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The first call came on a Tuesday night. I yelled at Cindy from the garage to pick up. On the 

fourth ring, I dropped the armful of newspapers I was packing into the recycling bin and ran to 

the extension in the kitchen. 

“Hello?” 

“Mitch.” 

“Dad?” 

“Yeah.” 

Four words into the phone call, we reached the point where I always ran out of things to say. 

Dad’s calls were just rare enough to surprise me when they came and just common enough to 

have a frustrating pattern. 

“So,” I said, fracturing the uncomfortable silence. “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing much. Just sitting here, watching TV.” 

“Yeah, not much happening here, either. You caught me cleaning up in the garage.” 

“If you’re busy, I can go …” 

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I thought Cindy and the kids were in the house, but I can 

see now” – I pulled back the curtain on the kitchen window and gave a wave to my wife, who 

was at the grill – “that they’re outside.” 

“What are they doing?” 

“Looks like Cindy’s grilling up some dinner. Avery and Adia are playing on the swing set.” 

“You’re busy …” 



“No, Dad, I’m not …” 

“… so I’ll call back another time.” 

He was gone. 

 

We had two more calls like that, on Thursday and then again Friday, both right around the 

same time. Dad would catch me in the middle of some mundane household chore – on Friday, I 

was plunging the hall toilet, again – and then use the fact that I wasn’t sitting around and waiting 

for his call as an excuse to cut it short. 

As we lay in bed reading on the night of the third call, Cindy set down her book and said, 

“You have to find out what’s going on.” 

“With what?” 

“With the national deficit. What do you think? With your dad.” 

I marked my page and put the book away, then grasped the bridge of my nose between my 

thumb and forefinger and squeezed. 

“How do you propose I do that?” 

“Call him first.” 

“I don’t follow.” 

“The man clearly wants something, and he just as clearly isn’t going to say what it is. So ask 

him.” 

“Just like that?” 

“Mitch,” she said, turning to make sure I could see her. Cindy looked exasperated. “I don’t 

care how you get him to talk, but you need to find out what’s eating at him. The man has some 

sort of burden. You need to lighten his load, if you can.” 



 

“Dad, what do you want?” 

It was Saturday, and the direct route that I’d decided to take with my father seemed less than 

advisable the moment the words tumbled from my mouth. 

“What do you mean, what do I want?” The old man was growling at me. 

“I mean, you’ve called three times this week and haven’t had anything to say. Is there 

something going on? Do you need anything?” 

It wasn’t hard to imagine what was happening on the other end of the line, 1,200 miles 

away. Dad didn’t do slow burns. His words came with sharp edges and aggression. 

“I don’t need anything from you. I don’t want anything from you.” 

Any hope I had of keeping this from becoming a confrontation had just withered and died, 

right there on the line. 

“OK,” I said, trying to sound conciliatory. “Is there a reason for the calls?” 

“I need a reason to call my son?” 

“You know that’s not what I’m saying …” 

“How about this? How about you stop wasting my time with bullshit?” This was different. 

He was shrill, my father. And then he hung up, again. 

I put the phone in the cradle and walked into the living room, where Cindy thumbed through 

a magazine as the twins played on the floor. 

“Any other genius ideas?” I asked. 

Cindy smirked. 

 

“You’re going to have to go see him.” 



This was Sunday. I’d been stewing and not getting anywhere with this mystery Dad had 

dropped on us. Cindy, on the other hand, kept opening windows and seeing if her ideas would 

fly. 

“You’re kidding, right?” I said. “I can’t even wrench a conversation out of him on the 

phone. What do you think he’s going to say if I tell him that I’m coming?” 

“So you don’t announce it. You just go.” 

“Just like that?” 

“Sure.” 

I couldn’t help myself. I started laughing – a little chuckle at first that blossomed into a full-

throated, rolling gut-buster. By the time I realized that Cindy was right, that I had to get on a 

plane and fly out to see a man who could operate a telephone but not speak into it for more than 

half a minute, I couldn’t catch my breath and my sides ached. 


