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In the beginning, you are a whisper of a boy who proceeds with your 
tiny life cautiously, assuming that you may be in the wrong or as if at 
any moment you could be snubbed out by a mean-soled boot that will 
descend on you from above.

In the beginning, it seems, you are defined by what you cannot do. 
You can’t break free for touchdowns in tackle football, so you’re picked 
second-to-last in playground games, just before the kid who smells like 
wood smoke and peanut butter. You won’t eat much, or you can’t, because 
you hate the way all these things feel in your mouth: hamburgers, meat 
loaf, and especially sausage. Crispy bacon’s all right. But for some reason 
that’s only for breakfast and so your dad gets upset when all you have for 
dinner is potatoes au gratin or a heap of rice turned brown by too much 
Worcestershire sauce.

You do more wishing than anything else and so you like the inside of 
your head better than what’s outside. You grow up thinking it’s entirely 
possible that one day you will play second base for the Pittsburgh Pirates. 
You idolize infielders such as “Mad Dog” Bill Madlock, Johnny Ray, and 
Jose Lind, a speck of a dark man who on TV looks like he can snare liners 
twenty feet off the ground. You ignore all signs to the contrary, or rather 
you can’t imagine your inability to overcome a case of unfortunate eyesight 
and a bout with poor foot speed. Instead, because you have a head full of 
wishing, you concentrate on how you can turn a 6-4-3 double play better 
than anyone in the Potomac Valley Athletic Association. At least, that’s 
what your dad tells you, and because your dad is the coach and therefore 
knows something about 6-4-3 double plays, you believe him. And while 
you can’t—not ever—hit a home run, you work on that double play because 
when you need something that makes you feel powerful, you dream of 
perfect double plays that pop and pivot and wheel like greased machinery.

So you dream, and though you still suspect the boot from above may 
descend on you at any time, it does not.

And there will come moments when, improbably, you are defined by 
what you’re good at. You ask your mom to quiz you on the names of 
the countries, and she does. Then, later, when the university sets up its 
inflatable planetarium in your school’s gym you know not only the planets 
but also all the states and the capitals when the professor gets around to 
geography. This feat with the maps is a fickle thing because it works well 
in the third grade, proves to be a difficulty in high school, but ultimately 
serves to attract a certain kind of person in college. Now, you still know 
the states by shape with the exceptions of Colorado and Wyoming, and 
though some of the capitals have left you, you know very well which states 
will go either blue or red, since this year is an election year. Anyway, in 
the third grade, when you ace the planets, all the other kids look at you 
in a way that makes you feel warm and a little dizzy. Then the boot from 
the sky doesn’t seem like a bad thing but instead a powerful force that is 
actually on your side and no one else’s, except for maybe your parents’ and 
your brothers’.

Your dad is not a mean man and your mom does not dress you in girls’ 
clothes or any of that bullshit and so you grow up safe and steady despite 
the stuttering and the fear of meat, both of which you get over, more or 
less. After a while you go to college, where you fall in love, get in trouble 
with the scholarship people for smoking pot, read On the Road twice, and 
make a solemn vow with a few close friends to live your lives truthfully 
and, for some reason, with cigarettes jabbed into the corners of your 
mouth. These friends change, the cast of faces rotating with each new 
semester and then each new apartment and scene, but the solemn vow 
stays solemn, often unspoken but no less real.

You decide along the way that you weren’t officially a true person until 
about age nineteen, when you read lots of Hemingway, the tough guy 
writer you feel in your gut and who makes you want to move to Spain for 
the trout fishing. For a while, before you make decisions such as whether 
or not to put croutons on your salad or if you should even get the salad in 
the first place, you ask yourself, What Would Ernest Do? But that kind of 
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thinking wore you out pretty fast, and so now you know that books are 
made of living and not the other way around. Now you’re not sure but 
you could have been a true person at sixteen, when your Granddad died, 
or maybe at twenty-six, when it was your Pap.

You spend large chunks of time remembering, and every now and then 
you think about freshman year, when you were sitting around the dorm 
with your roommate from New York and the girl who made you jealous 
because she gave him massages. One night, she asked how you and the 
roommate saw each other in ten years and you said he’d be wearing a 
nice suit and running a tasteful business of some sort. Then it was your 
roommate’s turn and after a long, stoned pause he said you’d make a good 
father. You wonder, now, if he was onto something or just very high and 
erring on the side of gentleness because even then you knew you were 
too sensitive about what others said about you. You’re not sure which he 
meant, but you do know that some day you’ll have kids and it’ll be okay 
if they don’t like breakfast sausage because they say it feels weird in their 
mouths and that you won’t get angry because then the sausage will go to 
waste for sure.

You compile these talks, these lessons. You take the things like what your 
roommate said and you take the names of the state capitals and all the 
books you’ve stayed up late reading and when you’re lying awake at night, 
the crickets awake too, you throw it all together in your head and mix it 
around. And in the morning, in the shower, yawning and trying to make 
sense of the night behind and day ahead, you choose what seems to be the 
best lesson. Some of these lessons are dark, such as the one that says you’re 
not talented at anything really and the one about how you’ve squandered 
real love and maybe you’ll never get to be a good father because your one 
or two shots are gone and they’re all you get. Those lessons are there, for 
sure, in the shower and all around and they know where your pillow is, 
they know which one is yours.

But you can’t help it. You push yourself past these dark ones because that’s 
what you’ve always done. Then the other lessons come back, the ones that 

make your hair stand on end because they feel like warm stones on cold 
skin. You can’t shake this suspicion that you’re capable of big things. That’s 
what some people have said and you want to believe them.

You hope for a draw. Because you can’t, of course, follow all these orders you 
give yourself. Instead, you eat the meat on your plate if you have any and 
when you look up, chewing, you work through the occasional stutter and 
realize that while the die has been cast, you have some room to wiggle around.

And so you wiggle around. You hope that’s enough because now, you 
know that everyone’s just looking for wiggle-around room and that we’re 
all in the same boat. You understand that it’s selfish to think the boot 
belongs just to you and that what matters is only how much time you 
spend looking up and waiting for it.

That doesn’t, however, mean that you wish to tempt the gods if they 
exist, and so you keep your head down because that’s all you can do. You 
don’t want to start in on the cockiness now. You look around and realize 
that some things are so beautiful they make you cry and others so ugly 
they make you want to go back to bed. You keep a tally of all things ugly 
and beautiful because you want, in the absence of some absolute truth, 
to connect the dots, to make some sense of your life while you’re awake.

You keep your eyes open. You decide that stories are the bones of people, 
that you and everyone else creates stories where before there were only 
shouted curse words, the memory of the down on a certain girl’s cheek, 
and fallible feelings that, for some reason, people have deep within those 
bones. The stories change as you grow up, first the details and then the 
lessons, because we are fallible creatures prone to mess-ups and you are, 
too. You make stories where before you had only your breakfast meats, 
your planetarium, your facts. Some of these facts leave you but a few you 
transform into a thing that’s whole and, sometimes, ecstatic. Something 
with a beginning, middle, and end. Something that nestles your head into 
its pillow, where known things are welcome.


