown 
old and fragile before I could come to terms with the fierce 
father of my youth. Now, in the aftermath of his death, I had 
to accept the fact that any chance to rise above these cir-
cumstances was gone. I could never prove to be any better 
as a son than he had been as a father. We would never have 
a purifying conversation that I could look back on with a 
sense of resolution and closure. For a long time, I had imag-
ined I would be by his side when he died, holding or stroking 
him as he passed—as if a tender, loving touch could magi-
cally transform a lifetime of painful experience between a 
father and his son. But now I had to face the fact that his 
sudden death had stolen my fantasy of a cathartic and healing 

ending. Our relationship would live on in my mind, but con-
versation between us had ended. He was gone; we were gone.

Fourteen years later, May 2011, I sit here at my desk, 
reviewing published papers of mine to include in a volume 
of my collected work (Bochner, 2012). Rereading my arti-
cle, “It’s About Time: Narrative and the Divided Self,” I 
feel a sudden urge to reopen the door I had closed when I 
said that “conversation between us had ended” (Bochner, 
1997, p. 420). Did Dad’s death have to be the exclamation 
point marking the end of conversation between us?

I suppose all survivors with “unfinished business” con-
tinue to go over and over again the blown opportunities they 
had to set things right. What if, just one time, I had sum-
moned the courage to speak my mind? What if he and I had 
created an opportunity to have that conversation? What 
would I have said? How would he have responded? Could 
one more conversation together have shaped a different 
memory of who we were and what we meant to each other?

I close my eyes and imagine my father entering the 
room. I see him in the doorway and start to rise from my 
chair, but he waves at me to stay seated, then he takes the 
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myself to living without the closure of a healing conversation that could break through the cycle of repetition that had 
defined our relationship. Later, I realized that death ends a life not a relationship and through personal narrative I might be 
able to find a way to loosen the grip of the past and break free from my psychic inheritance. In this story, I use the moral 
imagination at the heart of narrative and storytelling to confront and deal with the contingencies of my past, redescribing 
the history of my relationship with my father in ways that seek fidelity with what actually took place and a chance to remake 
a self— myself —that can live not against the past but with it.

Keywords
narrative, autoethnography, father–son relationships, memory, forgiveness

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


Bochner 169

chair beside me. This is it, Art, the chance you’ve been wait-
ing for all these years.

***

Like a bird on the wire,
Like a drunk in an old midnight choir,

I have tried in my way to be free. (Leonard Cohen, 1969)

I was 43 years old when you died. Now I’m 65, only a 
year younger than you were when you fell off that ladder 
and broke your hip. Remember? You called the accident 
“the beginning of the end.” No more lettering tractor-trail-
ers, storefronts, or billboards. No more hard, strenuous, 
demanding work to justify your existence—nothing left to 
smother “the lava of nothingness boiling in your gut” 
(Henry, 1971, p. 181).

When I look in the mirror, I see your face in mine. I see you 
staring back at me and I think, he’s always going to be there 
judging me, telling me I don’t measure up (see Roth, 1996).

For a long time, I thought I could break free from your 
grip by becoming everything you were not. Every three 
weeks, you brought Leon, the barber, to the house to shave 
off all my hair (for a dollar). So I let my hair grow down my 
back. You hated beards; I grew one. You had a hair-trigger 
temper, so I prided myself on composure and self-control. 
You were up at the crack of dawn and asleep after the eve-
ning news. I became a night owl and a late sleeper. You 
were shy and introverted, didn’t want to mix with other 
people, hated to go out in public. I became a college debater 
and relished the public spotlight.

Then one day I realized that these choices only tightened 
the noose around my neck. Acting against is just another 
form of submission and dependence. A person can’t change 
the past merely by opposing it. That’s an expression of bad 
faith (Sartre, 2001), an act of self-deception. If I was ever to 
break free, to weaken your grip on me, I would have to take 
responsibility for my own psychic life. Isn’t that the mean-
ing of freedom?

What did you say? “You don’t understand why it’s so 
important to me to be free of you.”

You turned out fine, Art. You’re a distinguished uni-
versity professor. I’m proud of the person you 
became.

I tremble when I hear you say that, Dad. My academic 
achievements have little to do with what went on between 
us. I won’t allow you to take credit for what turned out well, 
and I’m not here to blame you for what went wrong either, 
with perhaps one exception. A man wants to love his father; 
I know I did. But your actions made it so difficult and con-
fusing. I can still hear the echo of your words when you beat 
me with your belt—“it’s for your own good.” Crap! 
Humiliation and coercion is never good for a person. You 

wanted me to obey and respect you. That’s what you thought 
you were teaching me. But that’s not what I was learning. 
You earned my respect in other ways. You worked hard, 
“like a slave” you used to say, ten hours a day, seven days 
a week. You were honest to a fault and you put every ounce 
of energy into your work. There was love in those signs, 
and they expressed all the beauty, joy, and self-discipline 
missing from the rest of your life.

But what you created through the pleasure of your work, 
you destroyed through the sham of your fathering. You were 
a master of the paint brush and a disaster of a parent. The 
respect you earned in your work, you destroyed in your 
home. When you beat me, I learned to hate you. I didn’t real-
ize until much later how much rage and resentment I felt. 
When I was a kid, I wasn’t allowed to feel. Remember what 
you used to say, “Be tough. Don’t cry.” In other words, 
renounce your feelings. Later, when I was gone—out on my 
own—and these feelings broke loose, they overwhelmed 
me. As far as I was concerned you were a rotten bastard, a 
bully, and a tyrant. I wanted you out of sight and out of mind. 
But, of course, that just made you figure larger in my life.

You’re probably thinking, “You read too many books, 
Art. Is that something you read in one of those psychology 
texts? You never said anything like that to me.”

No, Dad, I just left home and didn’t come back until it 
was too late. When we reunited more than fifteen years 
later, you weren’t the father I remembered. Your vigor and 
energy had disappeared and the sparkle was gone from your 
eyes; you couldn’t hear me unless I raised my voice and 
your steel, muscular body of 230 odd pounds had softened 
into a fleshy 160.

I recall thinking, “Who is this man sitting in the corner 
pretending to be my father? That’s not my father. That’s a 
fragile, gentle, frightened old man standing on the edge of 
oblivion.”

Now I had all the time in the world to talk to you—and 
nothing to say. What good would it have done to tell this 
father what I felt about the other father? The situation was 
tragic and sorrowful. Once I had convinced myself I had no 
right to feel; now that I no longer was denied the power to 
feel, the pain was palpable, but I had nobody with whom to 
share it.

I’m not blaming you for getting old and sick. If you were 
not the same father, neither was I the same son. If I had been 
“blind to the impress of your bearing” on myself, as Philip 
Larkin observed (see Rorty, 1989, p. 23), at least I was aware 
of the surrogate fathers—mentors, friends, and lovers—with 
whom I had cocreated a life I had not imagined possible. 
When I looked at you staring blankly across the room, I 
knew I was not there to hear you say “forgive me” or to 
blame you for any lingering trauma I carried from the past. 
There could be no redemption and no closure, no comple-
tion, final resolution, or catharsis. There was nothing to fin-
ish, only “a web of relations to be rewoven” (Rorty, 1989,  
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p. 43). Then you died, and I was on my own—as I had been 
for many years—still facing the work of memory and 
mourning, still feeling the need “to reshape a past which the 
past never knew” (Rorty, 1989, p. 29), not so much to ques-
tion my being or yours but rather to find a way into ours.

***
Like a worm on a hook,

Like a knight from some old fashioned book,
It was the shape, the shape of our love that twisted me. 

(Leonard Cohen, 1969).

You made sure I would never depend on you no matter 
how much I might need to. How often did you tell me the 
same story over and over again until it burned on my brain?

“My father threw me out when I was sixteen,” you said. 
“He made me quit school in the 10th grade. Told me to go 
get a job and bring back some money so we can have some-
thing to eat.”

You made it clear I would be responsible for myself as 
soon as I graduated high school. “If you want something, go 
and earn it.” That was your mantra.

But I want to be clear about how we parted when I went 
off to college. I’d like to be able to say I decided to leave the 
toxic environment of our home because I realized I needed 
to let go of you. But this was not a choice I made. It was you 
who let go of me, pushed me away.

Let go of me? That’s a laugh. You can’t let go of some-
thing to which you were never attached. Mom told me sev-
eral years after you died how angry you were when she told 
you she was pregnant—with twins no less. “He didn’t want 
any more children. I had to trick him,” she said. I felt as if 
she had stuck a dagger in my heart. I guess I had deluded 
myself into thinking that when you ran me down, smacked, 
or beat me with your belt, you were showing that I mattered 
to you.

When I tell these stories to my partner, Carolyn, she tells 
me I’m making myself sound like a victim. She’s right—up 
to a point. It’s not as if I were some sort of passive prey. I 
knew how to get under your skin, how to work you into a 
frenzy, and oh, how badly I wanted you to notice me! If that 
meant taking a whipping, then I’d take one. But, Dad, you 
didn’t have to bruise me so badly, to relish every opportu-
nity to break my will. What was it Dad? Did you need to 
knock against someone to feel alive? Was your spirit that 
crushed, your desires so buried beneath the rubble of your 
own childhood that you couldn’t contain the fire burning in 
your belly?

After hearing mother’s account of my birth, I could no 
longer hold on to the self-serving interpretation that inflict-
ing pain on a child is an act of love. Do you know what it 
feels like to realize your father didn’t see your birth as a 
blessing? Maybe you’re the wrong person to ask.

But I needed a jolt like that to wake me up. After my 
conversation with mom, I felt as if I no longer had to hide 

my scars or bury my anger. I had been pushed to the brink 
of freedom. I had thought that keeping it all inside protected 
me from danger and harm, but really what I was shielding 
was my own conscious self-reflection. I had never blamed 
you for the person I had become. I felt lucky that I hadn’t 
been stigmatized by some label like hyperactive, codepen-
dent, or ADD. But neither had I allowed myself the oppor-
tunity “to give birth to myself,” to borrow Harold Bloom’s 
(1973) lovely phrase. What I was seeking, Dad, was the kind 
of freedom Frederick Nietzsche refers to as “the supreme 
will to power” (Kaufmann & Hollingdale, 1968). You 
enlarge your capacity for assuming responsibility for your-
self by engaging in “a constantly continuing and continually 
broadening process of appropriating your experiences and 
actions” (Nehamas, 1983, p. 410).

But damn if I didn’t see this as another instance of bad 
faith. Isn’t it ironic, Dad, how the one thing I thought you 
drilled into my skull—to take responsibility for my own 
choices and actions—was the one thing I had negated by 
unwittingly becoming a copy of you? Not an exact replica, 
mind you. I was sufficiently aware of my anger and pain not 
to take a chance of passing them on to children. Rejecting 
the option of a life of emotional detachment and obsessive 
withdrawal, I refused to throw in the towel the way you did. 
Still, I’ve had to work mighty hard to resist the impulse to 
live exclusively in my head and submerge my craving for 
life in a cave of cerebral reflection. I always wondered what 
was going through your head when you buried yourself in 
your work, confining most of your waking life to the four 
walls of that cold, damp basement shop of yours.

Now you can see the contradictions of lived experience, 
can’t you? For so long I stood proudly in opposition to your 
habitas of physical and emotional being, while all the time 
slaving away, working hour after hour, day after day, secur-
ing a safe dwelling in the sacred spaces of introspective 
solitude. It took me a long time to realize that safety is not 
as important as intimacy. Vulnerability always runs the risk 
of exposing one’s self to cruelty, but sheltering one’s self 
from the storms of life, refusing to venture out of the cap-
sule, only ensures that one will never feel the compassion, 
tenderness, and immanence of real love. This would be 
death in life. Do you know the passage in the Song of Songs, 
a book of the Hebrew Bible, the one that says, “love is as 
strong as death” (see Ricoeur, 2004)? What makes love so 
decisive is that everybody dies, but not everybody loves.

***

I saw a beggar leaning on his wooden crutch
He said to me, “You must not ask for so much.” (Leonard 

Cohen, 1969)

When you died so suddenly in 1988, I was terrified. There 
was a time when I wished you were dead. But now I felt this 
huge hole and nothing to fill it. Sure, I knew you were sick, 
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that you’d grown old and fragile. What I didn’t realize was 
the strength of your will—your will to die. I remember plead-
ing with you to stop popping those sleeping pills.

“Dad, quit acting as if you know more than your doc-
tors,” I demanded.

“They don’t know what I need,” you blared back.
“But Dad, it’s no good to take all those pills. They have 

side effects.
The pills interact with each other. Eventually they’re 

going to kill you.”
“You don’t know what it feels like not to be able to 

sleep,” you replied. “Is a good night’s sleep too much to ask 
for? I just want a good night’s sleep.”

“Do they ever work?’ I asked. “Do you ever get the kind 
of sleep you want?”

“Yes. Eh, well, no, not exactly. It doesn’t matter because 
I have to get up to pee. And it takes me so long to get started. 
My bladder feels full, but I can’t get started. I wait and wait. 
And I get so frustrated. Then, when I finally do finish, I 
have to take more pills to get back to sleep.”

“Oh, Dad, I’m so sorry. It’s a vicious circle,” I said, 
peeking at your swollen ankles and taking in the appalling 
contradictions imposed by the competing demands of 
insomnia and heart disease. When I looked up, our eyes 
met. I tried to hide the sorrow I felt that you had to go 
through this and then you whispered ever so softly, “Don’t 
get old, Art. Not if you want to hold onto your dignity.” I 
noticed your eyes were watering. It was the first time you 
had ever openly expressed pain in my presence. Your shame 
and humiliation were palpable.

I sit here now, all these years later, Dad, wondering 
whether those words were exuberant. There’s a blaze of 
light and a fog of darkness in that utterance. Was that 
moment metaphoric? Were you really talking about the 
humiliation you had suffered as a child, then passed on to 
me as an adult? Was the hurt so deep, was that why you 
never talked about it, never even mentioned it?

Some time later, after you died, Mom told me you had 
started taking Sominex capsules when you were 40 and 
once they quit working you moved to prescription sleeping 
pills. What kept you up at night?

You were eleven years old when you arrived at Ellis 
Island in 1920, penniless and with no English words in your 
vocabulary. Stigmatized by the Yiddish jargon you spoke, 
the odd clothing you wore, and the filthy environment in 
which you dwelled, you internalized deep-seated feelings of 
inferiority and a social awkwardness you never overcame. I 
recall the stories you used to tell about how easily you were 
deceived and tricked by classmates. “Greenhorn, green-
horn,” they would tease and make fun of you. You were 
stigmatized as one of those ignorant, uncouth, and gullible 
immigrants. Remember that jingle you used to chant, 
“When I was young and in my prime, I wasn’t worth a single 
dime.” I never grasped how literal you were being until I was 

much older. Riddled in abject poverty, you had to quit 
school at the age of sixteen and get a job to help feed the 
seven hungry mouths at home. Then you learned you 
couldn’t tell prospective employers you were a Jew because 
the big companies like Heinz and Westinghouse wouldn’t 
hire Jews. Time after time, you got fired when you returned 
to work after calling in sick during the Jewish High Holy 
Days. It didn’t matter that you were the hardest working and 
most talented sign man in the company. It must have been 
heartbreaking to realize that your circumstances would 
never allow you to fulfill your dream of becoming a real 
artist. Is it any wonder you were filled with rage?

How does one resist the compulsion to pass down the 
despair of growing up poor, insecure, and out of place? You 
endured the Great Depression and anti-Semitism. A poverty 
of spirit was etched on your body, submerged in your uncon-
scious. So you shut yourself off from outside influences, 
protected yourself against the risks of exposure, tried to bury 
your pain. For you, life was a problem and a struggle, not a 
mystery or adventure.

As a kid, I couldn’t understand why you were always in 
a state of perpetual anxiety, as if you were waiting for the 
next shoe to drop. When you would throw one of your tan-
trums, you would remind us again that “you worked like a 
slave,” as if it were all for us, as if there was no pleasure in 
the work and you didn’t desperately need to work in order 
not to feel the anguish of your unmet needs. I was confused. 
If work was nothing but coercion and sacrifice, then why 
was it so important to you? Would work always feel like a 
form of slavery and coercion or could one love work as 
much as play? Couldn’t work be play?

The truth is you didn’t really work like a slave. You may 
have felt like a prisoner, but you weren’t a slave. You 
weren’t owned by anyone, bound in servitude, or chained to 
your workbench. You were more like Sisyphus, the mytho-
logical hero of Camus’ famous essay (Camus, 1955) on the 
absurdity of existence. Accepting the confining and strenu-
ous demands of his work, Sisyphus keeps the rock rolling 
up the hill. Camus says, “One must imagine Sisyphus 
happy” (p. 123) because he has chosen to take responsibil-
ity for his fate; he doesn’t give up or give in to the absurdity 
and disappointment of his plight. The way I see it, Dad, 
work was the way you rose above the absurd struggles of 
your life and filled your heart.

But Sisyphus had no other hearts to fill. He was alone on 
the slope. It was just the rock and him. “His rock is his 
thing,” wrote Camus (p. 123). Moreover, Sisyphus had a 
passion for life. His tragedy was his consciousness of his 
plight. Were you conscious of yours?

I remember one of the last times I saw you. You kissed 
me on the lips and held me tight. Then you whispered in my 
ear, “Try to see me more often.” Driving home, I felt as if I 
couldn’t breathe. First, the rage exploded inside of me and I 
swore I’d never come to see you again. Then, suddenly my 
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fantasies of revenge dissolved in a pool of tears. It wasn’t 
over; it would never be over. But my body was telling me 
something. If there was any hope to break the cycle of rep-
etition, it could come, not through rage, but only through an 
epiphany of sorrow (Miller, 1983).

***

And a pretty woman leaning in her darkened door
She cried to me, “Hey, why not ask for more.”(Leonard 

Cohen, 1969)

Hettema (2000) claims, “Only forgiveness is able to 
release a human being from the past, and set someone free 
to live towards the future.” I think he’s mistaken.

You never asked me to forgive you; I never asked you to 
ask me either. The way I saw it, this was not Hollywood. 
There would be no happy ending, no kiss and make up. But 
neither was this tragedy—at least not for me. My work, the 
labor of a narrative inquiry, is the work of memory, a deter-
mination to be faithful to the past even in the absence of any 
single enduring truth to be discovered (Freeman, 2010). 
You did bad things and you did good things. You weren’t a 
demon and you weren’t heroic. The fact is that you weren’t 
a father to me. You didn’t protect me, and you weren’t really 
interested in me as a separate and unique person. I was 
wounded more by your disinterest than by your belt. Now I 
understand your indifference when it came to my life. I can 
see that I was not singled out. You were just not interested 
in life, yours was a kind of death in life. You provided food 
and shelter, but you were too wounded and damaged to 
make a home for your children, a dwelling place of love, 
support, and acknowledgment.

Some readers may say I’m being too hard on you. To 
such readers, this narrative may sound like just another rant, 
another hurt kid refusing to grow up, expressing his rage. If 
they say this, either I have failed to express what I am after 
here or they just don’t get it. They may simply not under-
stand that memory is both an epistemic project, a seeking 
after fidelity with what actually took place, and a pragmatic 
one, a coming to terms with what chance has given us in 
order to make a self for oneself (Rorty, 1989). The question 
that drives this inquiry, then, is how to cut the ties that hold 
one in the grip of the past, a project you, my father, could 
not have imagined, given the indignities and humiliations 
you suffered as a child. Recognizing the importance of such 
a project does not make me better than you; it only suggests 
that I have been the beneficiary of kinder strangers. My 
memory work does not seek to discover precisely what 
caused me to be the self that I am but rather to confront and 
deal with the contingencies of my past by redescribing 
them, so I am not condemned to stay in the bubble of my 
psychic inheritance.

In our culture, a moral priority is given to the victim, but 
what if one is the victim of a victim? Dad, who was there to 

meet your demand for reparation? Did you ever get to grieve 
the loss of the child within you? If you and I had been able to 
mourn together, to grieve the irreversibility of a past we both 
regretted, maybe you would no longer have needed to defend 
your principles and together we could have spun a different 
web of our relations, something jointly constructed that 
acknowledged our differences and expressed the love we 
held in reserve (Miller, 1983).

When I started this conversation, I thought I was seeking to 
break from the past once and for all, to break free from you, 
my father. Now I see two fathers; you, the father I wanted and 
never had, the one whose loss I’ve mourned and come to 
terms with. But there’s another father, a second father inside 
me trying to break loose, the one I never accepted, never 
gave a voice. I can see now that the only possibility for recon-
ciling the impress of my father is to free the other father within 
me; the father I could have been; the father I still can be; the 
father I denied, submerged, and rejected, the one I suppressed 
in order to try to stop the cycle of cruelty and pain. By imagin-
ing and accepting myself as a father, I make myself available 
and free to provide a dwelling place of love, nurturing, and 
acknowledgment for the sons and daughters who may seek 
connection with me. This is the freedom I choose, the freedom 
I seek, the freedom to live not against the past but with it.

***
I open my eyes and realize I am alone with my thoughts. 

You weren’t really here, dad, were you? In the background, 
I hear the satellite radio and instantly recognize the gravelly 
voice of Leonard Cohen (1969):

If I, if I have been unkind,
I hope you can just let it go by.

If I, if I have been untrue,
I hope you know, it was never to you.
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In the title of his book Blake Morrison (1993) asks the intrigu-
ing question: And When Did You Last See Your Father? It 
made me think hard about when I last saw my father  and my 
son, Alexander, saw me. I don’t think we ever see our fathers 
as a totality, just in bits and pieces that float by in the currents 

that toss and turn the memories of the flesh over time. So, 
here are some of the bits and pieces that experientially con-
nect my father, my son, and me.

A comment my father uses often when I speak to him 
about episodes from his life is “I could write a book about it.”
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Fathers and Sons: In Bits and Pieces
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Abstract
In this article the author seeks to explore the dynamics of father–son relationships by calling upon bits and pieces of memory 
and representing them through poetic forms and vignettes. Issues of embodiment, ageing, social class, masculinity, sport, and 
vulnerability as multilayered and interrelated phenomena pervade the text. The constraining and enabling influence each of 
these can have on emerging senses of body-self and how they are transmitted across generations is hinted at throughout. 
It is hoped that readers might add their own bits and pieces in the full acknowledgment that memories are tricksters and 
shape shifters.
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Book of life

“I could write a book about it”
You often say about your life.
I wish you would Dad.
To read your take on the whole
Would be better than the bits and pieces I know.

How would the chapters in your book unfold?
What moments would you select to remember?
Which memories would choose you without your say?
What would we learn of each other along the way?
How might your story create a new dawn or destroy the day?

If I dived into the text and swam between your words
Would I know you any better and understand your regrets?
Looking behind the letters should you try and hide there
Would this exposure make me love you any less?
Such possibilities are scary and make me gasp for breath.

And what would I do with this story of your life?
This life, in bits and pieces, so neatly arranged on the page.
Devour it whole or savour it in segments?
Lovingly caress it or tear it with rage?
Just like us, stories are uncontrollable once out of the cage.
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Like many “old” people, my father, long since divorced 
from my mother, lives alone and lives with loneliness. 
Clinical depression has been a constant companion through-
out his life, but it now regularly feeds on him. He is financially 
comfortable, but his friends and social network have literally 
died away. Showing me a picture of himself as a young man in 
a football team he says: “I’m the last one alive of this lot.” His 
memory of the distant past is excellent, but the present is more 

problematic and confusions often prevail. Recently we had a 
conversation about me taking on the power of attorney—“just 
in case.” This is the first time we have spoken of such things. 
My father often recites the birth dates of my brother and me to 
prove his mind is in good order. This he knows, but has forgot-
ten the actual day of my birthday when it happens for the past 
two years and sent no card. He feels guilty when he remembers 
that he hasn’t remembered. I tell him not to worry—but I worry.

Right now

He’s 85 and still likes to jive
But, all friends have died.
In his flat late at night he dances alone
To music from a bygone era.

Now 86, still no walking stick
Just a painful left knee that hurts climbing stairs.
This embodied intrusion bemuses him.
He seeks explanation from sporting days long past.

Before, he made things happen. Now they happen to him.
Isolated, ruminating, lonely, a deep depression sets in.

Memories distorted by bitter regrets and recriminations.
Can he make the choice now to diminish or grow?

 Despite thinking that he knows the script to come
   When he assumes to know the ending already in sight.

       Hearing his tales and laughter about the old days,
         I know that deep inside burns an irresistible light.

My Grandfather, a constable in the police force, died from meningitis when my father was only two years of age. I only 
have one picture of him standing in his uniform, looking very awkward in a studio setting. Often, I wonder what it was like 
growing up without a father being there for the times he was needed, growing up without a role model to provide a narrative 
map, and a story line for his own fatherhood with my younger brother and me.

Fatherless at two

I can hold my father.
My son can hold me.
At times we need to and do.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

My father helped with my homework from school.
The same goes for me and my son, it’s nothing new.
As fathers we both tried not having much of a clue.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

 Fathers roll footballs to your feet and teach you the tricks of the trade.
 They feel pride when accurate and beautiful kicks are made.
He did this for me and for my son too.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.
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At matches, fathers patrol the lines on the side.
 Their muscles twitch involuntarily as their sons turn the tide.
This day is theirs to shout and praise but never boo.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

 When bodily change, like those in adolescence, creep up on you.
Fathers are there to confirm that the world has not gone askew.
At the time, sons rarely take much notice of his view.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

Through transformational life phases, fathers stick around.
They help to keep their son’s feet on the ground.
Letting them know they are always there whatever they do.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

And so it goes on this father–son stuff.
A lifetime of unconditional love with its peaks and troughs.
The story goes that together you see it all through.
Not so, when your father dies when you are only two.

My employment has always been some distance from my 
parental home. I don’t get to see enough of my Dad (or my 
Mum) as I, and they, would like me to. This fills me with a 
deep guilt and makes me wonder whether I have been a 
“good” son to them and how I might fulfil this role in their 
remaining years. Recently, I broke up my journey from my 
new university job to home with a detour to see them both. 
As always, my Mum fed me. In contrast, my Dad showed 
me an “emergency” set of false teeth he keeps in a jacket 
pocket should he lose the pair that currently inhabit his 
mouth. He wants me to know where they are in case he is 
ever ill and has to go into hospital. Teeth are a key issue in 
my Dad’s life. The tales he tells about them are both humor-
ous and revealing.

Teeth Tales
When my Dad was a boy, and after the premature death of 
his own father, he and his Mum struggled to get by finan-
cially. My Grandmother took in lodgers to make ends meet, 
but money was always tight. For her, as what might be 
described as a “respectable working-class” woman, this was 
demeaning. As a boy, my Dad certainly found this so and it 
was a constant reminder that he was “poor.” He often uses 
the word degrading to sum up his experiences of boyhood 
and his stories are laced with items that could not be 
afforded. For example, when he moved from junior to sec-
ondary school he could not afford long trousers and was the 
only one in his year wearing short trousers—degrading. His 
mother made him a pair of long trousers, but they were obvi-
ously made and not bought—degrading. His teeth were also 
a source of deep anxiety and ongoing degradation.

Teeth, their number and condition, are a marker of social 
class. As a boy, dental care was another of those things that 
could not be afforded. Even when a rare visit was arranged, 
my Dad’s fear of the relative brutality dished out by dentists 
in those days meant that rarely did his teeth actually get any 
treatment.

He used to ring the doorbell of the dentist’s, to be able to 
say truthfully to his Mother that he had been there, but then 
simply ran away before anybody had time to answer the door. 
For a number of years this tactic worked until, one day, hav-
ing rung the bell and turning to run, my Dad bumped straight 
into the dentist who had been having his lunch (i.e., some 
beers) at the local pub opposite. Having been marched in my 
Dad thought, for a moment, that he was saved when the den-
tist could not find the pincers required to remove a couple of 
bad teeth. The respite did not last long, as searching his jacket 
the dentist found the pincers in the same pocket that he kept 
his well-used pipe that he took a puff on before completing 
his professional task of painful extractions.

This lack of dental care took its toll on my Dad’s teeth and 
this came into the foreground when, towards the end of the 
Second World War, he passed his tests to train for a pilot in 
the RAF. At the medical, he was told that he would need at 
least seven teeth extracted before he could proceed with the 
training. It was not long before he was wearing a full set of 
dentures that became a constant reminder to him of his poor 
background and a source of deep vulnerability and shame in 
terms of what was already a fragile sense of masculinity.

My Dad’s teeth also caused much family laughter. My Mum 
used to despair at the number of times she would get into the 
passenger seat of their car only to sit on a set of Dad’s false 
teeth that he had taken out whilst driving. Another story is 
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legendary, and I was there when it happened as a young boy. 
We had a family outing to the seaside, about a two-hour trip 
from where we lived, so it was always something special. The 
bit of coast we visited was beautiful, with big sandy dunes for 
me to play on and a gently sloping shelf to the beach making it 
safe for me to swim. In the morning, my Dad and I were in the 
water throwing a plastic football to each other when a big wave 
hit him from behind and his false teeth shot out of his mouth. 
Despite an extended search we could not find them. But not to 
worry, he had a spare set at home waiting for him when we 
returned in the evening. The sunny day passed and was enjoyed 
by all despite the absence of teeth in my Dad’s mouth.

In the late afternoon we began walking along the shore 
line back to the car park. Some way along there were two 
women paddling in the sea when one let out a yelp as she 
stood on something sharp. After an athletic hop she bent 
down to retrieve the offending object only to pick up my 
Dad’s false teeth that he had lost five hours earlier. They 
had since been washed down the beach by the tide. Holding 
them in her hand she laughed and was showing them to her 
friend when my Dad casually walked over and said, “Thanks, 
they’re mine,” before popping them into his mouth and 
walking off as if nothing strange had happened.

In conversations now, my Dad constantly refers to his 
teeth. Sometimes with humor, and sometimes with anger, 
when they cause him pain and prevent him eating certain 
foods. Most often he talks with regret. He simply wishes 
he had been given the chance to have his own teeth as a 
young man.

The Sporting Body
During primary school my Father was a sickly child and was 
absent for long periods due to bronchitis and other chest 
infections. He felt isolated and detached from the other chil-
dren as they played in the street and went off to school. His 
Mother tended to view him as “precious” and became overly 
protective of him when he attended secondary school. She 
tried to prevent him taking part in physical education lessons. 

All this was to no avail as one of the teachers encouraged my 
Dad to play football for the school team and even lent him the 
kit and boots that he could not afford to buy.

For his part, my Dad did not tell his Mother he was 
playing football, but did so every week, played extremely 
well, and loved the game as it became his proving ground 
at school as an adolescent boy. Football and other team 
games were the making of my Dad in relation to develop-
ing a specific kind of masculine identity and bodily style. 
Here, another “regret” that haunts my Dad is that he did 
not take the chance to turn professional when he was 
offered a contract as a young man. The main reason for 
turning it down was that he needed to support his Mother 
financially. Back then, the maximum wage for a profes-
sional footballer was eights pounds per week. As a shoe 
cutter in a factory he was able to earn good money with 
overtime, and combined with the “boot money” he got for 
playing football each week, my Dad earned more than this 
eight pound maximum. He simply could not afford to turn 
professional. Plus, like he says to me so often, he didn’t 
have a Dad to encourage him to take the chance. Perhaps 
this is why my Dad has always encouraged me to “have a 
go” and supported me even when the things I wanted to do 
didn’t make sense to him.

Sport played a crucial role in “making me” and construct-
ing my relationship with my Dad and my son Alexander. I 
remember my Dad rolling the football to me as a young boy 
so that I learned to control it and kick with both feet. This 
was the source of great satisfaction to him when on making 
my first-class debut as a rugby player, aged seventeen, a 
newspaper report of the game headlined with “Andy Sparkes 
makes a bright start” before mentioning my all-round dis-
play and my kicking of conversions and penalties with either 
foot depending on which side of the pitch I was on.

Sport seems to have infused our bodies over time and 
across generations. I have spent hours kicking or hitting 
balls of various kinds with Alexander. I have spent hours 
watching him train, play, and simply be in those joyous 
moments of movement.

Watching a script unfold

Standing back from the other parents, not shouting, I watch.

Short blond hair shines. A body moves with grace into spaces not available to others.
Balance shifts imperceptibly. Drifting, elements blend together in a moment.

The ball is his to control, caress and release, a playmaker.

Standing back from the other parents, not shouting, I watch.

Crescendo. A game won. Hands are shaken. Water pours into dry throats.

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


178  Qualitative Inquiry 18(2)

The coach declares with a massive smile: “Alexander, you were brilliant today. Brilliant!”
Bemused, the boy asks, “Why?”

Standing back from the other parents, not shouting, I watch.

Talented, skilful, fast, and strong, my eight-year-old son.
Constructing a performing identity on the run.

Love and pride infuse the tears that soon will come.

Standing back from the other parents, not shouting, I watch.

Embodied memories connect my flesh to him.
In shared movement, in sinews, masculinities crystallise.
Him-I-he-me-we-touching trajectories in time and space.

Standing back from the other parents, not shouting, I watch.

A ghost brushes against me.
My skin shivers.

This script has been lived before.

My father
Standing back from the other parents,

not shouting.

Watching me.

Willow Sounds

I watch the heavy rain outside. It’s a typical July day in England. 
I suspect the cricket practice tonight will be cancelled and 
know how this will disappoint Alexander, my thirteen-year-
old son. He stands across from me in the specialist shop, 
picking up and swinging, various hand-made cricket bats in 
anticipation of his birthday in several days’ time. For over 
thirty minutes this ritual has taken place and the choice has 
now narrowed down to three bats. Each one is picked up, 
held out at arm’s length, swung, twisted, and swished 
through the air. The tall, sun-bronzed, assistant is called upon 
for advice. He gives the technical low-down on each bat and 
speaks of the modifications that make the “sweet spot” form 
lower in these than in “normal” cricket bats. The weights of 
the bats are different, 2.10, 2.11, and 2.13 pounds, respec-
tively. More swishing, more shadow shots.

We are now down to a choice of two bats. Square cuts, 
off drives, and forward defensives are mimed as imaginary 
balls flash to the boundary on the way to a future test cen-
tury for England. I become fascinated at the repetitive 
movements involved. I watch the intense concentration on 
Alexander’s face as he feels how each bat moves and per-
forms in the air under his command. Despite all this, he 
remains unsure. The assistant recognizes and understands 
Alexander’s dilemma. How to differentiate between two 
excellent hand-made willow cricket bats? Without hesita-
tion he goes to the counter and picks up a cricket mallet 

that to me looks like a large round wooden hammer. He then 
picks up one of the bats, holds it out in front of him with his 
left hand, and then proceeds to hit it hard with the mallet 
about fifteen times: pang-pang-pang-pang! Alexander and 
he listen with rapt attention.

The same procedure is carried out with the other bat. All 
our ears listen to the staccato hammering: ping-ping-ping-
ping! The attendant picks up the first bat again and admin-
isters another series of hits: pang-pang-pang-pang! “Listen 
to the difference” he says to Alexander who acknowledges 
him with a knowing nod of the head. The other bat is given 
the same treatment again: ping-ping-ping-ping! “Hear the 
difference?” he asks Alexander, “The sweet-spot on this one 
is better. The wood on the other one is tighter but this one 
has the better sweet-spot. Personally, I’d go for this one.” 
Alexander smiles: He has heard the difference and agrees. 
His ears have made the final choice on the new cricket bat.

I have never played cricket and know hardly anything 
about the game. But today, I have learned something about 
its sounds and, through listening to the tunes and rhythms 
played on willow bats, I have been able to share a precious 
embodied moment of “secret” knowing with my son.

Leather
September is my favorite month of the year. The cricket 
season is over. Bats and pads along with the by-now 
slightly off-white clothing get zipped into large bags and 
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are left to hibernate. The colors of the autumn landscape 
shimmer as the leaves begin their journey from green to 
golden brown. Despite its attempt to match the summer 
sun, the light is paler in its golden intensity as it saturates 
the still air, providing a sense of calm while it waits for the 
chills of winter to arrive.

A marker of this change is the buying of football boots 
for the new season. Again, I watch my son Alexander, now 
just fourteen years of age but already six-foot tall, eyeing up 
the formidable rack of boots at the Sports Mega-Store. As he 
holds them up for inspection I recognize some of the logos. 
The three stripes of Adidas, and the flash of Nike. Most of 
all, I recognize the white feline outline on the Puma boots—
my favorite brand. Alexander picks up a pair of these and 
asks the assistant for a size 11. As the morose and monosyl-
labic assistant disappears into the bowels of the Mega-Store 
to retrieve them, I take the opportunity to do his job (done 
abysmally up to now) and sing the praises of the Puma foot-
ball boot. Their extra width, their suppleness, their low-cut 
heel, the reinforced sole, and, most important of all, the soft-
ness of the leather.

Like most aged fathers I am a source of extreme, but I 
hope not irreversible, embarrassment to my adolescent son. 
My public oration meets with a stern and dismissive look 
that reminds me how on occasions such as these my role is 
to be seen and not heard except to say “Yes” when required 
and to pay for the purchase. I recognize my place. So I duti-
fully sit, watch, and listen as he tries on the Puma boots. He 
then takes them off and holds them up for close inspection, 
bending them and feeling the leather. Then he hands them to 
me asking, “What do you think?”

Like him I bend the boot and run my fingers over its 
surface. Next, I lift the boot to my nose and inhale the smell 
of leather. In so doing, the scene is transformed. I move 
back in time, and it is me trying on my first “proper” pair of 
football boots when I was eleven years of age, in a small 
local sports shop, miles away from here in a different space. 
Seated close by my father, the former semiprofessional 
footballer, watches me intensely. He asks me to stamp my 
feet with the boots on. He asks me where my toes are and to 
wiggle them. As I wiggle my toes he feels for their position 
in the boot. They feel so good. I take them off and hand 
them to him. My father bends them and feels the leather. He 
also, like me a generation later, smells them. Having spent 
many years as a shoe cutter in a factory, he knows about 
leather. There is a nod of approval. The Puma boots are 
mine. I am elated.

The smell and feel of leather football boots connects the 
bodies of a grandfather, a father, and a son across time. My 
father has often told Alexander and me stories of what it 
was like to play football in the 1940s and 1950s. How 
chunky and solid the boots were compared to the “slip-
pers” of today and how the studs were nailed in rather than 
screwed in. There are also stories of the football itself. 

How, as it was not waterproof, it used to get heavier in the 
rain as the game went on so that by the end heading it was 
like taking a punch from a boxer! How the players got cuts 
on their heads from the loose stitching of the ball and the 
tongue bulging through. Stories of a tougher game, for 
tougher times, and for tougher men than today’s pampered, 
overpaid superstars.

For his eightieth birthday I bought my father an old 
leather football from an antique shop. When I gave it to him 
he held it, caressed it, rubbed it against his cheek, and then 
he smelt the deep brown, faded leather. As he did so, I could 
see him drift back in time, into a body he had inhabited so 
many years ago. Then he began to tell me stories about his 
playing career and past life for working-class boys like him. 
Stories of team mates, their talents, and the laughs they had, 
though, sadly, most are now dead. Of big games, local rival-
ries, triumphs, and losses. Of travel in old cars to mining 
villages to play hard men on hard pitches. Of players who 
made it into the professional game and the reasons why he 
couldn’t make this choice for so many reasons.

As always, I soak up his stories, as these are the stories 
that have played their part in shaping my father, me, and 
Alexander. Before I leave, my father thanks me again for 
the football and jokingly says that it won’t be long before he 
passes it on to me for safe keeping. I don’t like the thought 
but know that on the day he does, I will become the guard-
ian of the old, faded, leather football that is so full of stories 
before, in time, passing it on to Alexander so that he can add 
his own.

Something You Need to Know
August 2009, Kitty is diagnosed with breast cancer. 
Sometime during that swirling month of disorientation, 
tears, fears, and intense embraces we sit down with Jessica 
(aged eighteen) and Alexander (aged fifteen) to tell them 
about the diagnosis and what it will mean and might mean. 
In terms of what it will mean they are told, by me, that 
Mummy has breast cancer and that she will have to have a 
mastectomy, followed by aggressive chemotherapy, and 
then finally a course of radiotherapy. These are facts I relay 
as facts, holding on to them like a drowning man hangs on 
to driftwood to stop the undertow pulling him down into the 
depths. Also as a fact, I tell them that during the chemo-
therapy Kitty will lose her incredibly beautiful long, dark, 
curly hair. Mummy will be bald. Mummy will feel sick. 
Mummy will be poisoned by chemicals in order to keep her 
alive. These facts linger in the air.

Not knowing what to expect, having said all this without 
taking a breath for fear of floundering, I look at Jessica and 
Alexander to gage their reaction. Suddenly, I realise that 
these “facts” don’t mean anything to them and won’t until 
they actually happen. Right now, sitting across the room 
from them next to me, holding my hand, is their mother who 
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looks and is “perfectly healthy” except for the invisible 
assassin that has chosen to invade her body. All they have 
really heard is the word CANCER and the look in their eyes 
asks me one question only:

“Is Mummy going to die?”
I am unable to use the word DIE or DEATH in front of 

them, in front of Kitty, in front of myself. Right now, I will 
not allow these words into the conversation. Fighting back 
the tears and rage inside me I indirectly address their ques-
tion by giving one version of what might happen. My mouth 
speaks of the value of catching the cancer early, of the 
sophistication of modern cancer treatments, and the good 
statistical chances of all this helping Kitty to get better again 
and return to health. Hoping I will never have to tell them 
an unspeakable truth I tell Jessica and Alexander: “We will 
always tell you the truth if you ask us a question about 
what’s going on and we’ll try and explain things as they 
happen.” They nod their assent knowing already that this is 
a lie as I have just avoided the crucial question their eyes 
screamed at me.

Jessica returns to university in the October. She sees less 
of the facts in action during the next year. For Alexander, he 
is there with them the whole time as he takes on the addi-
tional pressures of GCSE examinations. Soon after the mas-
tectomy the chemotherapy begins. Kitty gets her long curly 
hair cut short so that what is to come is less of a shock to her 
and to us. But, it’s not. Gradually the hair falls out in strands 
and small batches. Then one night, while I am training at the 
gym, Kitty takes a shower and her hair falls out in handfuls. 
Massive sodden clumps swirl around the tray. When I 
return, she sits in tears on the settee being cuddled by 
Alexander. I kneel down, fold them in my arms in a tight 
embrace around both of them until their bodies tell me it is 
OK to let go.

That night, as I walk by Alexander’s room I hear him 
sobbing. I knock quietly—no answer. Gently, I push the 
door open. Through the light from the hallway I can see his 
powerful muscular frame lying on his side with his arms 
over his head, crying, just crying. I lie beside him and hold 
is heaving body close to my own. I feel his breathing and 
touch the tears on his face.

“Hey Big Fella—love you,” I whisper.
He responds with a momentary relaxation of the shoul-

der muscles.
“Love you Big Fella,” I whisper again. “Thanks for 

looking after Mum tonight. Now forget about being brave 
and just let it go with your Dad here beside you.”

And he does let go, until exhausted he begins to melt 
towards sleep. I release him and slide to the floor where I lie 
looking at a chink of light from the street lamp that comes 
though a crack in the curtains. My body begins to relax to 
the rhythm of Alexander’s breathing as I reflect on the 
moment that has just enveloped us as father and son.

“Dad what are you doing?” A sleepy voice says to me.

“Remember when I used to read bedtime stories to you 
and, afterwards, you always made me lie on the floor until 
you went to sleep? Well, that’s what I’m doing tonight. No 
matter how big you get or how old you are I’ll always be 
there to tell you stories and lie on the floor till you go to 
sleep.”

“Thanks Dad. Love you too.”
“So you should,” I joke.
“Don’t forget to wake me early for the game tomorrow.” 

The last words he exhales before folding himself into the 
cocoon of slumber.

I remain on the floor for some while as a host of emo-
tions ebb and flow through my tired and troubled body. 
When the tears eventually stop streaming down the sides of 
my face forming small damp patches on the carpet, I slowly 
take my leave to make sure that Alexander’s football boots 
are polished, clean, and dry for the game tomorrow—just 
like my Dad always did for me when I was a boy.

It’s a Boy
August 9, 1990. Jessica Rachael Sparkes is born. I am 

ecstatic. I am a father. Most important, I am a Father to a 
daughter. In my naivety I believe I am absolved from the 
constraining confines of performative and hegemonic mas-
culinity by the random allocation of her gender at concep-
tion. I did not feel ready to father a son. Aged thirty-five, 
too many anxieties prevailed about my own sense of 
embodiment and how this would shape the experiences of 
a boy growing up with me. I feared the implicit pressures 
my history of bodily and social practices would have on 
him. I feared the spaces he might be forced to inhabit on 
his journey from childhood to manhood and the part I might 
unknowingly play in this process.

Spaces that as well as giving me immense pleasure also 
caused me psychic and physical pain, leaving me feeling 
isolated, confused, marginal, and vulnerable for not being 
the “real man” that other people expected and wanted me to 
be. Others have also been hurt by being placed in such 
spaces. I recall the tough time my younger brother by eight 
years had when he went to the same secondary school as 
me. How tired he was at constantly being asked by the 
teachers, “Are you the brother of Andrew Sparkes?” and 
then being told, “He was such a brilliant sportsman.” Such 
comparisons made it difficult for him to develop his own 
identity in the school. They corroded our relationship at that 
time and for a number of years afterwards.

With the birth of Jessica came a sense of release. Part of 
the release was from competitive sport. In the interests of 
gender equity I introduced Jessica to a range of physical 
activities and sports when she was young. Despite being 
very athletic she was not drawn to any of these and found 
her bodily pleasures in art, music, and drama to be far more 
satisfying and sustaining.1 So with Jessica came the 
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invitation to enter a different world and engage with it in 
ways that were new to me. I willingly accepted this invita-
tion and was humbled by what she taught me then as a girl. 
I remain equally humbled by what she is teaching me now 
as a young woman about herself and the landscape we 
inhabit together in our different ways with those around us. 
Needless to say, some of these lessons have not been easy. I 
am still grappling with many of the questions Jessica’s 
being in the world poses for me and willingly surrender 
myself to the mystery that is her.

For Jessica, my sporting background and the bodily 
injury this has produced has been of little direct relevance to 
her. This is not to say that my body has not been read in vari-
ous ways by her and her friends over the years, sometimes in 
amusing ways. For example, Jessica tells me her early boy-
friends found my physicality intimidating and thought that 
because of my rugby background I was a “hard case” to be 
wary of only to find I was the “cuddly bear” she told them I 
really was. In contrast, I think I always knew that whether I 
liked it or not my historical performing body would always 
play a significant but different role in shaping Alexander’s 
corporeal experiences from the moment he was born.

Perhaps that’s why I felt panicked on August 12, 1994, 
when the midwife announced to Kitty and me “It’s a boy” 
and Alexander Jacob Sparkes entered the world. The word 
“boy” shook me and flooded me with anxiety. “It’s a boy”: 
so simple a statement but so immensely complex for me to 
handle right then. Perhaps that’s why I found it difficult to 
bond with Alexander just after he was born. Kitty tells me 
that initially I was distant from him and that it took about a 
year for me to relax and make connections with Alexander. 
That I appeared “distant” from my son fills me with angst 
and remorse. The truth might be that I was full of confusion 
about masculine identities and embodiment and how best to 
connect with Alexander in ways that did not contaminate 
him with my own insecurities, doubts, fears, and vulnerabil-
ities. Needless to say, as a deep love drew us closer and 
closer all these worked their way into our relationship in 
their own fashion. One example will have to suffice.

I remember when Alexander played his first game of 
rugby. It was for his school team when he was fourteen 
years of age. Taking up my position away from the other 
parents, I watched him intently. At one point, early in the 
first half, his body was directly lined up with mine when he 
executed a sublime side-step and then an exquisite body 
swerve to leave the opposition floundering in his wake 
before scoring a try. Simultaneously, the sinews and syn-
apses in my own body reacted to his movement, my weight 
shifted onto one foot with the side-step and my body liter-
ally swayed with his body swerve. In that fleeting moment 
our bodies, separated by a generation in time, were synchro-
nized in exaltation to something both within and beyond 
ourselves. My flesh was flushed and buzzed with memories 
of a body I inhabited many years ago.

At one level this experience excited me. At another it 
scared me. Alexander’s movements in that moment reminded 
me too much of a former me long ago. The same might be 
said when I watched him play other sports, but this was rugby. 
Despite his obvious talents for any sport involving a ball, I 
realize now that subconsciously I tried to keep Alexander 
away from rugby. This did not go unnoticed by family and 
friends who would often ask me about my apparent reluc-
tance to give Alexander the support for rugby that I gave him 
in other sports. At the time I rationalized my lack of enthusi-
asm in terms of protecting him from the dangers of overtrain-
ing should he become involved in too many activities, this 
being especially so given that his football team was consis-
tently winning league and cup doubles, which took up a lot of 
his time. Time, I also argued, needed to be spent on school 
work and music lessons.

Various friends have cut through this somewhat delu-
sional rationalization with such questions as follows: 
“Don’t you think that your reluctance is more to do with 
your fear of Alexander becoming like you in that you 
played top-class rugby but had your career prematurely 
terminated by a lower back injury? And, don’t you think it 
has a lot to do with the research you do on sports people 
with ‘broken’ bodies like the men you interviewed who 
suffered catastrophic spinal cord injury (SCI) in rugby and 
became disabled?”2

Such questions have made me reflect on some deep-
rooted anxieties that I hold about the injured, impaired, and 
disabled body.3 As a young athlete I felt invincible; serious 
injury was what happened to other people not me. But then 
it did. My elite playing career was over, and I experienced 
my first devastating sense of bodily “betrayal.” Over the 
years, this has returned on a number of occasions most asso-
ciated with an ongoing lower back “problem” that often 
intrudes into my life in the form of acute bouts of pain and 
immobility. I’ve also had three surgical operations to 
remove prolapsed lumbar discs at the L2/3, L3/4, and L5/S1 
levels, and an operation on my left shoulder to “clean up” 
and repair it.4

All this has heightened my sense of vulnerability with 
regard to my own embodiment. I would like to think these 
experiences have made me more sympathetic and empa-
thetic toward those whose own body projects have been 
interrupted due to circumstances beyond their control. But 
deep-rooted fears remain. For me, this feared self is not now 
associated with sport as I no longer play any but it remains 
connected through my body to that of Alexander who does 
play contact sports, including rugby. This, in turn, links him 
to the bodies of the men I have met as part of my research 
on the narrative reconstruction of the body-self following 
catastrophic SCI and my historical self as “might have 
been.” I resonate with the fears (rational or otherwise; dis-
abling and disablist or otherwise) of a father about what 
my son might become and what this would mean for him, 
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for me, his mother, his sister, and others, even if Alexander 
is not aware of this possibility himself.

All of which has made me ponder how I would have 
reacted as a young man if I had become disabled through 
sport due to catastrophic SCI and how I would react if it hap-
pened to Alexander. As I write this, I shudder. My stomach 
churns and I feel a wave of anxiety. I feel sick and want to 
block out such thoughts and feelings. The deep visceral nature 
of my feelings is as inescapable as it is indescribable.

My Dad often reflects on what would have happened if 
the back injury had not prematurely terminated my first-
class rugby playing career. Back then, the game was ama-
teur. Now it is professional and there is a good living to be 

made for the top players. He often says to me, “You were 
born in the wrong time.” He also has told me on several 
occasions that he feels guilty about my back injury and 
wonders whether it is a case of the “sins of the father” being 
visited on the son. I began to get a sense of what he meant 
when Alexander, aged twelve, was diagnosed with Osgood 
Schlatter’s Disease. This is one of the most common causes 
of knee pain in young athletes. It causes swelling, pain, and 
tenderness just below the knee, over the shin bone. Osgood-
Schlatter commonly affects boys who are having a growth 
spurt during their preteen or teenage years and is most com-
mon in young athletes who play football, soccer, or basket-
ball or are involved in gymnastics and ballet.

The body says “No.”

With left limp he moves
Small inflamed lump below his knee.
A classic sign of Osgood Schlatter’s Disease
Or, perhaps, more a symptom of me?

Statistically not unusual for a twelve–year-old boy
Sporty, talented, in demand, and never still.
With yet another growth spurt in full sway
It’s only to be expected, so they say.

But, I’m left wondering of the part I play,
Is my ex-sporting body silently having its own way?
When might fatherly encouragement and support
Become subtle coercion by memories still to be caught?

There is guilt in my flesh
As his tears of frustration cascade to the ground.
An undirected anger just wanting to let go
Finding release once again in the exhilaration of flow.

Never before has his body said “No”
But now it resists and keeps reminding him so.
Calling for rest and reduced activity
Who knows what this leaves him thinking of me.

We both can but wait for the inflammation to subside
But what will we learn from this unpredictable ride?
Can we find some “ups” between the “downs” and plateaus?
Reshaping our relationship to see where it might go.

Muscular Connections  
Across the Years

As usual Alexander leaves his Flex magazines strewn all 
over the house. Tidying up the front room I pick up the 
August 2011 edition. A massive, tanned, ripped, and hyper-
muscular male bodybuilder called Flex Lewis performing a 

one-armed cable bicep curl dominates the front page. My 
eyes are drawn to his bulging bicep pulling the cable. It is 
pumped up like a football and has a gorged vein running 
over the top of it that looks like a piece of rope. The com-
ments in bold that surround this body on the rest of the page 
shout out to the reader: FILL OUT YOUR CHEST—
NEW SYSTEM FOR INSANE GROWTH; TRICEPS 
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SHOCKER: BUILD THICK ARMS; 4 weeks to get 
RIPPED: Complete training and nutritional plans; EAT 
THIS AND GET SHREDDED; SECRETS TO RIPPED-UP 
& DEEP-CUT ABS. These phrases and pictures of hyper-
muscular men have hailed Alexander, and he has responded 
by going to the gym five times a week for the last year. 
Aged sixteen, at six-foot two (1.88 meters) he now weighs 
in at 15 stone 9 lbs (100K).

It is not just the images of muscle that have hailed 
Alexander, it is also the feel of the muscles being pumped, 
flushed, and gorged when training with weights. There is a 
sensuality to this experience.5 I know because, I felt it myself 
when I first began training with weights when I was a col-
lege student, and I still sometimes experience it now when I 
train at the same gym that Alexander goes to with his friends. 
Our motivations, for sure, are different. They go to gain mus-
cular mass while I go to try and stay “in shape,” lose some 
weight and my noticeable “beer belly.” In this gym, despite 
the forty years difference in our ages and motivations, we are 
connected by muscle, by sinews, by fibres of flesh that are 
coaxed and forced into action by the demands of loose iron 
weights and resistance machines.

Minus the resistance machines, which were not available 
back then, such muscular connections are also made with 
my Dad. He has often told me how, when he was a teenager 
during the 1940s, he saw the classic Charles Atlas advert in 
newspapers that promoted his muscular development sys-
tem for men. The title to the advert pronounced, “How Joe’s 
body brought him FAME instead of SHAME.”6 A series of 
cartoon pictures then tell the story of Joe that begins with 
him on the beach with a girlfriend. A muscular man runs by 
and kicks sand in Joe’s face. An altercation follows in which 
Joe is embarrassed in front of his girlfriend and called 
skinny by his tormentor. Joe vows to get even and decides 
to buy the Charles Atlas Dynamic Tension Program. This 
leads to Joe admiring his now large muscular body doing a 
double bicep pose in front of the mirror prior to returning to 
the beach with his girlfriend and his new physique for dis-
play. His tormentor is paid back in public with a punch in 
the face. The final scene is Joe’s girlfriend holding his arm 
and gazing into his eyes while saying, “Oh Joe. You ARE a 
real man after all.” Behind them in place of the setting sun 
is a caption in bold that says, “HERO of the BEACH.” 
Under the final picture in which Joe “wins” the girl is the 
central claim made by Charles Atlas that “I can Make YOU 
A New Man Too In Only 15 Minutes A Day!”

Like Alexander, my Dad was hailed by this advert and 
responded. In the absence of loose weights or a gym he used 
the Charles Atlas Dynamic Tension System to work on his 
body and try and increase its size. I remember him teaching 
me some of the exercises when I was a boy. For one, I held 
my arms out in front of me with the palms facing inwards 
and together before pressing palm to palm as hard as I could 

for 30 seconds to contract my chest muscles. I recall the 
pleasurable feel of the tension in the muscles and the sense 
of them working to my command. When I was a teenager I 
bought a contraption known as a Bullworker, an isometric 
exercise device used for strength training that came on to 
the market in the 1960s. I left it at home when I went to col-
lege, and my Dad adopted it for his use. He still has it today, 
aged eighty six, kept in his bedroom wardrobe, and it is 
regularly called into service.

Today, I am in the gym doing a “chest and triceps” ses-
sion. By chance, so is Alexander. He is with his friends in 
the loose weights area. This is the territory in which serious 
muscular gains are made and which I used to inhabit fre-
quently in my youth. Now I spend more of my time on the 
resistance machines, which are less hazardous for my body. 
From my vantage point as I strain away on the bench-press 
machine, I can see Alexander laughing with his friends in 
between sets. There is a sense of camaraderie between them 
as they help each other with the weights and support each 
other as they do their exercises.

At one point, as I am doing my sets of cable-crossover 
pulls for my chest, Alexander separates from his friends and 
walks over. He nods at me, smiles, and then watches me 
perform the exercise. Under his gaze, I focus on correct 
technique and getting a full stretch of the pectorals. When I 
finish, he smiles again and asks whether he can work in 
with me between my sets. I am delighted for him to do so. 
For me, exercising with him is a precious moment. I watch 
him put the pin into the machine to lift a heavier weight than 
I did. I watch him pull the cables across his chest. On the 
eighth repetition he is straining. Without asking, I move in 
and gently press his hands together towards the end of the 
next two forced reps so that he can complete his set of ten. 
Likewise, when we switch so that I can do my next set, he 
moves in and helps me with some forced reps when I fatigue. I 
feel his palms press on the back of my hand as simultaneously 
my pectorals contract with maximal force. Nothing is said; 
there is no need. We feel the need for support or release in 
the flesh of each other and react accordingly with care and 
attention. This is how it is when you operate with a trusted 
training partner in a gym. Today, I am honored that, just for 
a while, the training partner is my son. I know that if he had 
been in the same position with me my Dad would have felt 
the same. In those feelings, three generations of men, fathers 
and sons, are connected by muscular strands that weave 
them together over time in mysterious ways.

And?
August 12, 2011. Alexander is seventeen years of age today. 

We go to collect his new cricket bat from a local bat maker who 
makes them to order and has lovingly crafted one for Alexander 
to meet his personal specifications. His cricket team are top of 
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the league and he has been one of their star players throughout 
the summer. Alongside this, Alexander has started training 
with a rugby team he intends to play for in the coming season. 
He reminds me that some new boots are needed as his old foot-
ball boots are not up to the task any more.

So soon the cricket season will end and Alexander will 
be playing rugby. He is relishing this happening. I remain as 
unsure as ever about his involvement in this sport. All of 
which will become part of the bits and pieces by which I 
remember him and he remembers me. Some of these mem-
ories will be good and some will be bad. Some will start 
good and end up bad and vice versa. Memories are trick-
sters and shape shifters. That’s how bits and pieces work.
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Notes
1. In July 2011 Jessica graduated from the wonderfully innova-

tive and creative Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts with 
a BA (1st class, honors) in music, theatre, and entertainment 
management.

2. For details of some of this research see Smith and Sparkes 
(2003, 2004, 2005, 2008, 2011), and Sparkes and Smith (2002, 
2003, 2008, 2011a).

3. My emotional reactions to such events and how my body 
might inform my analysis of these are explored in Sparkes and 
Smith (2011b).

4. For stories about and analyses of my interrupted body projects 
see Sparkes (1996, 2003a, 2003b). For a sense of my own and 
others’ embodied reactions to working within universities 
shaped by a neoliberal audit culture see Sparkes (2007).

5. The sensuality of this experience, as Monaghan (2001) points 
out, is often overlooked in the rush to impose the “masculinity 
in crisis” thesis as the motivational force for men shaping their 
body with weights in gyms.

6. For an exploration of the deep shame of losing muscular mass 
after having developed it through bodybuilding see Sparkes, 
Batey, and Owen (2011).
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Prologue

The following text is an unfolding of memory spreading 
across performance, autoethnography, and narrative. Inna 
Semetsky (2006) reminds me that memory “is to be con-
structed in a multidimensional field and . . . is always pos-
ited as collective and plural: as a state of any other ‘thing’, 
it too is a relational entity, that is, a multiplicity” (p. 2). As 
a whole, the text functions as a dancing memory between 
my father and I. The pathways are riddled with potholes; 
the memory sometimes glides across the surface, and yet 
other times, it trips on itself. The story is a depiction of the 
waxing and waning of our relationship, the shift and rear-
rangement of our continuously missed connections.

Our bodies align and misalign in various ways. As long 
as I have known my father he has rigorously studied martial 
arts. One day, while practicing Aikido, he miscalculated a 
flip and landed on his head. The next day he became vio-
lently sick, the following six months he spent inside critical 
care, and the rest of the year he spent in a rehabilitation 
home. My father has acute disseminated encephalomyelitis 
(ADEM). The disease is similar to Multiple Sclerosis. 
ADEM affects the nervous system through the brain and 
spinal cord. Multiple sclerosis is typically a degenerative 
disease; ADEM only strikes once. The impact on my 
father’s body was irreversible.

The following year after his release, my parents found 
they could no longer mediate their differences. The dance 
was no longer in rhythm and neither had the ability to fall 
back into step. They divorced in 1996, and I moved with my 
mother from the California coast to the vast planes of Texas. 
Since 1996, I have seen my father once every year, some-
times once every two years. My brother has not seen him in 

several years. Although we talk over the phone, mostly 
about movies, the distance between us is obvious. The fol-
lowing story is an attempt to connect to my father, both 
bodily and artistically.

Most important, and above all, my father is an artist. 
Before he became sick he worked for Montgomery Wards 
as a photographer, but his heart, his time, his being was/is 
spent creating art.

The memory of my father is never static, even after I 
reconstruct him on the page. Throughout this process, I 
question how I position him, particularly in relationship to 
his disability, but also in relationship to myself. Campbell 
reminds me that

everyday moral narratives . . . operate with the fixed 
terms of good and evil. . . . Literature destroys this 
border between perceiver and perceived. We are no 
longer placed in a position of ordering judgment but 
become other through a confrontation with the forces 
that compose us. (p. 131)

I take comfort in writing my father as a composition of 
myself. The story begins as a progression or dance through 
the web of memory, collecting and creating my father in 
relationship to myself; the second half takes place in 
Sedona, Arizona, over a week in the summer of 2011. The 
first half is a deconstruction of our relationship; the second 
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half is a joining together of our puzzle pieces. This is not 
just a story about my father and his disability; it is a story 
about the cultivation of a masculine identity. It is a story 
about the definition of an able body; it is a story about the 
changing roles between father and son. It is a story about his 
art, the space between, and the constant and continuous 
transition of being and becoming.

Collecting the Father/Self

A poetics of memory might investigate the retroac-
tive constitution of beginnings; the foldings, unfold-
ings and refoldings of images, feelings, narrative 
fragments. (Brewster, 2005, p. 398)

3814 Clough Ave, Fremont, CA, 1988
My father lives in isolation. He works in a dark room in the 
back of the house, molding and sculpting various objects, 
an archeology of self, crafted on the canvas. The empty 
space between his body and the rest of the family fills the 
living room with tension and provides compression for 
familial relations. In order to speak to my father, I traverse 
the frigid dry hallway, sneaking into the depths of the 
mountain to find a skinny Van Gogh searching for his ear in 
the dark. When my father is done he reveals the work to 
each of us. Each piece of art is a representation of the vari-
ous selves my father creates. He sells his various selves in 
art shows or to friends, but mostly he gives himself away.

Flamingo Blvd, Las Vegas, NV, 2004
I find myself modeling my father’s relationship to space. I 
keep distance between my body and others. I dodge the 
risked vulnerability lingering in the air during conversa-
tions, the pause between words, between bodies, between 
past reconciliations and the present. The fear of space 
illuminates the creation of space, fostering a tangible break 
in connection. The isolation can be as productive in these 
moments as a fissure of empathic creativity. My father’s 
art has taught me that vulnerability begins with the self, 
secured in seclusion.

The night before my grandfather died, my father and I 
flipped through old photo albums searching for the reduc-
tion in space, between ourselves, within our blood, through-
out our history. My father pauses on a picture of my 
grandfather in his military uniform. My father presses his 
finger onto the picture; “He was such a mean, mean man,” 
he says. His voice is accusatory and historic, pulling the 
past to our dinner table.

In the morning, when the call came, the abrupt distance 
resumed. My grandfather died the following night from 
heart complications. Later, we would find out that he had 

passed because of he was combining his heart medication 
with a recent prescription of Viagra. My grandfather’s body 
collapsed while trying to perform masculinity.

My father’s body pushes and pulls against masculine 
norms. I have never known my father to be physical; his 
body is always in a state of absence. In recent years, he has 
started to articulate his love for my brother and I.

My grandfather, like his father before him, was not 
affectionate. The terms of love were withheld, as though to 
repeat the silence fostered through masculinity. My father’s 
recent articulation is a rebuke of the patriarchy of his father 
and his grandfather before him, a masculine ideal thrown 
off into the setting sun.

Hayward, CA, 1980
Originally, as a child, I was told my name was hyphen-
ated, combined, conjoined with my father’s, that I was 
Christopher-Michael Chaz Collins. I found my father 
interconnected to myself through our naming. The name 
of the father follows the first son and is also present in 
my father’s name, Michael Howard Collins. However, I 
have always removed my father from my name and even 
as I age the name continues to change. A year ago, I 
found out my name was actually not hyphenated, that the 
hyphen was something my parents wished for, but the 
nurse had failed to record. In our naming, my father and 
I become fractures in the fold, fissures in the hardened 
ground. The bridge between father and son, one that I 
had assumed existed my entire life, was lost in the matter 
of words.

Kaiser Permanente, Hayward, CA, 1994
My father would take photographs.

Click.
My father would frame the body in perfection.

Click.
My father gave the body to consumers.

Click.

In the hospital, what body did he dream about?
What memories freed him from paralysis?
Did he sit up from his chair and kiss the nurses on the lips?
Did he dine with oysters and red wine?
Did he taste the salt of youth in his mouth?
I wonder about the best part of his day.

I want to pause on the top of your thigh.
Click.
The way your dress blows against your skin.

Click.
I want to watch your fingers wrap around bookends.

Click.

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


188  Qualitative Inquiry 18(2)

I want to see the curl of your lips.
Click.

And I want to stare into eyes that see beyond this diving bell.
Click.

Where did my father venture in his sleep?
Did he get lost with my mother in the Hawaiian surf?
Did he wander in vortexes of Arizona?
Did he meditate in the desert under sparsely wooded pines?
Did he bathe in the ocean
As the waves wrapped around his chest?

My father would take photographs.
Click.
My father would edit out imperfection.

Click.
My father could see beauty in the curvature of an arm.

Click.

I want to know if he saw us?
What he remembers of our voices?
If he knows the feel of our lips upon his salty forehead?
If his mouth stopped him from speaking his mind?

When his lungs filled with fluid
Did waves wash to the shore of his teeth?

Did he grow gills
Or did he choke for air?

Did the sand spell out our names?

Or did he disappear in the surf
Lying still, naked, washing his body out to sea?

Carbondale, IL, 2008
Colebrook (2002), expanding upon Deleuze, reminds me 
“the supposed real world that would lie behind the flux of 
becoming is not . . . a stable world of being; there ‘is’ nothing 
other than the flow of becoming. All ‘beings’ are just rela-
tively stable moments in a flow of becoming-life” (p. 125). 
When I think of my own body, I realize that I cannot know 
what my father’s body knows. However, there are meeting 
points, where our dance intersects. Where we are in step 
with one another, and I have an ontological and epistemo-
logical connection to his bodily experience.

I often get migraines, and interesting enough, they are 
the closest I can come to understanding my father’s body. I 
know I am on the verge of a migraine when my eyesight 
begins to vanish. Dark matter produces missing spots in my 
vision. I try to turn my head, recognizing the gaps in objects 
ahead of me. I place my hand to the left, shifting it in and 
out of the growing space. Where does my eyesight go? 

What else am I seeing? How does the loss of perception 
open up new realities for understanding my father?

My father’s eyesight vibrates like a shifting pan shaking 
for gold in the brown of his pupils. His nerve endings don’t 
migrate as numb fingers fumble around wires that hold fab-
ric, his art, in a line. A line his body lacks as it curls over the 
cane. I think of his body in the MRI scan, my own body in 
the MRI scan. How his legs cannot stand and my legs can-
not stand. Before the migraine sets in, I often faint, a failure 
of the body as recognition of what is to come. I have fainted 
in the recreation center, as the strong masculine body 
becomes the shaking withered wisp. I have fainted in the 
hospital as the secure healthy body falters into sickness. I 
have fainted in the bathroom during a midnight piss, awo-
ken inside the porcelain tub with my head slammed against 
the wall. I have fainted in the amusement park as my heart 
bangs off beat. Our bodies are dancing, my father and I.

Again, Colebrooke (2002) reminds me “To see any thing 
as actual requires the virtual synthesis of time: we see 
things only by retaining the memory of past perceptions and 
anticipating and connecting future perceptions” (p. 127). 
Our bodies are not moral creatures. Our being becoming 
disabled is a new way of seeing, a possibilizing of the per-
functory, and a doing of the everyday. What do we know? 
What do our bodies beckon us to understand? I cannot 
speak for what my father knows; however, I can speak for 
my own relationship to his body. How I question his body, 
“Why don’t you run more?” Forgetting his legs cannot 
carry. “Why don’t you speed up?” Forgetting his feet have 
difficulty with the follow, “Why don’t you eat better? Why 
don’t you live somewhere else? Why don’t you stop being 
such a boy and start becoming more of a father?” Forgetting 
that his body teaches me how to walk with him, how to 
walk with others. Forgetting that his body teaches me how 
to sit with class and divisions in culture. Forgetting that his 
body teaches me how to perform father Otherly than ordered 
masculinity. That performing father isn’t playing catch; it’s 
about creating connection through our bodies, by becoming 
our bodies, and being with each other.

Sedona, AZ, 2011

Becoming produces nothing other than itself. We fall 
into a false alternative if we say that you either imi-
tate or you are. What is real is the becoming itself. 
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1988, p. 262)

I. The mesas of Arizona call my name. For years it 
has asked for a return, a return of insight, a return 
of self, and the introspection for the next step of 
the journey. My father will have a different jour-
ney, a journey up the mountain, a journey into the 
desert, a journey to feel the sand on his face. My 
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father will let the sun run into his skin. His body 
is extremely sensitive, and the heat aggravates his 
ADEM. The trip will be a bodily journey, a jour-
ney into a vortex to renew the self, a dissolution of 
self to create something new. I will ask questions, 
questions I’ve always been afraid to ask, ques-
tions that will challenge us both by their articula-
tion of one another. We will walk step in step, my 
body matching his in the shift of knowledge. A 
dual recreation of self in the other. We are being 
and becoming father and son through our shared 
bodily epistemology as we walk into the sand. I 
will feel my father between my toes as he remem-
bers himself in my smoker’s lungs. A shared 
ontology captured in historicity. The location is 
imperative; Sedona is the last time I remember 
the collective feeling of family. My father and I 
are coming again to create family anew. When I 
was little, the sun rose above the mesa and ripped 
apart the sky. Light exploded over the sand and 
sprawled over the city. The slow crawl of dark-
ness retreating to the base of the stone. The his-
tory before us, carved into the stone.

My father and I both perform the role of the vehicle. I 
will transport us through space; the first time my father has 
seen me drive. He will provide the means of space; we will 
stay in the same hotel on top of a mesa that we stayed at 
when I was eleven. In order to act we must both give a part 
of ourselves. I will be the GPS, guiding the mountain ter-
rain. He will be the food that replenishes our exhausted bod-
ies. We perform a dual need.

II. As we walk through the airport I have to keep 
reminding myself to check on my father. We 
arrived several hours early, and I forgot that he 
was pulling his own luggage because he couldn’t 
check them yet. The luggage threw his weight off 
and made it difficult for him to walk. I ignored 
the problem until its presence became overbear-
ing, and I asked him if I could pull his luggage. 
Earlier in the week, we stopped at the Sedona 
post office. My father wanted to send a poster and 
a blanket home through the mail. As we pull up, 
I tell him I will wait in the car, but I know that 
he will have trouble putting the blanket into the 
tube, writing out the forms, and completing the 
tasks in the office. I stay in the car, sweating in 
the Arizona heat. When he finally arrives back at 
the car, he remarks that the process was difficult 
because the woman behind the counter refused to 
help him, just as I had refused. The denial of my 
father and his body is cupped in my hands as I 
grip the steering wheel.

III. My father and I are in a huge debate about Sedona’s 
cultural heritage. The Sinagua Native American Tribe 
cultivated this land for hundreds of years. Our debate 
is about the ethics of cultural memory, appro-
priation, and colonization. My father argues that 
because we grew up in the United States we have 
distanced ourselves from our cultural heritage 
and appropriated the cultural norms of the Native 
Americans. We have moved from our own Celtic 
upbringing (for our specific family) and thus we 
no longer inherently understand the symbols of 
our past. He draws a picture of a drum.

“What is that?” he asks.
I say, “It is a drum.”
He says, “Ok, what is this?” and he draws a picture of 

Triquetra Vesica Pisces. It is a circle with three separate 
vesica pisces moving through it. He has the symbol tattooed 
on his right thigh.

I say, “I don’t know.”
“There, that proves my point.”
I tell him that even though I know the symbol of the 

drum, that doesn’t mean I understand the cultural impli-
cations of the symbols. Furthermore, the symbol isn’t cul-
turally specific. I tell him that I feel like we often colonize 
the subject in order to use their symbols for our own 
purposes.

I have this debate in relationship to writing about my 
father. In what way am I allowed to use his body, to use his 
cultural and embodied experience to discuss my own expe-
riences? I question whether I colonize his body as I write, 
whether I appropriate his disability, his memory, his being.

IV. We shuffle for a few blocks, moving in and out of 
shops along the walkway. About half way down 
the first side of the street his legs became tired, 
and we had to turn back. We had only walked three 
blocks, and his body had already lost its strength 
and was depleted. At first I was frustrated, we had 
a limited time in Sedona, and yet the day was cut 
short and would have to be repeated again tomor-
row. If we doubled our days walking through shops 
we might miss a vortex, we might miss a massage, 
or a palm reading.

I remind myself that the process is the journey and not 
the end point. The locations seen are not as valuable as the 
process of seeing. Even as we walk through the various 
stores, the goal isn’t to finish all of the shops or to find 
something special; rather, it is to be present with my father 
as we walk through the process.

V. I cannot make the trek myself. We watch vor-
tex hiking videos all afternoon, but my father 
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is concerned that he cannot make the trek with 
me. I feel as if we are land-locked in an ocean 
of dirt. I want to walk out in the sun, to lose 
myself, but I am paralyzed because I feel like I 
must do it alone.

He talks about moving from southern California to 
Sedona, but he is afraid to leave his mother behind. They 
both live in the same senior park in San Bernardino, and he 
feels responsible for her regardless of what he wants. I 
question whether I would stay for my own father and take 
on the responsibility of caring for his body. I wonder 
whether my parents’ divorce hinged on a similar failed 
negotiation between burden and care.

VI. My father and I both reside in the constant 
tension between being and becoming. I sense 
his reflection in myself. We walk all morning 
through the cliff dwellings of the Sinagua tribe. 
Their civilization remained in the red rock of the 
Coconino forest for almost eight-hundred years 
and then disappeared.

Our hike into the ruins was casual; the walk back was a 
lesson between us. My father reached out and took a hold of 
my shoulder, my hand reached up taking his hand, guiding 
him down the rocks. His feet maneuvered the hard unstable 
ground. We walked together, as one instrument gliding 
along the cliff side into the desert.

In our first trip to Sedona, he guided me. Now, as an 
adult, I guide him. We are the being and becoming of the 
ouroborus. My father referred to the experience as a spirit 
journey, one of the most memorable experiences of his life.

Coda

My father awoke with the Sedona sun pouring through the 
window and said he had a dream last night. He was dancing 
ballet on the balls of his feet with a woman he didn’t recog-
nize. She choreographed his movements and then it was his 
turn to dance, without a cane. After they were done, she 
took his hand and led him into the desert.
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My father died at 7:30 p.m. on November 8, 1995, in  
St. Luke’s Hospital, Cedar Rapids, Iowa. His funeral was 
three days later in Amana, Iowa. The next day we drove 
back to Champaign, Illinois, with a box of books and a box 
of carpenter’s tools. The books were all written by me. I had 
given them to my father as gifts, something to show him 
what I did. He had always been a big fan of reading books; 
Mark Twain was his favorite. He always turned to my bibli-
ographies and said, “Boy Peanuts, I’m amazed at all these 
books you’ve read.” He seldom commented on their con-
tents. Each time I published a book I gave him a copy.

The books were prominently displayed in the bookcase 
(which he had made) above the TV in his living room. As we 
were leaving, Leslie, my stepmother, said, “These books are 
yours, take them home. Your father would want you to have 
them back.”

They filled a box. It was heavy, The books were arranged in 
no particular order: The Research Act, Sociological Methods, 
The Mental Patient, The Alcoholic Society, The Recovering 
Alcoholic, Social Psychology, Social Relationships, Childhood 
Socialization. I felt at odds, carrying the box out of my father’s 
house, for they had been my gift to him. It seemed self- 
centered some how, but also made sense. Why leave them?

This morning the box with the books sits, undisturbed, in 
the far southwest corner of the downstairs library. It has been 
there since the spring of 2004 when we moved into this house. 
Before then, since November 12, 1995, the box sat, undis-
turbed beneath the lower shelf of books in another lower-level 
library in our house on Prospect Avenue in Champaign.

I’ve been carrying these books around for 16 years now, 
and of course, my history with each book extends further back 
in time, even, in the case of The Mental Patient, before 1966.

Last Christmas I walked by the box on the way to my base-
ment shop. I picked up the top book, Sociological Methods 
(1970). It fell open to a lined sheet of note paper from a stenog-
rapher’s pad, and an undated handwritten letter from my mother,

 Hi Loves,
 Really thought I was closer to the end
  Hot as hell here today—having a drink—just 

finished

  cleaning puppy hairs out of car while George 
(my step-father)

 trimmed the lawn—Happy Mark (my brother) is
 through another phase (his Ph.D.)
 More next week—
    LOVE
    Us

Three pages of proof-reading corrections for typos in 
Sociological Methods followed this letter. The corrections 
started on page 238, then 244, 265, 272, 273, 274, 275, 285, 
286, 336 through 373, then a note, “Through Page 412.” They 
pick up again on p. 438, and continue through to p. 564.

In bold letters the letter ends:
 COMPLETE
   Said the Toitle (turtle)
   To the hare!!  LOVE

***

I’ve written about my mother. She and George (my step-
father) moved to Champaign from Cotton Wood, Arizona in 
January of 1988, the year my wife and I married in St. Kitts. 
When Mother and I fought in the spring of 1991 she and 
George moved from Champaign, to Lone Tree, Iowa, 6 
miles from the house her parents owned which was 8 miles 
south of Iowa City. They did not say goodbye when they 
moved away. Dad told us where they were living. In their 
new home they were not far from my father, who had moved 
to the Amana Colonies in 1988, about the time mother and 
George moved to Champaign

Finding Mother’s letter in Dad’s box of books was unset-
tling. How long had the letter been in that box? Was it there 
when Dad was alive? It had to have been there when I gave 
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Dad the book. Did he know it was there? Did he read it? 
Why did he leave it in the book?

He often asked about Mother and George, reporting that 
Bobbie and Helen Lentz, (cousins of mother) said they had 
seen them in Iowa City. Did he ask about her because he had 
a letter from her to me in his living room?

***
The corrections in the letter are small—misspellings of 

words like “quantitatively” and “catalogue,” typos, incor-
rect font size, lower level, not full caps. Beside each entry 
I had written yes, or no, as if I was having a conversation 
with Mother, as if she was with me, in my book, as I was 
putting on the final touches, as if she were sitting on my 
shoulder.

And as she writes, she tells me things:

Hot as Hell today—As it should be in the Arizona 
desert.
  Having a drink—She was still drinking bour-

bon with her milk.
  George is cleaning puppy hairs out of the car. 

When did they get a dog!?
  Happy Mark is through another phase—Mark, 

where is Mark today?
  More next week, to be continued,
Then the letter ends, after p. 564,
   COMPLETE…said the Toitle to the 

Hare-—her little joke, her play on 
words and their sounds …

   LOVE
***

Sore point. Nothing to my wife or two daughters—her 
granddaughters. . . . No love from Grandmother Betty. This 
was a business letter, Mother the proofreader to Norman, 
her son, the author, the writer, the professor, the man Dad 
called Peanuts and Doc.

***
And now the book she proofed is in a box of books I 

gave my father. Mother and Dad are back together again 
and they aren’t fighting.

This letter from my mother was written in January of 
1970. The book appeared in print three months later. This is 
the only letter I have from her.

***
Somehow Mother’s letter to me got onto that book which 

was in the box of books that moved from my father back to 
me. Dad died in 1995.

***
I chanced to open a book yesterday, The Dictionary of 

Philosophy. It is old, tattered, sits on top of a tattered Roget’s 
Thesaurus. I use the dictionary when I want to chase down 
a term, in this case the word pragmatism. I was revising a 
piece for the Congress1 and wanted to check a point. As I 
leaved (leafed?) through it, I found a handwritten letter on 

lined tablet paper. It was dated Sunday 8-14-95, three 
months before Dad died.

It went on for two pages:
Dear Norm & Kathy & your Gang in Champaign,
  Will try to bring you up to date on what’s hap-

pening
 over here. We sold the Club House (an antique 
mall). Didn’t realize what a relief it would be not to 
be tied down like we were.
 Crops look good this year, We took a drive into 
Iowa City
and saw Bob and Helen Lentz. Our garden only has 3 
tomato
plants. We got Leslie a new oxygen system that is a 
lot easier
to handle. We’re going to Minnesota toward the 
end of month, get in some real serious fishing and 
loafing.
I’ve got a box of books to send back for you. Some 
may not have been yours but if you don’t want them 
take them to a book store for .05 to .10 a piece and 
get rid of them any way you want to.
   If you get a chance drop a line some 

time—
   Love to you all,
   Dad and Les.

He died three months after he wrote this letter, three 
months before I brought the box of books home from the 
Amanas. His letter to me has been in The Dictionary of 
Philosophy, next to my desk, since November 1995, one 
floor above the box of books in the basement which con-
tained Mother’s letter to me. I’m pretty sure now that he 
knew he was sending Mother’s letter back to me.

Mother died in 1996. After Dad died, on a sunny September 
Saturday morning, down river from the docks in Rock Island, 
I stood on the top deck of the Delta Queen and tried to throw 
his ashes on the water of the Mississippi River. The wind 
blew the ashes back over my arms and legs. Mother was cre-
mated too, but I do not know where her ashes are.
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A “relational perspective” conceives of relationships as  
co-constitutive endeavors where all persons involved affect 
each other (Bochner, 1997, 2004). A relational perspective 
treats interaction as a “jointly authored, incomplete, and his-
torically situated” affair (Bochner & Ellis, 1995, p. 204), a 
“slippery” process “constantly on the dynamic edge between 
order and disorder” (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996, p. 69).  
A relational perspective views persons in interaction as inter-
dependent, never-completely-predictable beings (Bochner, 
1989); we are not machines (Soukup, 1992). Consequently, 
a relational perspective treats disappointment and conflict as 
products of joint interaction, of people being, working, and 
relating—together.

In “Seeking Father” (Adams, 2006), I used a relational 
perspective to understand the relationship I have with my 
father. In particular, I described my father’s failed dreams of 
being a professional golfer and him never wanting my 
dreams to fail.

I described us, playing together, in five father–son golf 
tournaments, my father making sure that each time, upon fin-
ishing, that I had a trophy regardless of whether or not we won.

I described seeing my father abuse my mother without 
him knowing that I saw; postdivorce, moving with my 
mother and leaving, at my father’s house, five father–son 
golf trophies; and my father saying that he stopped my 
mother from having an abortion.

I described my begrudging attempt to join the high 
school golf team and ruining my ability to compete in two 
state competitions, knowing that my inability would hurt 
my father.

I described hearing my father jokingly call me a cock-
sucker at a time when I was not yet out to him as gay.

I described saying “I am gay” to him, after his mother, 
my grandmother, died, and telling him—lying to him—that 
she knew about my sexuality.

I described my refusal to be concerned about his death, 
and my father apologizing, to me, for using the derogatory, 
homophobic term “cocksucker.”

The story ends with me selling my golf clubs to my 
father, during, at the time of the writing, one of our last 
times together.

I described feeling stuck between two narratives, one 
that said my father and I must work things out in order to 
fulfill our responsibilities as father and son (Pelias, 2002), 
and another that told me to let go of the relationship, to real-
ize that I can’t choose my family or my relatives.

I created “Seeking Father” to illustrate how we’re 
accountable to each other, how we’re victims and oppressors 
who simultaneously hurt and are hurt and who never decide 
to quit. I wanted to alter the relationship I have with my 
father, to improve our living conditions, to, in the words of 
Holman Jones  (2005), help change not only us, but also the 
world.

In this project, I continue a similar trajectory. I use a rela-
tional perspective to illustrate to describe moments when 
my father and I perpetually miss each other—moments 
when I long for him and how he longs for me, how we fail 
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to connect, how we hurt and are hurt but never decide to 
quit, how we practice stifling communicative patterns, and 
how we both seek love. Maybe we’re in love, somehow.

*
Missing: longing for, regretting absence, feeling loss.
Missing: failing to meet, losing connection, talking past.
My father and I: missing each other.

*
In his teens, my father cut contact with his biological 

father, Carl Eickhoff. He changed his name from “Eickhoff” 
to “Adams.” He never told me about Carl or the name 
change.

I learned about Carl and the name change because I 
found my father’s sister’s birth certificate—a document list-
ing her name as Eickhoff—in my grandmother’s attic. I 
asked my grandmother about the name. She became angry 
with me, told me what happened, and said to never speak 
about Carl or the name change again.

In 2004, I secretly contacted Carl. I wanted his story of 
my dad. Carl told me that he continued to love my dad, but 
was scared to contact him. I called Carl once more in 2005, 
but then ceased contact; I felt guilty talking to him without 
telling my father.

On December 20, 2008, I read Carl’s obituary in the 
local paper. It made no mention of my father. I called my 
dad, but didn’t say much, only the typical “Hi” and “How 
are you?” I never said anything about meeting Carl or that 
Carl said he loved him. Missing each other.

*
I began “Seeking Father” (Adams, 2006) with the state-

ment, “My mom always told me that I’d either be gay or 
that I’d marry a Black woman” (p. 704). My mother would 
say this when I would express dislike for my father. She 
thought that I would do anything to spite my father, and the 
possibilities of being gay or marrying someone of a differ-
ent race would be lasting, severe measures I could take to 
hurt him; to her, my father had a history of disliking gay and 
non-White persons. From this premise, when I came out as 
gay I forced him to confront his prejudice towards nonhet-
erosexual others—a confrontation that comprises much of 
the “Seeking Father” essay. What is not mentioned, how-
ever, are the changes in my interpretation of his attitudes 
toward non-White others.

For nearly one year, my father dated a woman of Middle 
Eastern descent, a woman darker skinned that his usual 
lighter skinned, White love interests. To my knowledge, he 
had never dated anyone who couldn’t easily pass as White. 
My father seemed to step out of his racial and skin-colored 
comfort zone.

While race is still an explicit issue for my father, indi-
cated by derogatory comments he’ll sometimes make about 
non-White populations, I take from his relationship that 
race and skin color have lessened on his hierarchy of rela-
tional concerns. And, while I want to ask why he may have 

changed and how he can be against some races and not oth-
ers, I do not. I want to have meaningful conversations 
about race and want to perceive my father as becoming 
more accepting of difference, but I fear hearing otherwise. 
Missing each other.

*
December 2006. “I’ve softened as I’ve aged,” my dad says 

on the phone. He called to discuss his frustrations with a fam-
ily friend. “I know Tom dominates everyone, including his 
wife. That’s not right, and that’s probably why his kids don’t 
speak to him. I think that’s also why one of his sons cannot 
keep relationships with women; he tries to dominate them.”

Much of my dissonance with and dislike of my father 
stemmed from watching him abuse my mother. Now I lis-
ten, with surprise, and wonder if he ever recalls his domina-
tion and abuse. And, while I enjoy hearing his (new?) 
perspective toward women, I again decide against telling 
him how his abuse contaminates my memory of us. Missing 
each other.

*
December 2009. Dinner with relatives, one of whom 

recently came out as gay. Jokingly, two relatives say that I 
“started a trend”: as I have been out to them since 2004, 
they suggest that I recruited another person to my gay team. 
I found the comment somewhat cute, but recognized how it 
could be perceived as offensive—it trivializes and pokes 
fun at same-sex attraction. After dinner ended and the rela-
tives left, I told my dad about the comment.

“It’s none of their business,” he says. “I don’t know why 
people talk about others.”

“I thought it was funny,” I respond, trying to encourage 
him to talk more, to say what he thinks about same-sex 
attraction, and, more specifically, about me.

“It’s none of their business,” he says again. “They should 
keep their mouth shut.”

The conversation ends.
I perceive his commentary as protective and dismissive—

protective, because I perceive my father ridiculing relatives 
trivializing and poking fun at my sexuality, dismissive, 
because my father and I do not talk about my sexuality. I long 
for a more engaging response: I want him to comment on my 
sexuality, to recognize and respect it. But I say nothing. 
Missing each other.

*
“I’d like to see you today,” dad says on the phone. “And 

take you to dinner.”
“Sorry, dad. I am catching up on school work.”
“No problem,” he says. “I’ll come another time.”
Another call: “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asks.
“Preparing for school,” I say.
“Oh, okay. I thought about coming to see you. I’ll come 

another day.”
Another call: “I’ll try to make it to see you this week-

end,” he says.
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“I’ll be at a conference,” I reply. “May be next 
weekend.”

“Yeah,” he says. “May be next weekend.”
I want to see him, but only when it’s convenient for me. 

I consider an abrupt visit, from him, a burden, and I don’t 
want to make him, or us, a priority. Missing each other.

*
March 2010. I call dad. A typical conversation until he 

abruptly says he must go.
“You okay?” I ask.
“I have to go,” he says. “I’ll talk to you in a few days.”
“What’s the matter?” I respond. “Talk to me.”
“I’m just so proud of you,” he says crying. “I wish I had 

been around more. I wish I would’ve been a better father.”
“That’s the past, dad. Let’s talk and act different now.”
He calms, and the conversation ends with me, feeling 

uncomfortable with his crying; him, wanting to tell me 
something meaningful, but lacking courage. We stumble 
together, moving awkwardly and absent harmful intentions. 
Missing each other.

*
May 2009. I enter my father’s house; the house in which 

I lived from 1982 until 1994 and the house in which he has 
lived, by himself, since 1994; the house where I lived much 
of my youth; the house I haven’t visited in more than a 
decade. I walk throughout to see what has and has not 
changed. I enter my former bedroom.

“I haven’t touched anything,” he says.
Time hasn’t touched the space: swimming ribbons 

from 1987 still decorate the wall; with exception of the 
comforter, the bed is the same; the desk with remnants of 
grade school—pencils, broken crayons, stickers, scented 
erasers; a wood box filled with once-loved stuffed animal 
toys—a sock monkey, two Cabbage Patch kids (“Brendon” 
and “Veronica”), and Teddy Ruxpin, a 1980s “talking 
bear” who moves its mouth with the playing of a cassette 
tape. I approach the large bookcase and see autographed 
baseballs, an altered Golf magazine cover on which my 
face graces the cover, and five father–son golf trophies.

“You haven’t touched anything.” I say, somewhat 
ambivalent.

“Nope. I didn’t want to touch your things.”
I try to make meaning of his comment, the untouched 

room, and us, as father–son. I sense that my father has 
missed me living there, of us being together. I recognize 
that even in the rough times, the times when I didn’t speak 
to him (out of a fear of coming out) and he not speaking to 
me (after having came out), our lack of talk did not moti-
vate him to remove my awards, replace the furniture of 
my youth, trash my toys, or hide our trophies. I regret 
thinking that I disliked him for thinking he disliked me, 
regret thinking how our relational experiences may have 
been different had I just said or done something differ-
ently or had he called me out on my lack of openness with 

him. I regret not saying how much I appreciate the 
unchanged room.

In May 2010, I take my partner into the room to show 
him the artifacts from my youth. My dad, following us in, 
once again says, “I haven’t touched anything.”

“You haven’t,” I respond, somewhat ambivalent.
“Nope,” he continues. “This is your room and these are 

your things. I won’t touch them.”
*

Missing each other: My father says he likes my partner, 
but never asks about our well-being or life together. I also 
don’t ask my father about why he doesn’t ask about us.

Missing each other: My father and I talk a few times 
each week, but only about certain topics: the weather, 
work, the lives of friends and family. I make no effort to 
change topics.

Missing each other: My father hates his business—a  
restaurant—but is not skilled in any other trade. Recently, 
a drunken man punched him in the face. Off-duty police 
officers who happened to be in the restaurant restrained the 
man; had they not I believe my father would’ve shot the 
man with one of his many guns. At least he says he would. 
I only listen.

Missing each other: Telling me he’s lonely; me, listening 
more.

Missing each other: Knowing that he hasn’t been to a 
doctor in nearly a decade and knowing his diet is terrible, 
consisting of gobs of red meat and all-you-can-eat buffets. 
Knowing he doesn’t have health insurance, and that he has 
no savings or equity. Knowing that his business is failing, 
has been trying to hold off debtors for years, and has 
recently sold his living room furniture to make a car pay-
ment. Knowing, but not acknowledging.

Missing each other: Waiting for the call that says he’s 
been attacked again, or that he’s had a heart attack, or that 
he’s killed himself. “I never want to be diagnosed with can-
cer, trapped in a hospital, or be put in a nursing home,” he’ll 
often say. “I will kill myself first.”

Missing each other: Feeling guilty for writing these 
words, but not knowing what else to say.

Missing each other: longing for, regretting absence, feel-
ing loss.

Missing each other: failing to meet, losing connection, 
talking past.

Missing each other: Deciding to write—as talking, liv-
ing, being together hasn’t worked.

Coda
June 2010: One month after writing a draft of this essay, my 
father was diagnosed with colon cancer. I spent a week with 
him as the cancer was surgically removed—a week in the 
hospital tending to his needs: feeding him ice, replacing 
soiled bed sheets, helping him walk again. When he 
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returned home, he placed an announcement in the local 
paper thanking everyone for support, especially his sister, 
lawyer, and someone named “Anthony Adams.” While 
Anthony is my legal name, I have never used Anthony 
around my friends and family. Never. To mess up my 
name—to put a name I do not and have never used makes 
me feel unrecognizable. Missing each other.

*
March 2011: Two days after my birthday my father calls 

crying, upset that he did not call me on the day itself. I tell 
him that his miss is okay—I knew he had his turbulent health 
on his mind. But my words do not seem to provide much 
comfort. He calls again, later that same day, and apologizes, 
again. He calls the next day too, and again, apologizes. I tell 
him that I accept his apology and that I appreciate his call. But 
I then ask myself whether I am letting him go too easily, or if 
I should be upset that my father missed my birthday. Again. A 
miss that has happened most every year of the last decade.

*
I am encouraged by Ron Pelias (this issue), Jonathan 

Wyatt (this issue), and Chris Patti (this issue) to connect to 
my father while he is still physically here, before he 
becomes only a memory, disembodied feeling, or guiding 
spirit. “You still have time,” I hear them all say, in chorus, 
lovingly—a sentiment that makes me feel like a failure if I 
do not. But I feel like I cannot connect with him, nor do I 
have much desire to do so. I am still figuring out how to do 
us, how we work best, and maybe that is what our relation-
ship means to me: we are doing better together, talking and 
visiting more often, but I do not want him involved in many 
aspects of my life. I fear being judged or ridiculed, and I do 
not want to open scabbed wounds. Missing each other: at 
times it feels like progress and at other times failure. Maybe 
missing is the proper way we, he and I, should be.
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Dear Dad,

I have been searching for you all my life.
I have never been able to locate you.
You have, at times, seemed so distant, so absent.
At others, you were all up in my face, demanding, con-

trolling, stepping on my toes.
You worked a lot. Seven days a week, you were mostly gone. 

You came home tired, and you collapsed in front of the TV.
When I was little, I wanted you to play with me.
I remember vividly when you stopped. When you were in 

seminary, we used to toss the ball around, play catch. Then 
one day, you were too busy. And I never saw you that way 
again, as my pal, as someone who would play with me.

After that, you just seemed mad.
And tired.
And sometimes, sad.
And through all of it, I just wanted to know you, wanted 

to feel close to you, wanted your approval.
Sometimes, I would wish for a new dad.
Sometimes, I would wish you would lose your job.
Sometimes, I would toss the baseball to myself, pretend-

ing it was you throwing me a fly ball.
Sometimes, I would wonder what it would be like if you 

sat with me, read me a story, hung out with me, wanted to 
know me.

Then, one day, your brother died. Soon, your dad and 
sister died too.

After that, you were sad a lot.
But we never really talked. I wanted to . . . you probably 

did too. But we never did.
When I was a teenager, I decided to do whatever  

I wanted. You became irrelevant, though you didn’t think so. 
It was too late. I was growing up without you.

After that, we were both angry—for a long time, mostly 
with each other. We fell into conflict, and we never came out.

Sometimes, I wonder if it could have been different.
Sometimes, I wonder what it would have been like if I 

had found you.
Somehow, I never did.

Your son,
Chris

Background
The true tragic understory of Homer’s Odyssey is not the 
trials faced by Odysseus, or the terrible loneliness faced by 
his wife Penelope. The real tragic, painful story is the story 
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Abstract
Father–son relationships can be tricky, often fraught with tension or bogged down in painful shared histories. Writing about 
these relationships is similarly tricky, and fraught with various tensions. As an accidental ethnographer who follows the 
organic flow of my own emergent writing—and who wholeheartedly embraces writing into and through communication 
problems—I have written my way into some messy little corners while writing about others. But I have also stumbled into 
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of Odysseus’s son, Telemachus, who did not know what to 
do when faced with the dilemma of Penelope’s suitors over-
taking the kingdom Odysseus left behind when he ventured 
off into the world. Abandoned at an early age by a father he 
barely knew, Telemachus had very little to work with in his 
own quest to become a man (Homer, 2011).

The troubled relations between fathers and sons consti-
tutes an archetypal form, carried across history and through 
literature, from the Torah (the story of Abraham and Isaac 
may often be read as a story of faith, but it can also be inter-
preted as the story of a misguided father) to the ancient 
Homeric epics to the Christian tale of Jesus’ suffering and 
crucifixion (“Father, why have you forsaken me?”), to the 
tales of medieval knights questing after something lost 
(Johnson, 1989), and on into our modern literature and the 
so-called “men’s movement” of the 1990s. Walker Percy 
(1999a, 1999b), for example, works out the problematics of 
a father who committed suicide. Robert Bly’s Iron John 
(1990) and Sam Keen’s Fire in the Belly (1992) both deal 
with the question of what it is to be a man, often with a con-
flicted father–son relationship, in our postmodern era. 
Meanwhile, Samuel Osherson’s (2001) psychological study 
directly addresses the sense of loss many men feel in search-
ing for their fathers, and coming up short. In our own qualita-
tive circle, the torn or ruptured relationship between fathers 
and sons has been chronicled by the likes of Bud Goodall 
(2006), Ron Pelias (2004), Art Bochner (2008), and Tony 
Adams (2006). I have written about this problem myself, in 
my book Accidental Ethnography: An Inquiry into Family 
Secrecy (Poulos, 2009).

And, of course, there are the fine contributors to this spe-
cial issue, each working out the father–son story in unique 
and compelling ways.

In this article, I want to trace the contours of a troubled 
relationship, with the aim of considering the notion of how 
we might write our fathers into our autoethnographic and 
performative works, while hoping to explore the possibili-
ties of relational breakthroughs coming about in and through 
the writing itself. 

Deep Background
“Quiet! You better behave, boy!”
“You’re crying? I’ll give you something to cry about!”
“Shut your mouth, boy!”
“Don’t do as I do, do as I say!”
 “You will eat those lima beans. Or you won’t be going to 
bed.”
 “Oh, hell. You haven’t worked a day in your life. You 
don’t know what work is.”
“Don’t cry, son. Be a man.”
“Gained some weight, haven’t you?”
 “A ‘C’ in conduct? How do you get a ‘C’ in conduct? 
What’s wrong with you?”

“You’re wrong!”
“Be a man.”
“You’re out of the will!”

I have always had a troubled relationship with my father. 
Since my earliest memories, I cannot recall a time when I did 
not feel afraid of him. I have, for most of my life, lived under 
a shadow of threat. The words between us, though often hurt-
ful, are really only a small part of the whole story. As I have 
claimed in my book, Accidental Ethnography: An Inquiry 
into Family Secrecy (Poulos, 2009), my “narrative inheri-
tance” (Goodall, 2005) is caught up in a complex multigen-
erational web of brooding, anger, strained-heavy silence, 
dark threat, innuendo, physical intimidation, lost opportunity, 
alcoholism, depression, secrecy, stoicism, trapped or sup-
pressed emotion, impression management, communicative 
rigidity, overactive face-work (i.e., heightened concern for 
self-presentation), harsh critical judgment of others, and 
pain. Much of the story of my family of origin has been an 
unhappy one. My relationship with my father is, I believe, 
emblematic of that unhappiness.

My father’s (probably) lifelong battle with depression 
(which remains largely untreated, though there were short 
periods when he took antidepressants) is both a central 
thread of his own narrative inheritance (I suspect his sib-
lings and parents all battled with this affliction as well) and 
at the center of the trouble in our relationship. In my father’s 
family, the communication patterns involved the family in 
constant argument, baiting and “bickering,” and the open 
threat of disownment, pronounced readily by my grandfa-
ther, who had, in fact, disowned his own father. So the com-
municative enactment of the family affliction often took the 
form of violent conflict, with the so-called “silent treatment” 
as the ongoing, strained follow-up to the regular explosions 
of anger that took place seemingly over the smallest slights.

Words (and hints, and looks, and variations in tone) have 
power.

Words (and their companions) have the power to harm. 
And to heal. And to harm again (Hyde, 2006).

The life stories that unfolded from the family legacy of 
depression, conflict, and violence have been deeply rup-
tured life stories (stories of crisis, or split). My father’s sib-
lings both died before they hit midlife. His father died of 
“heart failure,” and his mother died alone and deeply 
depressed, living out her final years in the urine-soaked 
glory of one of those fine establishments we euphemisti-
cally call a “nursing home” but which most of us recognize 
as a dying home.

My son Eli refers to these places as “God’s waiting 
room.”

Enough said.
On the other side of the family—the family my father 

married into—hovered the ongoing, often silent/secretive, 
killer affliction of alcoholism, a family disease that takes 
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root and tends to spread both genetically and behaviorally 
across generations. They say that every family tree has fer-
mented fruit; ours has more than its share. Some have been 
loud, flamboyant drunks; some were angry, raging drunks; 
others have silently sipped themselves to death. Most of the 
rest of the family has just stumbled deep into denial, rarely 
mentioning the disease.

All told, the narrative inheritance of my clan is a tale of 
extraordinary difficulties in that simplest and most impor-
tant of human activities—namely, relating.

And it is not just in the father–son relationship that these 
difficulties arise, but rather in all relationships. Still, for 
whatever reason, it is in the relations between fathers and 
sons that the arc of the story achieves its greatest intensity. 
This is also the space in which the violence lurking under 
the shared anger actually springs forth from time to time. As 
for how this pattern began to emerge in my own family of 
origin, I suspect that, in some sense, the births of his two 
sons (my older brother Mike, in early 1957, and me, 18 
months later), may have served as something of a “trigger” 
that deepened the hold his affliction had on him. As docu-
mented as recently as the May 19, 2010 issue of The Wall 
Street Journal (Wang, 2010), new evidence has emerged 
that men, as well as women, can suffer so-called “postpar-
tum” depression, with men exhibiting an inability to bond 
with the child, as well as unchecked anger, and, potentially 
at least, abusive tendencies.

Intriguingly, birth itself—at least the two that I have wit-
nessed, my own sons, both of which were “emergency” 
birth situations—is, from one perspective, a somewhat vio-
lent “tearing away” of the child from the only home it has 
known, the safe and protected haven of the mother’s womb. 
In my own case, what seems to have flowed from the 
moment of my birth is a series of early life incidents that I 
can only describe as conflicted, painful, and threatening. As 
a small child, I came to believe, very early on, that no mat-
ter what I did, I was under the threat of anger, violence, or 
retribution. I came to fear my father’s footsteps, and his 
words—and his belt.

Anxiety became my most constant companion. For what-
ever reason, it appears that my father could not accept me as 
I was. He could not offer the unconditional love that is due 
to each child from its parents. He simply did not have it to 
give. So he took it upon himself to try to control me, which 
was, for different reasons tied to my own personality, 
doomed to fail. I was rebellious. But at the same time, I also 
came to believe, at some point in my early life, that there 
must be something wrong with me. It seemed to me, that no 
matter what I did—if I did what I was told, or if I did not; if 
I was a “good” boy or a “bad” boy; if I performed well or 
made a mistake—all actions had similar likely (or potential) 
consequences, which might be summarized, in a word, as 
the disapproval of my father. Outwardly, these consequences 

ranged from outright physical punishment (some might say 
abuse) to angry reprisal to shouting to silent scorn to simply 
being told, in subtle and not so subtle ways, that I didn’t 
“measure up,” that I was “less than” or that I was simply not 
adequate to the demands of being a human being. Inwardly, 
I came to believe that I was defective, that I somehow 
deserved my father’s disapproval, that how I was being 
treated was a natural outgrowth of my own unacceptability.

As my therapist now informs me, so many years later, a 
natural part of the self-centeredness of children is to inter-
nalize the abusive actions of our significant others. After all, 
since it doesn’t make sense that the person the child idolizes—
the father—would treat the child that way for no particular 
reason, or that the father has his own issues, it must be true 
that there is something wrong with the son. So, I came to 
understand myself as worthy of loathing.

It may seem that I want to lament this relationship, or 
that I want to blame my father for the myriad problems I 
have faced later in life. But that is not true. What I want to 
say, however, is that I offer this story as deep, dark back-
ground for a brighter story that emerges from it—the craft-
ing of a new narrative inheritance for my own sons. And, 
somewhat surprisingly, this project leans into a newly 
emerging narrative (a new chapter, if you will) in the story 
of my relationship with my father. But first, I must acknowl-
edge that this family legacy does not have a pretty begin-
ning, that it begins with a dark turn. My family is haunted 
by a multigenerational story of abusive, depressive, repres-
sive, violent treatment of sons by fathers.

That is our tragic understory. That is the narrative inheri-
tance I have been granted. At least I have something to work 
with. I like a good story. And many good stories start with a 
conflict.

Stumbling Into Relating
My writing about this violates the family “rule” of silence 
and secrecy. We don’t talk about things like this. We don’t 
“air our dirty laundry.” My ongoing contention, in doing 
this kind of writing, and in teaching about such issues, is 
that the rule itself is a reified structural component of the 
family dysfunction, that communication sheds light upon 
the darker contours of our being—and that, if we are to 
overcome the painful, destructive forces of family conflict, 
we simply have to talk and write about such things. To put 
it bluntly, the silencing rule is at the heart of the family’s 
affliction.

Sadly, without intervention, the family is on its death-
bed, fallen into a coma. If we are to ever revive the patient, 
we are going to have to do a heart transplant.

So, I determined long ago that I simply had no choice.  
I am called to write these stories into being. Naturally, I am 
keenly aware, every time I write, that my perspective on 
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these matters is my own and only my own. Part of my fam-
ily legacy is that disagreement about matters big and small 
is the central, most prominent dynamic that plays out in our 
communication. We have been locked, for many years, in a 
“conflict spiral” (Wilmot & Hocker, 2001, p. 52). So, it is 
very likely that almost nobody in my family would confirm 
any given characterization, portrait, attribution, or narrative 
line I would give to any given circumstance that arose. My 
story of my father beating me with his belt in a fit of rage 
may well be his story of an unruly child getting his proper 
comeuppance. That, of course, is the nature of narrative—
and possibly even its point—a story is always told from a 
particular point of view.

So, I could simply claim that what I am doing is writing 
my own story, and that others should, if so moved, write 
their versions. And I am actually in favor of this idea. 
Indeed, I wish my entire family would write the story of our 
lives. I think it would not only be fascinating but also, very 
likely, therapeutic, as it has been for me.

But I don’t think I’m off the hook here. I still feel a call 
to responsibility, to ethics, in crafting my autoethnogra-
phies. How can I write others into my story in ways that 
show what I profess to believe—that we ought to practice a 
dialogic ethic of care in all our relationships?

According to some communication ethicists (Dalai 
Lama, 2001; Hyde, 2006), the possibility of this happening, 
in conflicted or ruptured relationships, may be born from 
the twin energies of forgiveness and compassion. The 
capacity to forgive, and to feel for and with another with 
empathy and compassion, can seem like a tall order, espe-
cially in cases where abuse is part of the legacy. In my own 
case, it is a slow process—a gradual awakening—that has 
occurred over a period of years.

Three moments I stumbled into have opened new doorways 
for me in my quest to rewrite my relationship with my dad.

These sorts of things always seem to happen in the 
kitchen.

Snakes, Checkers, and Photographs
The first moment was a major fight—which nearly came to 
blows—over, of all things, snakes.

Snakes.
It began innocuously enough. We were chatting pleas-

antly, or so I thought, about a place I love dearly, a deep 
glacier-fed high mountain freshwater lake in northwestern 
Montana—a place I have visited many times over the 
years, but which my father has visited only twice. Yet his 
limited experience does not hinder his profession of exper-
tise in this situation. In the middle of this conversation, my 
dad says,

“Well, you know that place is crawling with water 
snakes. It’s a big lake.”

“Yes, dad, it is big. But there are no snakes there. The 
place is too cold. They have a saying in Montana ‘ten 
months of winter, two months of relatives.’”

“The place is crawling with snakes, dammit! I went 
to the library and looked it up! Water moccasins 
everywhere.”

“Oh, now you are just lying. There are no snakes 
there, goddammit!”

Feeling the heat, and knowing I have gone too far, I leave 
the room, walk upstairs and cross the kitchen to get a drink 
of water and cool off. I hear something behind me, and turn 
to see my father, a large man in his sixties (I am in my late 
thirties at the time), advancing toward me, face red, fists 
clenched. It looks as if his plan at that moment is to punch 
me, probably in the face. It has been years since I have tol-
erated him hitting me. So, I say,

“Dad, are you going to hit me?”

And he stops in his tracks.

“Because if that’s your plan, we should probably take 
this outside.”
I walk out the front door, into the front yard, and wait.
He follows me.
So, I say,

“Dad, what’s going on? Are we really fighting over 
snakes? Neither of us knows anything about snakes, 
or cares about snakes, or has ever read a book about 
snakes. And we both know it. What’s this really 
about?”

“Well, I read a book. And it said there were snakes in 
that part of the country.”

“O.K., dad. Have it your way. But what’s this really 
about?”

After a long pause, my father says, “You have never lis-
tened to me. You always argue with what I say. When you 
were fourteen, I tried to coach your baseball team, tried to 
teach you how to hit, but you wouldn’t listen. You had to 
have it your way. You always questioned my authority.”

And I say, “I’m sorry, dad. That’s not what I meant to do.”
A month later, now in graduate school, I am confronted 

by the need to write a paper on leadership. Part of the 
assignment is to interview three leaders we respect. My 
father, an Episcopal priest, has been the leader of various 
congregations for over thirty years. So, I call him and ask 
him if I can interview him.

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


Poulos 201

I can tell he is pleased.
And, in that simple conversation, a new perspective 

emerged: I saw my dad in a new light, as a man with a need 
to be a respected leader, and with some measure of a gift for 
this role.

And I realized that my story of his insistence on having 
his way was his story of an obstreperous child who needed 
to be taught something.

Respect, perhaps.
The second moment occurred quite by happenstance—

or so I thought.
Several years after our legendary snake-fight, I wan-

dered into my parents’ kitchen, and there, at the kitchen 
table, was my son, Noah, about six at the time, happily play-
ing checkers and laughing it up with his grandfather, my 
dad. And what came to me in that moment was the rule we 
invoked in nearly all our childhood games in which a dis-
pute over what happened arose: The sacred “do-over” rule. 
If, for example, one side in a game of street baseball thought 
the player was thrown out, but the other side was sure he 
was safe, a bit of argument would ensue. But when things 
got close to heated, someone would call out, “Do-over!” 
This was, as I said, a sacred invocation. We did not question 
the do-over. We just proceeded.

So, as I watched my dad and Noah playing checkers, it 
hit me. Maybe he wasn’t such a great father. But at that 
moment, he was being a pretty good grandpa. So maybe, I 
thought, he’s getting a do-over.

And a wave of compassion entered my heart.
The third moment, also in my parents’ kitchen, is a story I 

tell in the opening of my book. The gist is that I happened 
upon a photograph, which, it turned out, was a picture of my 
great grandfather, who I had never seen or heard a single 
word about. His story was the revelation of a dark family 
secret, a story of abandonment and betrayal and retribution—
the story that ended in my grandfather “disowning” his father, 
and, in turn, passing along the threat of cut family ties to the 
next generation whenever anyone got slightly out of line. 
This legacy was translated into my father’s ongoing (to this 
day) (only half-joking) threat: “You’re out of the will!”

But as I learned the story behind the photograph, I saw 
my dad, somewhat surprisingly, begin to really enjoy telling 
the story. A secret held for over fifty years, revealed sponta-
neously like this, seemed to lift a weight from his shoulders. 
His face began to light up, and he started chuckling as the 
story unfolded. What had been, for so long, a forbidden 
topic of story or conversation, was suddenly fair game. And 
so I began to see how I might begin inquiring about other 
family stories, and secrets, and patterns of interaction. The 
result has been a few nearly magical conversations with my 
dad, conversations that began to pave new pathways toward 
the possibility of our relating in a different way.

In these three moments, I find hope.
In these three moments, I find openings to possibility.

In these three moments, I find a new tone, and possibly a 
new chapter, in the story of our relating . . .

And then, there are my sons, Eli and Noah, who have 
been great sources of joy in my life. We began with clear, 
unmitigated, unfiltered, unconditional love and deep atten-
tion. And what has unfolded is genuine dialogue (Poulos, 
2008), and abiding, mutual, unconditional positive regard 
(Rogers, 1980). We have rarely had conflict, and there is 
much joy in our relating.

A do-over, indeed.
All of which gets me to thinking: Perhaps, if we are open to 

it, we may find ourselves stumbling into new ways of relating.
Perhaps we can craft new narrative trajectories for trou-

bled relationships via the simple act of seeing the other in a 
new light, or sharing a story, or asking a question.

Perhaps we can find our fathers by granting a “do-over.” 
Perhaps I can come to know my father in a new way, by hon-
oring him for who he is, rather than who I expect him to be.

Perhaps compassion and forgiveness can, in the end, 
take us by surprise.
Dear Dad,

There you are . . . I am glad I found you—or at least, part 
of you—before it was too late. Maybe we could hang out a 
little. Maybe we could go do something, like go to a ball-
game, or maybe you could tell me some more stories about 
your life. I would like that.
Love,
Chris
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The Past in the Present:  The 
Narrative Museum of Other 
People’s Memories
When I enter the narrative I have created for my father I 
enter a word and image museum. Once inside I pause to 
consider where best to spend my time, because despite the 
fact that this narrative museum has few physical artifacts, it 
offers a large space for wonder and imagining. It is a place 
for connecting stories and fragments of stories with real 
people and events to make whole, or nearly whole, a coher-
ent account of the complex and contradictory man who was 
Harold Lloyd Goodall. As usual, I begin with the oldest 
artifacts in the museum and find particular significance in 
three fragments of stories that reveal a consistent pattern of 
secrecy.

It was August 1, 1944. We were flying a mission out 
of the south of England to bomb a German airfield 
installation near Tours, France. On the first pass, we 
missed it. You’d think we could hit an airfield. The 
Captain turned us around to make another run.

That’s when we got hit. I was the tail gunner and 
fortunately escaped injury. But Staff Sergeant Goodall 
was the radio operator and took shrapnel in his legs 
and back. The only thing that saved him was the con-
sole. Protected his upper body.

When I reached him he was in great pain. I used my 
morphine to calm him down and did what I could for 
his wounds.

About half the plane was gone. Blown all to hell by 
the antiaircraft guns. But somehow the Captain got 
us safely back to base on two engines, which was a 
miracle in and of itself. They decommissioned the 
plane after that, as it wouldn’t have made sense to try 
to repair it. That was rare in those “use everything 
again” war days, but the damage was too extensive.

Duke survived and did several weeks—or maybe it 
was longer—in the hospital. But his war was over. 
They shipped him home shortly after that.

Who was Duke? Sandra asked. The fellow she was inter-
viewing, Ansil Miller, was pretty old so maybe he had 
switched channels and was talking about someone else.

Lloyd Goodall. Everyone called him Duke. Ansil 
sounded a little miffed. Everyone called him Duke, he 
repeated.

Sandra reported her interview with Ansil to me. I was 
puzzled. Duke? My father had a nickname? I asked if she 
asked Mr. Miller why my father was called Duke.

She smiled. She read verbatim from her notes: Oh, that’s 
easy. Because he carried himself royally.
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The Fatherland Museum
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Abstract
How do we make sense out of the lives of our fathers? Do we rely on a well-worn family narrative that omits complications 
or unresolved tensions or deeper mysteries, or do we question what we claim to know and dig deeper for details? If we 
choose to reenter the past with new questions, what might we find there? What artifacts, stories, secrets, and memories 
do we bring into the revised narrative? And what might be the longer term effects of revising that narrative on how we 
understand our own lives as well as the lives and understandings of those family members who come after us? This narrative 
essay explores those issues in relation to the life of my father, Harold Lloyd Goodall, Sr.
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Yes, I could see that. How he carried himself. He stood 
tall, shoulders squared, face tilted upward and slightly for-
ward. Always impeccably dressed. Always calm, cool, and 
collected. Preferred gin to vodka; had meticulously mani-
cured fingernails and never left the house without a stiletto. 
But I never knew he had a nickname.

***

He mentioned, once, and then only in a kind of mel-
ancholy way, that he had played the trumpet in the 
1939 World’s Fair. He added, almost as an after 
thought, that on that day he played in front of the 
King and Queen of England.

I never believed this fanciful story. How could I? 
When he told it to me, way out there when we lived 
in the wilds of old Wyoming, he was mostly gone 
away to that place he went to in the company of gin 
and memories. The distance between where we were 
living then, at 2817 Henderson Drive, in Cheyenne, 
Wyoming, and him playing for British royalty in 

New York City, was more than could adequately be 
measured on any map I was then aware of.

I should have believed him. I learned from Warren 
Bills, his high school pal, that their high school band 
won the 1939 State Championship and their reward 
was a trip to the Big Apple, where, yes indeed, they 
played before the King and Queen of England.

Mr. Bills ended up a professional musician. Bills went 
far in the music world, producing Perry Como and 
Patti Page in addition to serving as the musical 
director for the Lawrence Welk Show.

Moreover, Lloyd Goodall, aka Duke, is remembered 
by his surviving friends for a soulful jazz trumpet 
performance he gave one perfect Easter Sunday in 
1941. He stood alone and proud on a giant sundial 
overlooking the river just behind the Kelly-Hatfield 
Mansion and blew the horn for the assembled guests. 
“I can still see him plain as day in my mind,” Bill 
Hastings recalled. “He was beautiful.”

I never heard my Dad play the trumpet. One of the casu-
alties of what he called “the loud bloody nightmarish hell” 
of war was his eardrum and with it, his pitch.

***

Bill Hastings had known my father all of his life. They 
had grown up a block from each other, played 
together, went to school with each other, and enlisted 
in the Navy1 on the same day. But never during their 
shared history did Bill Hastings remember my father 
disclosing much that was personal about himself.

What he does recall is perhaps more revealing about 
my father’s life . . . Hastings remembers vividly a 
clear, cold January day in early 1955, downtown in 
Huntington at the bus depot, on his routine way to 
work, whereupon he suddenly came upon my father. 
My father was leaning against the depot wall, casu-
ally smoking a cigarette, wearing a well-tailored blue 
suit and crisp white shirt and dark tie.

Bill shouted “Lloyd!”

My father turned and looked at him. His expression 
gave away nothing.

“Lloyd? Lloyd Goodall! It’s me, Bill Hastings!”

My father just stared at him for what Hastings 
remembers as a “long time,” then abruptly turned, 

Figure 1. Harold Goodall picture taken outside 65th General 
Hospital
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tossed the butt of his cigarette into the gutter, and 
walked away.

When Bill Hastings told us this story I didn’t know what 
to say. The summer of 1955 was the turning point in my 
father’s clandestine career. He went from working under 
cover as a veterans affairs officer in Martinsburg, West 
Virginia to vice consul of the United States in Rome, Italy.

Why he didn’t want to be recognized by Bill Hastings is 
a mystery to me, but it fits into a larger pattern of erasure 
evident in my father’s records. He seemed intent on remov-
ing any trace of his past life in America from his new life, 
his secret life that he was entering overseas.

***

The Present Through the Past: 
The Narrative Museum of My Own 
Memories

When I enter the narrative I have created for my father I 
enter a word and image museum, but it is also a museum of 
echoes that replay his voice and our conversations, that 
replay my mother’s voice and her conversations with me 
about him, and when I reenter those conversations they 
always take me to the exact same place, a place of prema-
ture silence:

My father died, either in Virginia or Maryland, at the 
age of 53 on the night of March 12, 1976. My mother 
told me that he died at home in his bed in Hagerstown, 
Maryland, but the Social Security Death Index indi-
cates that he was pronounced dead in Virginia, 
although it doesn’t say where in Virginia.

I had doubts, even then, that he died at home.

The reason for his death was a mystery.

My mother said that she requested an autopsy 
because three days before he died he had been told 
that he was run down due to a bad cold and just 
needed some bed rest. He was given “a shot of some-
thing” and sent home. A doctor he saw at the 
Veteran’s Administration Hospital supposedly gave 
him this diagnosis and the shot, but my mother 
couldn’t recall the name of the doctor and the hospi-
tal records do not show that he had any appoint-
ments in March.

Nor did I ever see a report of an autopsy. One year later, 
close to the anniversary of his death, my mother told me 
that she had been informed—by “the government”—that 

he had died of “multiple bleeding abscesses on both 
lungs.” This was about the time of a news report that 
Legionnaire’s Disease was responsible for the deaths of 
several men, all veterans, in Philadelphia, all of whom 
had also died of multiple bleeding abscesses on their 
lungs. My mother claimed that “the government” now 
believed that my father, too, had died of Legionnaire’s 
Disease.

That may or may not be true.

My mother never showed me the letter “from the 
government” that supposedly provided her with this 
information. She told me she had “thrown it away.” I 
have no doubt that she had done precisely that, if, in 
fact, there had ever been a letter in the first place. But 
by then, by March of 1977, I was so disillusioned with 
the idea of truth in relation to my father’s life, much 
less his death, that I didn’t pursue it.

He had led a secret life. And even in death, she kept 
his secrets.

When I say, as I did above, that this is a narrative of my 
creation, I mean exactly that. It is a narrative constructed 
out of fragments, stories, images, my memories, and other 
people’s memories about my father that I have assembled 
into a more or less coherent whole. That it has a “coherent 
whole” does not mean it provides a full account:

My disillusionment with the truth about my father 
began the day after his funeral. Gilbert Hovermale, 
our attorney, gave me a key to a safety deposit box 
and said “your father wanted you to have this.”

My mother and I were in Hovermale’s small cramped 
office for the reading of my father’s Last Will and 
Testament. My mother was in bad shape, barely 
functioning in the daylight over the heavy sedation 
required to get her to sleep, and I worried that she 
might commit suicide. She had told me, repeatedly, 
that she “just wanted to die.”

I took the key, put it in my pocket, and didn’t think any 
more about it. In fact, I didn’t visit our bank to open 
the deposit box until two or three days later, and I 
only went there then because it was on my way to the 
pharmacy.

I don’t know what I expected to find. Papers, perhaps. 
Another insurance policy, maybe. I can’t recall.

Instead I found two items. There was a diary and 
a dog-eared, heavily marked up copy of F. Scott 

 at NEIU Ronald Williams Library on July 9, 2012qix.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qix.sagepub.com/


206  Qualitative Inquiry 18(2)

Fitzgerald’s novel, The Great Gatsby. These two items 
were what my father wanted me to have? Why?

I opened the diary and recognized his signature in 
the top right hand corner of the first page. My 
father’s signed name, like his life, was a carefully 
constructed series of perfectly composed, by-the-
rules actions, angled slightly to the right. To the 
casual observer his handwriting was entirely ordi-
nary and his penmanship, like his life, easily read-
able. If it was true that a man’s signature reveals 
something about his character, then the character 
revealed here was that of a man who cared what 
people thought about his handwriting, and upon 
further reflection, about his life.

If I thought anything was odd about his handwriting, 
it was only the raw fact of it being used to keep a 
diary. I didn’t know he kept one. As far as I knew, my 
father never had been a diarist. So the fact that he 
kept a diary, coupled with a clearly well worn copy of 
Gatsby, and that these two items were the sum total of 
my personal inheritance from him—that was what I 
thought was unusual.

“Your father wanted you to have this,” Hovermale 
had said when he handed me the key. I had asked him 
if he knew what was in the box. “No,” he had replied. 
That was all he said.

I turned the page and began reading. What my father 
had given me was a story about his life. Not all of it—it 
was, after all, a diary and not an autobiography—but 
enough of it to present me with what I would later learn 
to call “a relational identity crisis.” He had passed 
along a story of a man whom I had called “Dad” for 
the past twenty-three years but who was not really my 
father. My father had been an ordinary government 
worker who had retired on full disability from the 
Veteran’s Administration. The story I read was about an 
extraordinary man with my father’s name who worked 
for a clandestine organization, a man who ran illegal 
operations during the Cold War, a “case officer” who 
communicated using codebooks.

The Great Gatsby and a Holy Bible were named as 
his “codebooks.” The former for London, the lat-
ter, appropriately, I thought, for Rome. I held his 
copy of Gatsby in my hands. The Bible was more 
of a mystery. I supposed there might once have 
been one among his possessions, although the 
days of my father being a religious man seemed 
distant.

There were also names laced throughout the diary.  
J. Bert Shroeder. Frank Wisner. Allen Dulles. James 
Angleton. William Colby. Clare Boothe Luce. Abbe 
Lane. Bill Harvey. Kim Philby. Angleton, again. 
Philby, again. Richard Nixon. Frank Rizzo. Angleton, 
yet again.

There were lists of dates and places, as well as a 
name given in all capital letters that dominated the 
last few pages, something or someone called CHAOS. 
It sounded too much like an acronym to be anything 
but an acronym. BROOKLANE, too, but I thought I 
knew what those letters referred to and it wasn’t an 
acronym at all. It was a psychiatric center located in 
rural Pennsylvania. I had “visited” my father on that 
“farm” several times.

The last entry was difficult to make out. Maybe his 
usually fine handwriting had deteriorated with his 
illness or perhaps he was just less sure of himself 
toward the end. I could only make out the words: 
“Church committee.”

His diary didn’t come with a note to me or with any 
instructions. What was I suppose to think, or to do, 
with it? What did he intend for me to do with this new 
information?

I had no idea.

So it was that my memories of my father, the kind and 
generous, seemingly ordinary man whom I had known, 
became intertwined with words in his diary and with pas-
sages from The Great Gatsby.

The childhood father who was absent a lot due to his 
work “for the government” in real life had a new source of 
explanation in spy fiction. The thoughtful father who 
returned from those places, places he seldom mentioned by 
name, with a toy or a surprise for me, became blurred with 
scenes from spy novels and films, wherein the hero grabs 
some token for the child on his way out of a bad place, 
escaping from the bad guys.

After I discovered his secret life, I rarely spoke of it. I 
was 23 years old and I knew I wasn’t emotionally equipped 
for it. I wasn’t narratively equipped for it, either. The well-
known storylines of the life I thought I knew were disrupted 
by a truth that ran parallel to it until that truth collided with 
it. Because I could not resolve the two stories I opted for the 
one I knew best. So when people asked about my parents, I 
found myself repeating the same half-truths that my parents 
told to me when I was growing up: My father worked “for 
the government.” My Mom was a nurse. We moved every 
couple of years. And so on.
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Nevertheless, and without any conscious effort to reveal 
my secrets, there are clues to my ongoing internal narrative 
struggle in my published work for the next two decades. 
Throughout the 1980s I wrote about organizations, power 
relationships, analogic codes and bureaucratic betrayals, 
and the “plural present” of cultural identities where by day 
we live a role we are paid to perform and by night we reas-
sume another one. In 1991 I dropped a bombshell chapter 
called “The Truth of My Experience” into Living in the 
Rock n Roll Mystery, wherein I revealed the parts of the spy 
story I knew (see Goodall, 1991).

But it wasn’t until after 9/11 and our family conversa-
tions darkened with the ominous weight of a run-up to war 
and of a war culture of fear being manufactured daily by the 
Bush administration, that I decided to reenter the museum 
of Fatherland. In those early days while all of us were deal-
ing with the aftershock of the attack and steadying ourselves 
for the likelihood of another one or something worse, com-
ing to terms with the truth seemed more urgent.

But that wasn’t the only reason. My reentry came at the 
request of our son, Nic, who asked questions I couldn’t 
answer about my parents, or at least I could not answer 
truthfully. From my father I inherited an incomplete narra-
tive and I wanted to pass on to my son something better than 
that. I did not want to do to our son what my father’s secrets 
had done to me. So it was that we began—all three of us—
to investigate in earnest what previously I had only inher-
ited in memories, fragments, and a few artifacts.

For the next 4 years my wife and I did copious research 
under the Freedom of Information Act, visited archives, 
interviewed retired spooks of the same generation, and 
toured cold war sites in Europe. We acquired his “Dummy 
File,” or “cover file” that gave us an official version of the 
truth in the form of analogs to the real truth that lay beneath 
it. We speculated with everyone we met about how best to 
connect these illusive dots, how to find patterns within pat-
terns that were themselves doubled in deceit. I talked out 
the emerging narrative with my wife and son, relatives, 
friends, and colleagues.

Finally, I wrote the narrative I now inhabit. I added it to 
my Fatherland Museum. In addition to including and cor-
recting the Dummy File I had grown up believing, I was 
aware of an overarching task: to give the story of my father 
and me a better ending. Better than how my father and I 
had ended:

Due to the sudden and unexpected nature of my 
father’s death there were now unresolved tensions 
that weighed heavily on me, on my soul. I had 
moved away from home, away from him, and away 
from what he thought was right, in ways that he 
could not have failed to read as signs of a definitive 
rejection.

The last time we had spoken, I had said as much. He 
had dutifully walked me to my car after another one 
of our unhappy Christmas holidays and we had 
shaken hands, as if that settled something that it 
didn’t really settle, just to keep up the public appear-
ance of family peace. I remember that he held my 
eyes as if he wanted to tell me something else, but in 
the end he couldn’t manage it. Instead, his eyes 
teared up, and then, because it was embarrassing to 
both of us, he said simply, quickly, and now I realize 
finally, “I love you, goodbye.”

I don’t remember what I said. I wish I did.

Fathers and sons. What is it between us? That is an 
ancient question and it may never be resolved.

***
Since completing and publishing the book (Goodall, 

2006), when I reenter the museum of my own memories, 
I no longer try to resolve them. I have learned that is 
impossible and maybe not even desirable. It is a museum 
with no clear paths or well-lit passages to mark the way. 
It is a place for lingering and remembering, sometimes 
imagining.

But never resolving. Because there is no one final truth 
to reach about him.

He was a complex man who lived two lives, one of 
which was a bit beyond a son’s understanding. Perhaps that 
is truth enough for me. Instead of illuminating the saintly 
whole of his life like bright sunlight through a stained glass 
church window, my journey through this darkened under-
ground labyrinth is filled with twists and turns, double-
backs, trapdoors, and dead ends. The only way to get 
through it—which is to say to learn how to live with its 
ambiguities—is to appreciate the man I knew for who he 
was, to honor the man I didn’t know for what I believe he 
tried to do, and to be content with it.

Once inside I linger lovingly but without a singular pur-
pose. I remain within the webs of significance I myself have 
spun and revisit passages and passageways that are now 
known to me, but despite my ability to write about them, 
remain just as mysterious.

It is my narrative museum, after all. Which is to say, fol-
lowing Alastair MacIntyre (1981) in After Virtue, this narra-
tive is where I come from. It is who I am. It tells me what 
stories I am a part of.

It also tells me what mysteries I am part of. I am thankful 
for that.

I close the book. I no longer need it. This narrative museum 
is part of me.

***
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The Future Made Out of the Past: 
The Narrative Museum I Can Only 
Imagine
When I enter the future narrative I imagine for the Fatherland 
Museum, I enter a word and image afterlife. I know this 
afterlife. I know this afterlife because the afterlife of sen-
tences is always one of distant echoes and familiar ghosts 
still searching for narrative resolution. It is the not-so-final 
haunting place for the stories that drew us in and kept our 
attention but that leave us unsatisfied. This is because narra-
tives have trajectories that begin in a desire to resolve con-
flict, and they end only when that original desire has been 
satisfied (see Halverson, Goodall, & Corman, 2011).

Yet conflicts of identity are seldom satisfied. That is why 
there are narrative museums. That is why there are artifacts, 
photographs, voices, and stories that get left behind for 
someone else to muse over, think about, disagree with, and 
rework. Our children and grandchildren inherent those arti-
facts as keys to these museums, but each one of them must 
choose whether or not to use it on the locked entrance door, 
there beneath the imagined sign that partially states the risk: 
“Beware, all who enter here!”

When I approached that warning I had no real idea what 
was at risk. I only knew I had a “need to know.” But the 
Fatherland Museum taught me that true understanding 
comes with a high price that forever alters our relationship 
to the man we thought we knew. To the life we thought we 
understood. To ourselves. For within the stories that com-
pose the narrative held in that museum I learn, in addition to 
all that I can never know, that I was no hero. Maybe I could 
have been a better son if I had maybe paid more attention to 
details, maybe spent more time reading the available clues, 
asked better questions, and not settled for an easy exit from 
their lives into my own. And now, of course, there is nothing 
I can do about it. Except to set the record as straight as I can 
and to place a bright red light above that ancient warning.

Had I known then what I know now, would I have behaved 
any differently?

I don’t know. I like to think I would. What I know instead 
is that I didn’t heed the warning when I entered the past and 
opened up the old Fatherland Museum, so now I am unable 
to distance myself from my own narrative about it. It has 
become a part of who I am. I added to the Fatherland 
Museum what I found out and I have enlarged that warning 
sign.

It won’t matter. Future children and grandchildren will 
always return to what is not known about their distant rela-
tives and reopen those narrative museums regardless of any 
warning. Questions about who we were, how we lived, our 
relationships, and so on will be revisited by offspring far 
removed from the original archaeological sites. They will 
dust off the old artifacts, reexamine the faded photographs, 
listen to the recorded voices that now already sound alien 

and old in order to offer their own accounts about who and 
what we were. They will do so as I have done, laboring 
under the narrative promise of offering a “new light” on old 
lives.

So it is that I know in my heart that somewhere in the 
future our son, Nicolas—named for the narrator of The 
Great Gatsby—will enter our family’s museum, read my 
narrative about my father and mother, and ask his own 
questions about it. I wrote the book for him, but he has told 
me that he isn’t ready to read it. “I know what it took out of 
you to write it,” he says. Right now he prefers to remain 
outside of that storyline in order to make his own.

I can’t blame him. For almost 30 years I did exactly the 
same thing. After finding my father’s diary and The Great 
Gatsby I put them aside, tried to live my own life without 
directly making use of my “narrative inheritance.”

I should have known better. After all, in my narrative 
museum some of the most important clues to my father’s 
identity are sentences found in Gatsby. That fine novel ends 
with this one: “So we beat on, boats against the current, 
borne back ceaselessly into the past.”

There will come a time when the truth of that line beck-
ons to Nic. What he will make of it I cannot know, nor am I 
supposed to know.

Like my father before me, I leave behind clues to this 
mystery. To my father’s identity and life as well as to my 
own. I bequeath these stories to my son. Those clues are on 
display in the museum.

And the museum of the future has all the time in the 
world.

Author’s Note
Italicized passages are drawn from my memoir, A Need to Know: 
The Clandestine History of a CIA Family (Goodall, 2006). 
Reprinted with permission of Left Coast Press.
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Note
1. My father originally enlisted in the Navy and attended flight 

school. He failed his final test and “beat feet” down to Florida, 
where he enlisted in the Army Air Corps.
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