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* * *

I have agood head for remembering things. Objects attract one another in proportion to the product
of their masses and in inverse proportion to the square of their distance, that's how the equation goes. My
mother had just walked out on my father. He should have seen it coming. In fact, he probably did, but he
didn't say the thingsthat could have stopped her. My father was never any good at saying the things that
needed to be said.

My wife said | should go see him. | should take him something. | should get him to talk. So after work
| drove over to my parents house-- my father's house, now-- with the casserole Susan had baked. On
theway, | stopped at aliquor store for afifth of scotch.

Dad came to the door when | rang, and | followed him into his den, where he had been watching a
baseball game. There were smudged empty glasses al around his over-stuffed chair. When he sat down
again, he sank down deep into the uphol stery.

"Who's pitching?' | said, and Dad said, "Stieb."

"Brought you something,” | told him, and | held out the bottle. He thanked me and opened it. He
poured alittle scotch into one of the glasses.

"Nonefor me," | said when hetipped the bottle toward a second glass. " Susan made you a casserole.
I'll go put it in the kitchen.”

Dad nodded, looking at the game. In the kitchen, | cleared away some crusty dishes and put the
casserole on the counter next to ahalf-full glass of flat beer. Gassesare solubleinliquidsininverse
proportion to temperature. Warm beer goesflat fast.

Back in the den, | watched the game with my father for awhile, and then | said, "Y ou want to talk
about this?'

Helooked at me, and then he looked back at the game.

| sad, "I didn't think s0."

Susan made me go back afew dayslater, with another casserole. When Dad came to the door, |
noticed that hisflesh sagged from his eyes and cheeks, so helooked alittle like a basset hound. He was
skinny as ever, but as he led the way back to his den, the floorboards goraned and popped under his
footsteps. | outweighed him by agood twenty pounds, but the floor was slent under my feet. When he
sat in hiseasy chair, Dad sank down so far into the cushion that it looked like the chair wasfolding in on
him.

"Brought you another,” | said, offering abottle.

"Thanks."

"I'll just go put thisin the kitchen," | told him, meaning the casserole. He nodded as he picked up the
remote and flipped through the channels.

| found the first casserole dish where | had left it, untouched. | discovered athin layer of mold when |
lifted thelid. It was green. Molds are saprophytes. No chlorophyll. The green comes from the spores
growing on thefilament ends. | don't make any specia effort to remember these things. Likel say, | just
have ahead for it. | scraped the moldy food into the garbage and joined Dad in the den.

"Y ou should eat something,” | told him.

"Yeah," hesaid. "l suppose.” There was amotorcycle race on ESPN.



"Y ou can't keep going on just scotch,” | said. "Empty calories.”

"Yegh"

A rider lost control of hisbike and flipped into ahay bae. My father took asip of his scotch.

"Did you try to talk to Mom before she lft?’

When he didn't say anything, | said, "Do you know where she went?'

He shook his head and poured some scotch from his new bottle.

"Maybeshell call,” | said. "Y ou could talk to her then."

"I'mfine" hetold me. "I'vetrying to watch the TV here, okay?"

| got up to go, and he struggled to rise from his chair. The floorboards creaked loudly again. One of
the chair's arms made a popping sound as he tried to lever himsdlf up againgt it.

"It'sokay," | told him. "I know the way out."

When Dad stopped trying to get up, he fell back into the center of the chair even deeper than before.
The chair legs bent outward, near collapse. | said good-bye.

"How'd it go?' Susan asked melater, and | said, "Okay."

Thelast time | went to the house, he didn't cometo the door. | let mysdlf in, and when | checked his
den, the TV wason, and | could tell that the chair had finally caved in. The splintered legs were il there,
at the edge of abig square holein thefloor.

| looked down the hole, but | couldn't see anything except some uphostery threads that had caught on
the shattered floor joists. | walked into the basement, and the square hole continued from there as adeep
shaft through the concrete. It was so deep, infact, that | couldn't see the bottom even when | got a
flashlight from hisworkroom.

"Dad?' | cdled.

My voice echoed down the hole, unanswered.

"So what happened?' Susan asked me later that night, when | brought back the casserole dishes.

"He doesn't want to talk about it," | said.

"But he'sgot to talk about it," Susan said. "He can't keep it dl locked up inside, or theré'sno telling
what will happen. What did you say? Did you try to draw him out?"

"] don't want to talk about it," | said.

| sat in my recliner and turned on the tube.
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