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When my friend Brad found me at a table in the Gloucester Arms pub in Oxford, 

England, I was studying a shamrock drawn upon the creamy top of a cool thick pint of dark 

stout. The late afternoon sun had finally impaled the English clouds, revealing wisps of blue sky 

after a dull grey morning of cold drizzle. Brad sat down across from me. 

“You okay?” 

As I looked up I realized too late my face was streaked with tears, and my friend was 

taken aback. We’d known each other several years now, fellow “Yanks” at Oxford who’d 

connected as being both from the South—with all its associated idiosyncrasies that few other 

compatriots seemed to appreciate. 

“I just heard from my father…” I hardly spoke the words before I found it difficult to go 

on. “I think I told you once that I never knew him.” 

Brad nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I remember your mentioning that.” 

“Not since I was three years old at least, when he left.”  I paused again to regain 

composure as Brad waited. As I struggled to express my predicament, I felt a profound sense of 

gratitude simply for having a friend there to listen. I drank a deep sip of beer, savoring its cool, 

bitter taste as someone put a song on the jukebox behind us and a heavy rock ballad started to 

play. I took a deep breath and continued. 

“My mother called to say she’d heard from him. Or from his family, rather. They said my 

father’s on his death bed dying of lung cancer. The doctor says he’s got less than a week to live, 

and now he wants to speak with me before he dies.” 



Brad’s reply threw me for a loop. “You have to go see him,” he said. 

“What?” 

“You should get on the next flight home to the States and meet your father before he dies. 

You’ll always regret it if you don’t.” He was speaking from experience, having lost his own 

father prematurely. The only way I could ever confront the lifelong sense of emptiness I had 

endured was to finally meet, just once before he died, the father I had never known. This was the 

only way I might achieve a true sense of closure. 

By the end of the evening I had made my decision. I would travel home to meet my 

father.  

 

My old school friend Robert offered to travel with me from Little Rock to Hot Springs so 

I wouldn’t have to journey there alone. We drove up the day before my appointment with my 

father and stayed the night in a hotel on Lake Hamilton. Then the next day we drove to the house 

where my father had lived with his girlfriend and her family for many years. I was greeted in the 

front yard by a man of about my own age named Randall. 

“I know exactly what you’re experiencing,” he said. “I met my own birth father later in 

life too.” By the time we entered the house, Randall explained how he was brought up in turn by 

my biological father like a son of his own. (My father had otherwise had no further children.) I 

was still processing this when I was greeted at the door by Randall’s mother, Monica. She 

welcomed me graciously and led me into the living room, where several other women—

including Randall’s wife and sister—waited. 

“He’s in the back room,” said Monica. “He’s expecting you.” Robert waited with Randall 

as I followed Monica into the back of the house. We entered the back room, and there he 



was, sitting in a chair waiting for me. Randall had quickly explained that the only reason my 

father wasn’t in a hospital bed hooked up to a ventilator was that he’d wanted to meet me with 

dignity. So they’d had the machine set up here, next to his chair. 

Monica showed me to a seat and then discreetly left the room. I didn’t know what to say, 

but I knew an attempt at small talk would seem, under the circumstances, bathetic.  But he spoke 

first. 

He said: “You’re studying English literature?” I could tell from his voice that his health 

had already declined rapidly since our brief phone conversation three days earlier. 

“Yes, I’m studying medieval and Renaissance drama.” 

Then to my surprise he began to recite Chaucer in Middle English: 

  

“Whan that April with his showres soote 

  The droughte of March hath perced to the roote…” 

  

   I suddenly realized the room we were in was a private study full of books. There were 

books everywhere, with every imaginable title from Dostoevsky to Chomsky to a treatise on the 

art of growing marijuana. 

He told me of his archaeological research in England, and showed me photographs from 

his travels. He then commended me for my academic success, and said he’d been pleased to hear 

it. 

I said: “I guess you gave me some good genes.” 

“You got your genes from your mother.” Suddenly he began coughing violently, and 

Monica rushed into the room to adjust the ventilator. It was clear that our conversation was 



becoming extremely difficult for him. I looked into his eyes and was struck by a strange sense of 

familiarity, and then realized his eyes seemed the mirror image of my own. Yet they now 

betrayed something else too—something he would finally express before we said goodbye. 

It seemed an appropriate moment for bringing the visit to a close. I told my father simply 

how glad I was finally to have met him. I told him that I would one day write about our meeting, 

so that this occasion (and he) would not be forgotten. It was now my turn to quote poetry, and I 

recalled two lines which seemed to fit the sentiment perfectly: 

  

          “So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 

             So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.” 

  

My father nodded. Then I said: “I want you to know that as you are my father, I love 

you.” 

Just as I was about to leave, he seemed to be struggling to summon up one last word. 

“Don’t die bitter,” he said. Then he looked deeply into my eyes before saying the last words I 

would ever hear from him: “I regret.” With this he abruptly dropped his chin to his chest with a 

look of final resignation. 

As I turned away my eyes filled with tears, and when they saw my face the women in the 

room began to weep. Randall accompanied me outside where Robert was waiting at the car, and 

I thanked him for helping make my visit such a warm one. Then Monica came out and said she 

had something for me from my father. 

“He insisted on this,” she said, handing me a check to cover the cost of my trip from 

London. On the check he had written: “For love and travel.”    



  

          The next day, Randall called to say my father had died that night. He had left me all his 

books. “He spent the last few days of his life trying to tie up all the loose ends before you 

arrived,” Randall explained. “We told him he should just rest and save energy, and that we’d 

take care of everything. Yet he insisted, and just kept saying—but I have promises to keep.” 

I smiled, and then recited softly to myself: And miles to go before I sleep. 

 


