Grief gathers and feeds at the table of our memory, stepping uncautiously among the thorns. We grieve the loss of the one we had. We grieve the loss of the one we didn’t have. Of him who was and him who might have been. The one we may now rediscover at the digging of the great root, just below the soft and hallowed surfaces of the child’s forgotten earth.

I watched as he lay dying, as he labored for his next breath, as I did then and as I do now for words. All supports were unwarranted, as we supposed he wanted. The room became quiet but for the strange and unsettling rattle that gave consent to our impending grief and whispered to us through the early watches of the night promising an end to the weary and lamentable sound of a body in combat, an end to the dark spell that had been cast about us. It was beautiful. It was ugly. It was holy and it was unbearable. A nakedness that needed not our shelters nor our explanations.

I was with him when he died. It is what I had wanted. A gift in the odd time. I became weary with watching, listening. I became weary with the racing of my own thoughts and weary with the unbelief of this thing happening before me. I was unaware of the gathering weight pressing upon my heart and I was helpless beneath it.

I have wept. I have driven my heart. I have screamed of torment in the deepest recesses of my mind. I weep for my own broken heart. I have convulsed with memories that came so swiftly, so unmercifully, and with unbearable sweetness, drinking me downward in their thirst.

I remember the father I had. I remember the father I had and that I did not have to reinvent in my pain. I recalled things long forgotten. Small things. Insignificant fragments, shards of broken and discarded things that we may recount, that we may rediscover like treasure among the many living files and chronicles, the many awards and trophies of time. Things that once remembered, sweep back upon us with a thorn’s sharp sting, the pain that sanctifies them and makes them holy.

In the days following, I didn’t find myself thinking so much of the older man, the man who was weighed down with the cautions of cancer and an unstable and troubling thyroid, but rather I think of him who bolted through our lives in that brief and magic time, whose energies sustained us in the uncertainties of our youth, whose childlike extroversions made our hearts ache with laughter, and who gave to us the certainty of the promise that was life in the 50’s.

It’s as if now he has been transformed, that he has no memorable singular form, rather, in the living absence of him, he takes that shape our need would give him, from stores of things lost to us in the mazes and in the concealments of time, rendering to us the father of our comfort, the father of our laughter and tenderness, the father of warmth, the father of unrestrained and unguarded love, the hero whom the child never forgets. He was all of these to me in my wishes and dreams.

I have no regrets, only this conspicuous and living absence of him. I will not be haunted by cold and accusing phantoms of my youth. For all voices have been stilled, all accounts settled. I lost my father but I also lost a friend. The exchanges of love in our house were common and frequent in later years, authentic and unashamed, perennial and enduring, not stamped with the dull and shallow imprint of obligation or token duty. At some indeterminable mark and in the benevolent counsels of time, we had learned to talk.

Therefore, I will not reduce his memory to legend. I do not have to bury my tribute in art, in the enchantment of words, for I do not have to make anything up. This tale is not woven from myth nor from the poetic underpinnings of my grief nor from the obligations, the pomp, and the elevations of eulogy. It is simply a truth worth the telling. A rare find among common things in the earth.

The wealth that he gave to me as an inheritance was given freely and unselfishly a long time ago, an inheritance that cannot be utterly spent, or wasted, and cannot be mined out from beneath us. An inheritance that gives freely of itself as love is wont to do and is returned again and again, to me and to you, and to the wanderer at our gates.

There can be no final words, only a pause, and a memory of something undying in the rushes of my blood...

