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Hello

| wonder if more than a couple dozen people in
Ambherst, Ohio, remember me. Certainly Gerri Rice,
and the friends she has introduced me to. And Liz
Sniezek, Julie Miller’s sister. And her mom Mary.

But here | am, writing a book just for the town |
grew up in.

If you look in Wikipedia for “Amherst, Ohio,” and
you scroll down to the bottom of the entry, there |
am among the town’s notable people, as famous
author.

This is probably because | put it there. | don’t
remember doing that but | probably did. That’s
how Wikipedia works.

The truth is, | am not a famous author. | did write
one hit book in the 90s when | was a business
writer. None of my other nonfiction books made
much headway with the reading public.

But then, late in my career, | started
self-publishing, partly out of spite, partly for the



fun of it. Little books, mostly digital, with funny or
alarming stories inside.

Anyway, | am older now, and trying to live as long
as | can despite metastatic cancer. A negative
diagnosis makes you wonder what matters most in
life. Family certainly. Friends, yes! But also the
past generally, where you came from, what it all
meant to you.

This is my book about that. | grew up in Amherst,
and finished high school there, and then took off.
Some of my time there was very hard. People died.
Loved ones left. | was arrested, | attempted
comical suicide, and toward the end | accumulated
endless detentions, which | never had to serve.

Cuz | was gone.

But enough people in town noticed me, and got
who this goofy guy was, deep down. They saw
something in me, and here | am today, a notable
person and not a bum. Kidding -- | pretty much am
a bum.

This book is my thank-you to those who cared
about me. Many of them are no more. All of it
happened in a place | still love -- Amherst, Ohio.
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First, A Year Away from Town

My freshman year of high school wasn’t even in
Ambherst. It was at a minor Catholic seminary in
Bucks County, Pennsylvania. The main music |
heard there was plainsong. Us boys had to learn
the medieval notation -- punctum, clivis, climacus,
punctum.

It was a very earnest place, not hip like Amherst.
Here is how every day began, at 5:30 a.m.

The boys slide from their third-floor bunks and
tiptoe to the porcelain trough to brush with Crest
and spit.

Now dressed, we pound down two tall flights of
stairs and exit into the still-dark morning.

Down at the pond the ducks are quacking, maybe
because of the noise we were making. The
footfalls of all us boys -- 71 enrolled in all, a record
haul -- pound on the planks to the priests’
residence.



We enter the rectory and pass through an
underground corridor to climb three final steps to
the chapel entrance.

From the darkness of the tunnel, everything is
suddenly bright. A dozen tall, lit candles. The
censer, swinging. Fragrant smoke rising to the
ceiling. We are no longer in Pennsylvania time. We
are long ago. Roman Catholic time.

We kneel on the hard bare boards. Our callused
knees have gotten used to it.

Before us the crucified Christ is suspended, and
below Him, in a mosaic plastered to the altar, the
breast of the mother pelican, jetting blood to feed
her babies.

We all believe that while we slept through the
night, some of us jerking off in our bunks, Jesus
was up on that cross, stiff as a bone, suffering
nonstop for us.

We were there to learn how to join him up there.

| heard a very interesting song on our homemade
radio in the basement, where we boys played
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shuffleboard and ping-pong. It was November
1963. The song was “Please Please Me.”

This happened within a few weeks of the Kennedy
assassination.

| was playing table tennis with Bill Groomes, also
from Ambherst. Bill later went on to become a
football coach, in Grafton or somewhere. In that
moment | heard the sound of crazy harmonica and
my head jerked away. Groomes scored point one
because | wasn’t looking.

| liked records, and my family had a stack of 45s
back home in Ohio. Ray Charles’ “I Can’t Stop
Loving You.” Peggy Lee’s “Fever.” We also had
Broadway musical LPs -- My Fair Lady, Camelot.

My teenage sister Kathy had had a bunch of Elvis
Presley records. She adored Elvis. She saw in him
all kinds of good qualities that | couldn’t entirely
make out, being a boy. This is one Elvis bit that
jumps to my mind:

I don't want to be your tiger

Cause tigers play too rough

I don't want to be your lion
Cause lions ain't the kind you love enough
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Eh, Elvis.

But the song | was hearing on the old radio was
different. It was really fast, faster and more

excited than most Elvis song after his first record.
Who played harmonica on a record, | asked no one,
besides Johnny Puleo on Ed Sullivan? And then the
guys sang, and you could tell it was an early take,
not the 37t™. The voices were reedy, reckless,
happy. They were selling something, and it was
priced to move. “Listen to this. What do you
think?”

A few days later | caught another song by these
people, “Love Me, Do.” And the deejay, who was
very excited, gave their name: Beatles. Joe Greble,
who had some kind of intestinal problem, and
enjoyed it, told me they were English. Pop stars
from England? Why didn’t they sound like Terry
Thomas in the movies? Pip, pip, cheerio.

Where “Please Please Me” was fast, like they were
driving a car into a bridge, “Love Me Too” had a
sluggish, almost funereal rhythm. The sound was
nothing like the polished pop records you heard in
the jukebox. It was messy. It lacked slickness.
Could they be playing their own instruments? That
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was unusual, almost amateurish, not slick at all.
And they had the same personality from song to
song. They sang “I” even though they were a “we.”
A single personality, one that was exploding with
excitement.

Because | was at a seminary, | was not equipped to
follow up much on this musical discovery. We only
got to listen to the radio between 6 and 7 pm
weeknights. On Saturdays we walked to an ice
cream parlor near the highway, where we all
wolfed down sundaes. The jukebox there featured
surf records, which were cool. There was “In the
Warm California Sun.” The Rooftop Singers sang
“Walk Right In.” Everyone liked “Sugar Shack.” But
there were no Beatles on the local machine.

Then | got a single-page letter from my brother Pat,
whom | will tell you about later. He had written

me maybe five letters in my entire life. The front
page gave some news about what was happening
in the family back in Amherst. The back page,
however, had a pencil drawing of some kind of
circular insect, plus the phrase “Ringo Starr.” | did
not know what that meant.
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Maybe | would learn more at Christmas back in
Ambherst.

| had one decent friend at the seminary -- one
person that | felt knew who | was, and appreciated
me. | should tell you that the rap on me from the
4t grade on -- that was when | skipped a grade
and wound up with a bunch of older, more
judgmental kids -- was that | was “immature.”
Even then | thought that was a dumb thing for
14-year-olds to call a 13-year-old. Like they were
learned adults.

The friend’s name was Bob, and he made no such
judgment. Bob was an extremely skinny person,
even for a 14-year-old. No shoulders whatsoever.
No chin to speak of. He seemed held together by
copious amounts of dandruff and a black clip-on
tie. He was not Mickey Mantle. He spoke in an
adenoidal voice. He was always pushing his glasses
up. They always seemed to be greasy.

But Bob was big city -- Oak Park, lllinois -- and he
was very intelligent, in a way | had never known.
He knew grown-up things, like what the words
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liberal and conservative meant. He had opinions
about things. And he talked to me as if | also had
thoughts and opinions, or could be taught how to
have them.

He was kind. And he was the first friend in my life
who saw something in me.

I’ll tell you right now that that is the theme of this
book -- people seeing | had pluses that
outweighed my minuses, and then loving me.

My favorite memory was that Bob and | passed a
notebook back and forth in study hall, taking turns
writing scenes in a nasty little play satirizing the
full-of-themselves priests and the gung-ho seniors.
Our play was written in the backdrop of Rome at
the time of the clampdown on Christians. Bob’s
writing was deeper than mine, but | thought my
gags were better. Our play-in-a-spiral-notebook
had a title: “Praxis For Prefect.”

We kept the notebook secret, in Bob’s locked desk
drawer.

The seminary was a very routine place, every hour
of the day mapped out for study, reflection, meals
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and athletics. There were surprisingly few
moments where you could just be friendly with a
friend. But Bob and | found a way. There was a
duck pond at the base of the seminary hill,
perhaps 300 yards around. Its intended purpose
was reflection. But we used it to blab. Priests
circled the duck pond whispering from their
breviaries, and pointing things out to the air. The
ultra-pious kids did likewise, peeling off decade
after decade on their rosaries. | never got that.

But Bob and | just gossiped and made jokes at
other people’s expense. That’s when we plotted
our play. And on Saturdays we climbed up the
seminary farm hayloft ladder, swung the bale door
open, and dangled our legs in the sun and
exchanged play ideas and talked about our
families. His family sounded super-smart but
neurotic. My family was just a mess.

| once had the feeling, talking like this by ourselves,
that it was somewhat intimate, like when boys kiss
girls. But that was ridiculous, right?

Another time, we sat beside one another on an
old couch in the record room, in a catacombs-like
tunnel under the mansion where the priests lived.
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Lesley Gore was on the turntable, singing “All
Alone Am |.” Suddenly Bob stood on the sofa,
threw on a kind of scarf or boa, and began dancing
from one item of furniture item to another, like a
fairy from a fairy tale. He was so skinny, he
seemed oblivious to gravity.

| thought that was strange. But, he was my friend.

Late in the school year | was called up to the
rector’s office. The rector was like the CEO of the
seminary. He raised the bucks and laid down the
law. He thought he was very urbane and smart,
but he was really just cruel.

“I see you're friends with Mr. Dubiel,” he said.
“Yes, good friends,” | responded.

He drilled deeper. “You know, it is important,
especially at your age, to be wary of sins of the
flesh.”

“What?” | was trying to picture flesh sinning. The
only flesh | had experience with was the Crayola
crayon.
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“Aquinas called it concupiscence, and it applies to
all temptations of lust.”

| knew what lust was -- raping and tongue-kissing
and like that.

“What do you mean?” | asked, genuinely
perplexed.

“I think it would be best if you and Mr. Dubiel
didn’t see so much of one another. There should
always be a third person,” he said.

“Why? What'’s the problem?” | asked.

“I’'m saying cool it with Mr. Dubiel. We know what
you're up to.” And he flung the play notebook
through the air, and it skidded to my feet. They
had unlocked Bob’s drawer!

“Yes,” he said. “We know all about your
improprieties.”

Friends -- | eventually figured out what the rector
was saying, and | felt a wave of deep shame come
over me. For the remaining two months of the
school year, | could not bring myself to look Bob in
the eyes, or speak to him, much less write plays or
walk around the pond.
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| must tell you that we never did anything the
least romantic. We were just friends.

They rector gave Bob the same talk. When we saw
each other we looked away. We were in disgrace,
and we both bought into it. | felt bad later that |
did nothing to stand up to this railroading that |
barely understood. | betrayed the friendship.

When | left the seminary, being 14 now, | was
starting to get interested in fleshy things. Not with
boys but with girls. | never went back to the
seminary or, for that matter, to the church.

The incident haunted me. In my thirties, | thought
| could piece together my seminary memories into
a novel. The book | wrote contained what | could
remember of our notebook play. | made fun of the
same priests and the prudes and hypocrites.

But when | got to the story of Bob and me, the
tone changed. It became a kind of shy, doomed
love story. | knew by then what the rector had
done was fucked up. | wrote the book to set
matters straight. It was called The Usable Book,
after our chapel hymnal/prayerbook, Liber
Usualis.
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| even had Alex Hailey’s agent peddling the book
for me. So | had hopes of it being the next
Confederacy of Dunces or something. But literary
fashion had moved past cute Roman Catholic
memoirs like Do Brown Shoes Reflect Up? -- so |
was screwed.

Book probably wasn’t that great, anyway. | don’t
know, | can’t read my own stuff.

Later | found a way -- something called the
Internet -- to call Bob Dubiel. | was very nervous,
but excited to talk to him again.

“Hello?”

“Robert, it’s your old friend from the seminary --
Mike Finley.”

Silence.

Then, we began catching up. Bob surprised me
with his new calling, as a kind of faith healer using
shamanic shiatsu processes to work through deep
traumas, to heal people invoking the Holy Spirit.
Still Catholic, but crazy Catholic. He went to Russia
a lot and was a big deal there.
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| thought about what he was doing. He was
healing people magically. He was closer to Jesus
than anything we were taught at the seminary.

“Bob,” | said, “l need to ask you a question. | was
accused of being sexual with you. Is that what
happened to you, too?”

“Yes. That was bullshit.”

“Then, | need to ask, Were you gay? Cuz | didn’t
know what that even was at the time.”

Bob laughed. “Oh, heavens yes!”

He told me that half the school was blowing the
other half, in the showers, in the dorms, in the

priests’ residences. In the rector’s quarters. And
the gayer you were, the farther you went in the
Marist system. Bob made it all the way through
Novitiate, but stopping just before Holy Orders.

| knew nothing of all this. | felt great relief hearing
it now, but | had another matter to discuss. | told
him about the book | had written, largely about us
and our friendship.

“I was hoping | could send you a photocopy of the
book, so you know how | interpreted those days.”
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He agreed to read it and | mailed it off to him. But
| never heard from Bob again, and it’s been like 25
years.

| thought for a long time | had offended him, or he
did not like my characterization of him. Over time,
however, | have concluded that Robert did love me,
just like the rector said. But he was tender and
respectful with me. He did not want to cause me
any harm. Besides, it was all new to him, too. He
was just a fourteen-year-old boy, not some
ordained predator.

Meantime, it was back to Amherst for me.

Pictured: My mom and brother Brian in Scotland
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Home

| am going to describe one of the most awful
moments of my life.

It is September, 1963, and | wake up in my Ohio
home around 4 am to ride with the Groomes
family to the seminary in Bucks County. | wait with
my mother, in her housecoat, who fixes me
scrambled eggs for the journey. She is knotting her
hands in anxiety. We are silent.

The Groomes car pulls into the drive. | lug out my
small trunk, whose ingredients -- sweaters, shoes,
underpants, everything labeled -- have to last me
till June.

| want desperately for the car to get into gear and
start pulling away. | knew | was doing a sneaky,
skunky thing, leaving my mom, who has already
lost two family members -- a daughter to a
tooth-pulling that went bad, and a husband, who
scooted off to California, where he was not
blacklisted. He had misappropriated some party
funds, and GM put out the word on him.
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The car began to roll forward, but then there is my
mom, standing my the window. Her face is a
torrent of tears. She is knocking on the glass,
desperate to stop what is happening. Because |
was her favorite after Kathy, and | was going away.

| wave gently with my fingers, and then turn my
face toward the road. And finally we are gone.

| have not gone a week in my life since then that |
have not thought of that boiling, awful moment.
My mother, in an agony of pain. She was a strong
person with a terrible weakness. She had no
defense against her own feelings.

Looking at her anguish from the back window of
that car, | am exiting her body once again.

| returned home to Amherst for holiday break,
expecting my mom to still be wounded by my
leaving, and the house to be clouded in sadness.

Instead, people seemed to have figured out how
to live. Pat and Brian were busy with school, and
my mom, | think, found that there was some
status in our largely Catholic town to having a son
in the seminary.
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“And how is that son of yours doing?” the ladies
would ask at the IGA.

“How | wish my two sons had done that!”

Not that my mom sought status, but that it
brought some healing to the trauma of splitting.
Likewise, my experience being away elevated me
in my brothers’ eyes. | knew more about the world
than them. | knew what it was like to live
somewhere else.

In turn, | was impressed by what my younger
brother was up to. | tried to be a good big brother
to Brian over the years, but | was sometimes mean
or dismissive with him. | rolled my eyes at
whatever he thought was important or cool. “Oh,
Brian, the things you don’t know could fill a book.”

But unbeknownst to me, Brian had been doing
something monumental. Only 7 years old, he
somehow found the money and the mobility to go
to a record store and buy several records by the
Beatles, the band | heard on the seminary radio.

He had two Beatles LPS (/ntroducing and Second
Album), a Beatles comic book explaining their
Liverpool origins, a deck of Beatles bubblegum
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cards, and a b/w photo of the Beatles. You know
the photo | mean of them in their collarless coats,
clustered around Ringo on a chair, with McCartney
holding a lit cigarette. All of them looking a little --
crazy. They looked like they belonged to
themselves, not to a record company.

It’s not an especially attractive picture. The weird
haircuts. Collarless jackets. Forced publicity grins.
The cigarette. And Ringo. Thanks to Brian | now

knew who Ringo Starr was and what the riddle of
my other brother Pat’s letter in November meant.

The picture was included in a record album that
Brian told me was not even available in the U.S.,
and yet he had one. Seven years old! The songs
included “Love Me Do,” that song | heard in the
ping pong room, and which was still sloshing
around in my head.

Brian put the record on the record player, on
which we had placed a nickel over the cartridge,
to keep the needle from skipping.

Something wild rose up in me. The songs were not
all killers, but on balance the record was
wonderful -- emotional, rocking, very, very fun.
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When their voices harmonized, there was no
sound anywhere like them. They were joyful,
hungry, unapologetic, unphony, like they were
springing off the vinyl and taking their fleshy place
in the world. And laughing at the foolishness of it
all.

| could distinguish individual voices. John really
knew how to put a song across. He sang with
greedy passion, like he was on the brink, like there
was something seriously wrong with him. On
“Twist and Shout” he sounded like he was going to
divide in two and hop around on two separate legs.
He was looking to shake the whole world up.

Paul tended to sound pretty and sincere, But “I
Saw Her Standing There” was so great, so loud and
leering (“She was just seventeen -- you know what
| mean.”) Of course, | was only 13, but | still got it.

George was interesting looking, but he could not
sing too well. On “Do You Want to Know a Secret,”
he sounded like he was tied to a chair. I still liked it.
And Ringo just had one song, “Boys,” in which the
un-starlike qualities of his voice -- like his face --
only contributed to the frothing character of the
song. (Why was a man singing about boys?
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Because it was a girl-group song -- the Shirelles --
and he sang their version of it.)

| listened to these records over and over. | read
the comic book, chronicling their rise from
Liverpool to greatness, with interest. Ringo had
half of his small intestine removed as a boy -- it’s
why he was so small. | hated the bubblegum card
trivia, but | devoured them anyway.

Mostly the songs were about love and dancing.
One song stuck out as different -- “There’s A
Place.” Didn’t have a girl in it. It was about the
need to have shelter for themselves. There was
something very interesting there, some keening
search for truth.

It was all adorable.

| never had a conversion experience with my
Catholic faith, like | was supposed to have at First
Communion and Confirmation. But | felt like | was
having a conversion experience now. With this
music.

Mid-1964, | started to have a Beatles dream.
Someone stood under my window and threw
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candy at the pane. | dropped down into the
barberry bushes and we climbed into the limo. |
sat in the back, on the hump between George and
Ringo. | saw in the rearview that | had the bushy
haircut, too. | was one of them.

We drove to Cleveland, making jokes at one
another’s expenses. | liked that they pretended to
have American accents, for my benefit. | sat
mostly quietly, grateful just to be with them.

They clearly cared about me and called me mate. |
didn’t stop to analyze why. In a strange way, it
made perfect sense that | would be with them.

Onstage | was useless, banging on a tambourine,
doing la-las in the background. It scarcely
mattered. No one could hear me anyway, for the
screaming. No one could hear anything.

Girls chased me down the boulevard along with
the guys, snatching at my hair and clothing.

And then they drove me back home, the dawn just
beginning to glint.

“Be a good lad now,” John said as | got out of the
car.
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“Be kind to your mum,” said Paul.
“Don’t let your knickers down,” Ringo said dryly.

George just gave a wink under the yellow dome
light.

And they drove off. Back to Liverpool, | guess.

| stood under my window, unable to jump high
enough to reach the sill.

And then | woke up. | was in my own bed. My hair
was its usual Vitalis-y self in the mirror. | was
overcome with sadness. | was there, and then |
was not.

| had this Beatle dream, with variations, over a
score of times over the next couple of years. |
suspect | sometimes still have it, 50-plus years
later.

Because it was a dream of supreme happiness.

My brother Brian has been in my heart ever since
that day he taught me. He lives in San Francisco
today, on North beach, the Greenwich Village-like,
very hip neighborhood. He’s a fine guitarist, a
lover of the old songs.
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He has had a weird life. At one time he was
married to an actual millionaire, the
granddaughter of E.W. Scripps, the founder of the
newspaper/TV/radio network. But the
granddaughter died, and he was on his own again,
scraping by.

But what strikes me is that, all these decades later,
he is still in the music business, locating
out-of-print LPs for music-addicted customers
around the world, all hung up with the sounds
that enter the head and take up residence there.

Brian’s and my best moment was probably when
he visited me in Minneapolis, for the fourth or
fifth time. It was about 1988. We went to a bar in
the Seven Corners neighborhood, called Sgt.
Preston’s. We had a drink, and talked about how
we had missed one another over the years, and
how alike we were, but how we knew life was
going to keep us from being close ever again.

And Brian began to cry, and | began to cry, and we
held one another in the back of Sgt. Preston’s.
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My sister Kathy
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My Blue Plume

Around age seven | started to have nightmares. |
had fewer than ten of them altogether. They were
worse than scary, they were sickening. | was just a
little kid, and they took me all the way down.

| know people hate accounts of dreams, but bear
with me one time. This dream one contained a key
to the life | was to live.

OK. I would wake up somewhere in the house, in
the bathroom or out in the yard, and | would be
crying and trying to get my breath.

Usually it was my mom who found me. She would
stroke me and ask me what was wrong. And |
would look up to with tears beading off me like a
wet windshield.

“It’s going to happen,” | said.
“What’s going to happen, Michael?”
“It’s going to happen!” | cried.

“You had a bad dream.”

“It’s going to happen,” | shouted.
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Here’s how | remember one episode of this bad
dream.

It was a landscape dream. | stood outside. The sky
high above us seemed made of glass, or porcelain,
something breakable. The sky is not supposed to
break, but in this dream it did.

A crack began to form, and sharps bits of sky
began to fall. | knew in the dream what it was and
it was my job to repair the crack, to keep the sky
from falling.

Because where are we without the sky up top of
us?

So | climbed a special ladder that lifted me all the
way to the edge of the sky.

But | had nothing to fix the sky with. No glue, just
my hands. Another crack would form, and a
knife-like chunk would fall down on the world.

| looked below. There was the whole vulnerable
world, which was about to die.

| felt such grief sweep over me, and guilt that the
task | was responsible for was too much for me. |
was failing, cosmically. The people below were my
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family. | saw Kathy struck by pieces of glass. The
whole world was bombarded with pieces of glass.
The whole world was dying because | let them
down.

Seven years old, and | had to deal with all this.
“What’s going to happen, Michael?”

“It’s going to happen!” | cried, Mom wiping my
face with a washcloth.

When | was 11, on May 15, 1961, my sister Kathy
died. She went to the dentist, she came home,
and the ambulance came.

When they took her to the hospital, she had me
run upstairs to fetch her scapular, on her bedtable.
| grabbed it and ran down the stairs, but the
ambulance was already pulling out of the drive,
red lights spinning. They stopped and let me hand
them the scapular.

| never saw Kathy alive again.

Afterwards, people talked about the body. | didn’t
understand why they would call Kathy a body.
Somehow | took that to mean she no longer had a
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head -- just a body. Like a chicken at the super
market.

Then my dad said he had been to the funeral
home. "They did great work on her. She looks
beautiful. Like an angel."

Why would it be hard to make her beautiful? She
was always beautiful to me.

But | liked the part about her looking like an angel.
She loved Jesus and Mary, in addition to Elvis.

Now she looked like an angel. | imagined her being
lowered from the ceiling of the funeral chapel on
nylon line, all dressed in slow-flowing lace,
suspended in the room, and backlit like a holy card.
Ambherst had never seen anything like this
apparition. And the bluebaby complexion was
gone now. She was beatified for everyone to see.

But then my dad ruined it. "Right now they have
her in the refrigerator."

Didn’t he see me there, listening to every word he
said?

| was a mess. Family arrived from Wisconsin and
they had stopped at a rest plaza on the turnpike
near Norwalk. They bought peanut brittle and
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crossword puzzle books, plus lacquered straw hats
with red plumes streaming out of the hatbands.
Dyed turkey feathers, | guess. When it was time to
go to the service and everyone piled into the cars
under the apple trees, | insisted on wearing mine,
the one with the turquoise feather. My mom gave
me a look that sawed me in half.

The service was in a basketball gym, because the
parish was still raising money for a proper church.
Joining the procession, | looked up at the balcony
where all my friends from school were standing. |
didn’t know what look to give them, but | must
have smiled a bit, out of self-consciousness. That
smile would cost me two years of bullying from
Jim Frisina, a mixed-up kid who took it upon
himself to be Kathy’s defender -- against the little
brother who adored her.

It was the first time | thought this thought: | don’t
want to be in this place any more.

And that’s how | got to the seminary. As bad as
this moment felt, at the time, | think of it
differently now, | focused on my shyness with
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classmates. | should have focused on the fact that
more than 400 people filled the church in May to
grieve with our family. No one knows what to say
at such a moment. But they knew how to show up,
and share their tears with us.
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My mom,my dad, my baby sister Kathy, in
LaCrosse.
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Sailor Dad

It’s 2006. I'm in L.A., driving with my brother Pat
out to the high desert to clean out our dad’s
house after he died. Pat and | loved each other
and wished each other the best, without quite
enjoying one another’s company. He saw me as
flashy, the writer. | saw him as a chess-playing
recluse. But | adored him -- he was my big brother.

Then he said it: “You know, Dad didn’t like you
much.”

| looked over at him in silence, the only sound the
roar of the freeway outside.

“I wasn’t always crazy about him,” | replied. A bit
flip, right. Concealing the fact that Pat had just
stuck a knife in my heart.

My dad abandoned us kids in 1962 when | was 12,
and Pat 14. It was one year after Kathy died. As |
understood it, he and my mom had promised they
would not break up while Kathy was alive. So,
when she died ...
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Us three surviving brothers didn’t see him after
that until we were much older. We told ourselves
-- and we told others, too, who were strangely
curious, and seemed to know more than we did,
which was weird -- that Dad was working so hard
he had to sleep in the office. We never knew him
to be so hard-working before. We just hoped
things would get back to normal.

Then one day our mom said, “Pack your bags boys,
we’re going to Niagara Falls!”

Well, that sounded like just the thing to get our
bloodied family back in the game. We drove, just
Mom and us three boys, through Ohio,
Pennsylvania, New York till we got to the falls,
which were amazing. Did you know that the
waterfall generates so much mist that only
professional postcard photographers can ever
actually see the falls? That’s a fact.

We stayed overnight in Niagara Falls, Canada -- yes,
there are two of them -- in a storefront restaurant
and motel that served both American and Chinese
food.
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The next day we drove back, and our mom still
hadn’t said what the point of the trip was, but
back in our bedroom we noticed Dad’s drawers
were empty. Pat and | confronted our mom and
gave the bad news, that burglars had made off
with Dad’s underwear. Still no explanation from
mom.

People in those days had great trouble being
direct about things. We’re not much better now.

Pat, being older, eventually figured out Dad was
gone, and us boys wouldn’t be seeing much of him
in future.

It was worse news for Pat than it was for me and
Brian. Paul Finley loved his oldest son, and took
him to ball games, chess tournaments, and bridge
competitions. They both found deep meaning in
any kind of game, which Brian and | didn’t. For Pat
that love, the love of his life, was going away.

| guessed | would miss our dad, because you have
to love your dad. He always seemed really smart
to me, and nobody’s fool, and he knew how to let
off steam, with drinks and loud jokes, which we
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took to be a good thing. The last thing we wanted
was for steam to build up.

People didn’t like Dad much. He wasn’t much of a
joiner or giver. He bore a certain resemblance to
George Wallace. Dark hair, round face, rough
beard, a pushed-up piggish nose from a childhood
sledding accident, and an assertive way of taking.
He came across as combative because he always
thought he was the smartest person around --
even while coaching Little League, where he got
into a fistfight with another drunk coach, which
made the Chronicle-Telegram. He had a good,
breathy baritone voice, and he loved to sing in the
car. He loved making the car vibrate while singing
Sinatra.

| remember kissing him once before toddling off
to bed and being grossed out by his shadow
whiskers -- so stiff and unpleasant, like kissing a
lemon grater. | also smelled the booze rising out of
his lungs like a ghost. | felt sorry for our mom,
having to be cheek to cheek with that every day.
Maybe it was just the end of the day, when the
whiskers were most stubborn. | knew evening was
when moms and dads got romantic.
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| didn’t hate my dad, but | felt he was from a
different planet. A planet where drunken
cold-hearted dads made automobiles. Apart from
us kids. He was so different, it made sense that he
went away.

There were problems in my earliest memories.
When | was three, on the very cusp of awareness,
our family went for a car trip from Amherst to
Daytona Beach, in my dad's latest Cadillac, yellow
in color. The 50s were all about color and cars. We
tried to be the happy family taking a trip. But
there was the feeling that Dad would like to give
us the slip and duck into some shady spot along
the way.

My dad worked at Cadillac Tank Plant in Brook
Park as a design engineer, and always bought the
latest model. It was a sign of his commitment to
the company. And he loved that Cadillac car.

In Daytona Beach a local paper photographed Pat
and me playing in the sand, and did a full-page
photo feature of us. It is practically my first
memory -- of having our picture taken! Why they
chose us, of all the thousands kids on the beach, |
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don't know. (Answer: It was because we were
both of us extremely cute.)

| remember the brightness of the sun, and the
heat that continued in my skin, as we drove back
north, past the Cape Hatteras lighthouse, striped
like a candy cane.

Two days later we drove up Fifth Avenue, and Pat
and me craning out heads up to see the Empire
State Building. Dad cursed the bumper to bumper
traffic of Manhattan. It sure wasn’t like that back
in Amherst.

| thought at the time we stood on the observation
deck of the Empire State Building, but | now
believe it was Rockefeller Center. Because | could
see the other building several blocks away.

To me, | was seeing the most important thing in
the world. The great achievement of a great city.
Then my dad picked me up and help me by my
ankles over the rail, as a joke. My mother
screamed. My brother and sister recoiled. | was
wriggling in his grasp like a worm on a hook. He
thought he was teaching me something important,
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or maybe he was making fun of my country-boy
awe.

| remember dangling upside down over 80 stories,
and clawing for my dad's wrists to hold onto.

This is the same dad who tried to teach me to
swim by throwing me off the side of a fishing boat.
| didn't learn t