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Everything I Couldn’t Say 

 

It’s two weeks before my high school graduation, and my mom decides I need a 

new suit.  She tells me to “Call that lying cheating piece of shit that calls himself 

your father” – that’s her pet name for him.  I can’t tell you whether it’s been weeks 

or months since I’ve seen him – if he ever calls looking for me, my mom doesn’t 

mention it.  I’m not too interested in looking for him either.  

 

It wasn’t always like this between us.  My father used to take me everywhere. Like 

to the dog track.  I remember pressing my face up against the glass in the betting 

lobby and looking out at a bunch of skinny dogs chasing something white and 

furry, and wondering, why does anyone think this is fun?  Still, I loved going 

because I got a super-sized Snickers candy bar every time. Plus, I got to spend time 

with my dad. 

 

Once, my father took me with him to his mistress’s house. I never actually met her 

– he left me sitting in the car outside while he “visited with” her.  For six hours.  It 

was early summer, nice and warm outside, and I wasn’t far from my house, I 

could’ve walked home.   

 

I didn’t, though, even though I had to use the bathroom so bad I was scared I’d wet 

myself. Because I was more scared of what my father would do if I got out of the 

car. This was the guy who one time slapped my mom so hard her face swelled up. 

And then ripped the telephone off our kitchen wall after she threatened to call the 

police on him.  
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But I’m not that scared little kid anymore.  And even though I don’t want to call 

my father, graduation’s coming up and I need a suit. My father asks me to stop by 

his bodega in the projects, the kind of place where you buy loose cigarettes for a 

quarter and rolling papers are a best-seller.  I get there and he tells me to come out 

back with him.   

 

There’s a U-Haul truck parked in the alley behind the bodega and some 

dreadlocked dude, not much older than me, toothpick hanging out of his mouth, 

rolls up the truck door and there are racks of suits. Black ones, blue ones, brown 

ones, gray ones – the selection at Nordstrom’s isn’t this good.  I’m not surprised, 

not even a little.  This is my father we’re talking about.  Nordstrom’s comes to 

him, not the other way around.   

 

My father is…a LION, larger-than-life, all six foot-five and 250 pounds of him.  

He’s always the most imposing physical presence in any room, but it’s more than 

his size that makes him the undisputed leader of his pride. It’s making loans to 

friends and wining and dining them with money he doesn’t have. It’s his many, 

many mistresses and the way he likes to keep all his women, including my mom, in 

line…he’s not afraid to smack a bitch if she needs it.  It’s rolling up a truck full of 

clothes to the back door of his bodega when his kid needs a suit. 

 

See, my father is what you might call a man’s man.  Folks admire the hell out of 

him – but they’re also a little terrified of him.  Just like me.   
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My father motions to the suits.  He says “go ahead, pick one. Fuck it, make it two.”   

 

I hop up on the truck. The salesman – I mean, the guy with the locks – says “You 

look about a 42 regular.” He points me to the correct rack.   

 

Behind me, my father says, “Oh, I have something to tell you.”   

 

“Um, okay.” I’m focusing on picking a color.  I like blue. 

 

He says “I have cancer.” 

 

I must have misheard him. Right? Because everyone knows this is not how you tell 

your son you have cancer.  Not in a back alley behind a bodega in front of a truck 

full of bootlegged suits in front of some random dude with dreadlocks.  

 

Except, of COURSE he would.    

 

I turn around to face him. “What did you say?”  

 

He says it again. “I have cancer.” He takes a looong drag off the cigarette he’s just 

lit.   
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I ask, “What kind?”  

 

“Guess,” he says.   

 

I stare at the cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth. I say, “lung?” 

 

My father shouts “HA! WRONG! I knew you would guess that.”  He takes another 

drag. “No,” he says, “colorectal.”   

 

I don’t know what “colorectal” means. I don’t know how I’m supposed to react to 

this news.  All I know is I need a suit. It’s the only thing that makes sense to me in 

that moment. So, I turn around and start looking at suits again.   

 

From behind me I hear my father say, “I love you, you know.” 

 

That’s when I know he’s dying. 

 

As far back as I can remember, my father’s only told me “I love you” one other 

time.  It was the day he told me that my mom filed for divorce and he was moving 

out.  

 

And now he’s leaving. Again.   And there it is – I’ve missed my chance. 
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You can’t rage against someone who’s dying, right?  You can’t unload on someone 

looking death in the face.  You can’t expect anything from them. Right? 

 

You can’t say “look how much time you’ve wasted being a half-assed father.”  

 

You can’t say “you wrecked our family and you never even apologized.”   

 

You can’t say “because of you I don’t even believe in God, because if there was a 

God he would’ve heard me begging and killed you so you couldn’t hurt my mom 

anymore.”  

 

You can’t say “I used to dream that when I got old enough I’d kill you myself.” 

 

You can’t say “I hate you.”   

 

You can’t say “I don’t know why I keep waiting for you to FUCKING. BE. 

BETTER.” 

 

You can’t say “I wish I didn’t even care.”  

 

You can’t say “I wish I didn’t love you.” 
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So I don’t say any of those things.  I feel like I’m gonna start crying, which only 

makes me angrier, because fuck him for telling me like this, fuck him for the 

WORST. TIMING. EVER. 

 

All I say is, “I know.” 

 

I grab a blue suit and a gray suit and jump down off the truck.  I walk past my 

father and the suit salesman without saying goodbye, back through the store and 

out front to wait for the bus to take me home.    

 

That’s the last time I see my father. I think. I can’t remember. I don’t know what 

that says about me. Or him.   

 

My father dies about three months later. On a Thursday, I remember that.   

 

I wear the gray suit to his funeral. 

 

At the funeral home, I stand over his open coffin. He looks so much smaller, so 

much more vulnerable. I think about that day behind the bodega and imagine what 

would’ve happened if I’d been able to tell him how I really felt. I see it play out, 

like a movie in my head.  
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After I tell him everything I couldn’t say, my father stares at me hard. Real hard, 

like he’s not sure whether he wants to hug me or hurt me. Slowly, tears stream 

down his face.  I know what he wants to say, but can’t.  And that’s okay. His tears 

are enough. I say, I forgive you. I put my arm around his shoulder and he keeps 

crying and I just stand there as long as it takes until he stops. Until he’s ready to 

start over.    


