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FPeter Quinn

Out of Reach

MEMORIES OF A DISTANT FATHER
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OLD MIAMI

Levine used to say if you remember one of his readings
thait Donald Justice had never seen

on one af Miami's old strecis

one summer at the end of 2 leston hotr, his red hair
stiffened by mortar.

Srucdres e Middls Georgtan State Unroeritty.

a worker, and Jistice who hied practiced his childhood piano

could recall o sunburned man with a bucket of masonry trowels
whao had walked by the porch window of lis piano teacher

— Kevin Cantawell

Kervin Camtuell bar publinbed troo books of poemy ard hay bad
in The New Republic, Poctry Ireland Beview, Irish Pages, Poctry,
The Paris Review, and Commornweal. He i Dier of Criadate

Thene was also a hardness that could cross
into the eruel. When my Eather was just five
oz six, he took him to 4 pier in Coney Istand
and threw him off. The Jesson was simple. The
weakwent under. The strong taught themsehes
how'to survive. My father never said bow long
T flailed helplessly in the water or how: terri-
| fied he was that his father would walk away.

Dreeply attached o his mothen, my father
never spoke of his parcats’ relationship. Nor
oid b ever hintat the resentment bie mist have
felt when his father disdained his ambitions
10 be an actor and pushed him'into palitics.

It's casy to theorize that the distance be-
pween my father and me owed itselfin part 1o
a pattern of emotional repressson that neached
back generations through grim, unsparing an-
nals of poverty, oppression, and famine. Hard
coumirics breed hard men.

s achild, I didn’t have the luxury of
reflecting on any of this. All 1 knew
was iy father's remotcness.

A civil enginees o well 25 2 bowvyer, my father
had 2 Jong and distinguished carcer asa judge.
Adier his death, | meandered toward a Phl}in
history until an unexpected bend in the wad
led me into political speechwriting: Although

My fathier never knew his fathes had a first wife or that his
sigter was his half-sister until informed by my grandfather
from his deathbed. *I hope vou won't use that to cheat your
sister out ofwhar's coming 1o her,” he said.

I never met my grandfather. Bue 1 have pictures of him. In
ane, he s seated ona horse at the head of WNew Yook Ciay's Labor
Doy Parade. In another, his liborer's buikd is on displa—thick,
baoad shoulders and Popeye-sized forcarms. In contrast, my
father as 2 young man had a dancer’s build. Tall » thin, a jausity
dinesser, he was of a type his father’s generation:
nefirmed o as “narmowbacks,” those libcrated by Américan bisth
and Jaz Age mobslity from a lifetime ofdig'mg and hanling.

Afraid my grandmother was spoiling their voungest child
infto 2" mama’s boy,” my gprandfather occasionally brought
my father along on his union-organizing expeditions. On
one trip, my fcher remembered being surrounded by a
micnacing crowd furious with what his father had 1o say.
Unintimidated, he continued with his speech.

My father enjoyed telling storics about his father’s exploits
in Ciba, where e found himself caught up in the Spanish-
American War, and the time the Pinkertons threatened his
lifie when he was orpanizing a strike. Inmy father's welling,
there wis 4 heroic aura about my grandfather thar made
himn sound vo- me maore like a character out of 2 novel than
anantimate past of my father's life.

1 never entertained folbowing him into ko oe
politics, I worked six years in Adbany writing
for Pwo governors.

Several times, upon hearing my name, people recalled
miy father from his decade in the state legiskature. “He wasa
brilliant orator,” onelong-term legaslaor remarked. A lawyer
whio angued several cases before himisaid, “He was the most
compassionate judge 1 ever encountesed.”

I moved on to a carcer in corporate writing and became
absorbed in the added responsibilitics of marriage and father-
hood. I started risings &0 5:30 am. tobegna long-contemplated
novel. T had little time for distractions. Memorics of my
childhood felr as distant and irrelevant as the hodgepodge
of fading black-and-whire photos my mother kept in a box
in her closer.

Soon after niy daughter was barm, my life was upended by
back pain so excruciating it threatened my ability to work. |
was diagnosed with a herniated disc and wld it would require
surgery. Secking an alternative, 1 spoke with 2 friend wha
recommended a program that treated back pain as 2 symptom
of pevehologrical distress.

I'was rebictantat first. 1 knew little about the relationship
between paychic and physical pain and fearcd the stigma of
miental instability, Instead of the quick fix of surgery, there
was noway 1o tell how long psychotherapy would take. Yer,
as hesitant 25 [ was, 1 sensed that the root of my trouble was
mioze profound than a disc.




I began working with a wise and caring :11-:mp'|:1 She
paticntly helped me face the unspoken fear and anxicty that
I felr ax replicating with my daughter my unhappy relation-
ship with my farher. My back pain gradually subsided.

It returncd with a vengeance several years later when
my son was born, I began to doube thar psyehotherapy
could bring permanent relief. T toyed with surgery before
I went back to my therapist, We dug deeper this time
Progress was slower. “When you ralk about your father,”
she said, “you seem to know everything yet feel nothing.”
A one session, after Ispent an hotr circling around vari-
ous memories, she asked, "Whar erime did you commir®™

Whatever my misdeeds, I was certain they never rose (o
the level of coiminal, Tt was a while before | put what she said
in the context ﬂflm' religious upbringing and substituted sin
tor crime. Instead M"'-;}]]mm:,ng the biblical commandment
to honor my father, I'd been possessed b silent resentment
aned rage, and the guilt that followed. Tt was only after Tal-
lowed n1_'\_|.3-c|.f'.x:- feel and articulate the full measure of those
emotiofs that I could confront the lode of sedness and regres
that I'd done my best to leave unearthed.

Except for the occisional twinge, I was never bothered
by back pain again. | joined my wife in the ordinary and
extraordinary experiences of rising our two children. In
the beginning, [ acted out of sheer determination 1o avoid
miy father’s mistakes. Bur I quickly discovered thar, along
with the tribulations and frostrations, fatherhood br Meghit
intense joy and satisfaction in love openly given and freely
reciprocated. 1 understood tharin the gulf thae _x';_-|'|.|.r;|'|:,|_-d
us, my farher’s loss had been greater than mine. For the
first time, when [ thought of him, 1 WEpL.

I recently turned the age at which my father died- 1 find
miyself often thinking about him. [ remember the soulful
sighs drawn from a plice burrowed within, a5 though he
were exhansted from wrestling with ghosts he left un-
named. I recall how as a small boy I walked beside him
on a pirch-hlack summer's night and, rather than voace my
fear, bit my !1]:' until it bled. Onee, ona rare excursion,
he took my brother and me fishing, away from land,
bathed in sea-sparkled air, be sang lightheartedly, as if
delighted with our company. Sometimes I ache with all
that went unsaid:

e reconciled as best [ can to my Farhers limitations. Tve
also come to appreciate and admire his dcoc:l'.l.'_r and hon-
esty. He was utterly devoid of racial or religious prejudices.
Hlis generosity to varions causes and charitics sometines
squeezed our househobd finances. His intellect and integrity
earned him the respect and high regard of colleagues and
peers, Yet none of thar can change what did 'or didn'r 1ake
place between us, It's useless towish otherwise. Facing my
ownmortality, all I can'do is reach for his hand and say
thar Llove him. m
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Pever Quinn, a freguent contribiter, is the author sf Banished
Children of Eve.
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Reformation:

Jewish, Christian and
Muslim Experiences

The Reverend Patrick |. Ryan, §.].
Laurence |. McGinley Professor
of Religion and Society

RESPONDENTS
Rabbi Daniel Polish, Ph.D.
Congregation Shir Chadash, Poughkecpsie, New York

Professor Jerusha Tanner Lamptey, Ph.Ix
Union Theological Seminary, New York City

et fectrre will be delivered first on

Tuesday, Movember 14 | 6 p.m.
MeNally Ampitheatre |- 140W. 62nd St
Lincaln Center Campus’| New York City

and repeated on

Wednesday, Movember 15 | 6 p.m.

Fom Auditorium | Walsh Family Library
Rose Hill Campus | Bronx, N.Y.

FREE AND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC

Far more information, please call 718-817-4743
or write to megchain@fordhanedu.
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