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        "No one I know of has honored a father as gallantly as has Barry Friedman, animating ‘the oddities and wonders of Jack Friedman’ for readers whose misfortune was never to have met him. Jack’s enormous success was to have raised a son who loved him so faithfully, so drolly, and—our reward—so memorably.”

        Mark Singer, author of Funny Money and staff writer for The New Yorker

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “You can’t go on the road with standup comedian Barry Friedman, which is probably good for your health and sanity. But you can feel what it felt like, through this funny, gritty, wondrously detailed and scarily honest book I really am enjoying it.”

        Dave Barry, author, recipient of the Pulitzer Prize and the Walter Cronkite Award for Excellence in Journalism (about The Joke Was on Me)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “From the Baby O! Lounge in Hastings, Nebraska to the Elks Lodge in Seminole, Oklahoma, it’s Barry Friedman! Let’s give him a big hand, folks. He’s written a book with all the wisdom and humanity of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, but with way better jokes and twice as many clitoral piercings.”

        John H. Richardson (about The Joke Was On Me)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “This masterpieces would blow away the competition, if there were competition for such a masterpiece, which there is not.”

        Shane Gericke, bestselling author of The Fury (about Jacob Fishman’s Marraiges)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Seeing the broken yet still beautiful work through Barry’s eyes is cathartic”

        Jennifer Taub, author of Big Dirty Money (about Jacob Fishman’s Marriages)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I knew this book would be special after reading the first sentence — ‘You died today.’ I was right. In Four Days and a Year Later, every single word counts. Barry Friedman invites readers to bear witness as he opens his heart and soul and pulls no punches in telling a story of loss and survival that is both tragic and inspirational. This book is simply incredible. What a gift Friedman has created for us.”

        Michael Wallis, author, The Best Land Under Heaven: The Donner Party in the Age of Manifest Destiny

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “I haven’t been able to get five pages in without having to catch my breath. You’re a brave writer, my brother.”

        Charles P. Pierce, Esquire (about Four Days and a Year Later)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “[Four Days and a Year Later] is a shattering memoir about love and parenthood and all the ways you can love too much and still lose everything.  For anyone struggling to understand the current drug crisis and anyone trying to imagine the outer edges of family this book will both sear and hold you. Powerful, brutally self aware, Barry Friedman is a flashlight through loss and redemption”

        Dahlia Lithwick, Senior Editor, Slate
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      Previously . . .

      It was the beginning of 2018.

      My father, Jack Friedman, who had turned ninety-one the prior October, was preparing to move into a one-bedroom apartment at the Tulsa Jewish Retirement & Health Center, courtesy of “the Big Guy,” which was what he called Jim Jakubovitz, its CEO—not because Jim was big, but because Jim was bigger than my father and my father couldn’t remember his name. My father couldn’t remember names, or, most likely, didn’t feel it was important enough to remember them, including, maddeningly, his own daughter’s—my sister, Susan. He called most women he’d see, or meet, regardless of age, nationality, understanding of English (and this included the Vietnamese women who gave him pedicures) “Miss America.” Men were “Mr. America.” He couldn’t remember names of places, either. Old School Bagel Cafe, where we spent most Saturday mornings, was “Owl Head,” and the Tulsa Jewish Retirement & Health Center, later renamed Zarrow Pointe, was “the Hebrew Home” or simply “the Hotel.”

      “What kind of bill am I running up here?”

      “It’s all included, Dad. Nothing.”

      “What do you mean ‘nothing’?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “How can it be nothing?”

      “Because it’s all included in the rent—the meals, the security, all of it.”

      “C’mon, give me a figure.”

      “There’s no figure!”

      “Why do I ask you anything?”

      He had moved from Las Vegas years earlier—dragged to Tulsa by me, according to what he told everyone—and had been living at Tulsa’s Mansion House Apartments, which he called, simply, “the Mansion,” as if Tulsa had just one and he was in it before coming to the Hebrew Home. A few weeks before the move, we were at NYC Pizza, a place run by a guy named Kenny, who came to Tulsa from the Bronx. We were sitting under a framed photo of the 1962 New York Yankees. Kenny, who liked my father, as did most people, had just brought our pizza and told us about yet another relative of his who’d just died.

      “He just dropped dead and died,” Kenny said of some cousin. “And that was after his brother died and the sister had cancer. I got this thing now with my gut, so what are you going to do?”

      “This guy with his stories,” my father said, after Kenny walked away. “Wow-wee-wow! By him, everyone dies or has got some disease. This guy is Dr. Death.”

      Back to the photo.

      My father, who was thirty-six in 1962, grew up in Brooklyn but was a Yankees fan.

      “Look at that!” he said, staring at it. “Look at that,” he repeated. “Mantle, Maris, Berra, Whitey Ford, Skowron. What a team that was.”

      He knew all their names.

      “How do you know their names and can’t remember your daughter’s, which is Susan, by the way?”

      “This was, like, a million years ago. Where the hell did the guy get this picture?”

      “Probably bought it.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know why. He liked it. How should I know, though? Kenny’s from New York, the Bronx—his whole family is—so it makes sense.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The name of the restaurant: NYC Pizza.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. What’s your point?”

      “That’s why they have the picture.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Yankees, the Bronx. These guys are from the Bronx.”

      “All right, don’t get so shook up.”

      His attention then returned to the picture. I watched him disappear into the Jack Friedman of fifty-six years ago.

      What was he thinking?

      “Say, Ba, let me ask you something,” he said. “Any Jews on that team?”
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        FEBRUARY

      

      

      3 February

      We are at 61 Nails in Tulsa for pedicures. The last time we were here, my father told the two Vietnamese women, Diane and her mother, Amy, who were both working on his feet, that what they were doing “was better than sex.” Today they had Diane’s brother, Amy’s son, work on his nails.

      “Hello, Mr. America,” my father says to him, even though it’s obvious he knows no English. “You know why you can’t cut that one?” my father asks, pointing to the nail on his big toe. “Because of the war. This was before your time.”

      Soon my father is telling him the Purple Heart story.

      The guy is probably 19 and appears to know less English than his mother and sister.

      “Why,” my father asks the guy, “are my nails so hard and not glossy? Is it because I’m ninety-one? Is it circulation or what?”

      The guy smiles.

      “Hey, Ba,” my father mouths to me—I am sitting next to him—“they take charge cards here?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Say, is that toe warped?”  my father asks the guy, now masked. “I think the toe’s deformed, I really do. You know, in the war, I had a piece of metal sticking out of it. That’s why I got the Purple Heart. But it feels very good. No joke. It’s better than sex.”

      It’s a good punchline.

      “I don’t think that guy speaks English,” my father says on the drive home. “I keep talking. He says nothing. Don’t misunderstand me, he does a fabulous job on feet. But say something, for crying out loud.”
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        * * *

      

      7 February

      My father is unhappy with the Yankef-Leibisch Family Circle financial management. He received a letter from Ida, Family Circle president, informing him that his $8/year dues is late. The letter went on to say that if dues weren’t paid promptly, it might put his burial plot at risk and he would no longer receive the Yankef-Leibisch Family Circle newsletter.

      “I called Pitsy,” my father says about one of two in the family named Pitsy.

      “Why’d you call Pitsy? Ida’s the problem.”

      “Ida doesn’t know from nothing. Did you know Pitsy married Jerry Parker?”

      “I’m aware. Why do you call her ‘Pitsy,’ anyway?”

      “Why?”

      “Why?”

      “Why.”

      “Yes, why?”

      “She’s Pitsy. It means ‘small.’ Pitseleh. It’s Jewish.”

      “You mean Yiddish?”

      “What’d I say?”

      “Close enough.”

      “But back to Ida.”

      “Last time, she had me speak to the collector.”

      “The family circle has a collector?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I actually have no idea what you mean.”

      “She wasn’t home. I spoke to Ida’s husband. What’s his name? Or maybe they’re not married. Who can keep track? Ida always has a fella. Anyway, the guy, the collector, said I didn’t owe any money and not to worry about it. They moved to New Rochelle.”

      “Ida didn’t move to New Rochelle.”

      “No, not Ida. Jerry and Selma.”

      “Who’s Selma?”

      “That’s Pitsy. We call Selma ‘Pitsy.’”

      “Which Pitsy?”

      “Pitsy! I pay every year. You know you and Wayne and Susan can be buried there.”

      “Yes.”

      “But not Melissa, because she’s not Jewish.”

      “I know. But it’s not like anyone’s going to ask.”

      “Those things are not cheap, those plots. No joke.”

      “I know.”

      “You know how many people are buried there?”

      “The exact number? No.”

      “The whole family’s there. I mean the dead ones.”

      “Right.”

      We drive by St. Francis Hospital. After seeing the statue of St. Peter and the gigantic cross on the ground, my father asks, “These are the Catholics?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wow-wee-wow! What’s the matter, Jews couldn’t build a hospital in Tulsa?”
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        * * *

      

      11 February

      David Blatt and Patty Hipsher, dear friends of mine, join us at Owl Head Bagels.

      “So the bridge fell on my toe. This was 1945,” he tells them.

      Again.

      “I got a Purple Heart, but no joke, it fell on my toe. Went to the hospital. This was before your time. It was, like, seventy years ago.”

      “How does it feel now?” David asks.
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        * * *

      

      16 February

      “Ba, why can’t I hear you?” he asks on the phone.

      “Why? I don’t know why.”

      “Are you on your phone?”

      “Yes, I’m on my phone. We’re talking.”

      “So maybe I need to get a phone-to-phone thing.”

      “A phone-to-phone thing?”

      “You know, when people call.”

      “That’s called a phone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have a phone. You do. You talk back and forth.”

      “I know, I know. So, what’s up, sweetheart?”
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        * * *

      

      17 February

      At Owl Head, once again, with David and Patty.

      “Barry’s mother is from Oklahoma,” my father tells David.

      “No, she wasn’t,” I say. “She was born in New York, in Brooklyn, like you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She wasn’t born in Oklahoma.”

      “I was born in Brooklyn.”

      “So was she.”

      “Then her parents were born here.”

      “They were not. They were born in Poland and Russia.”

      “Then why was your mother here?”

      “She left you.”

      “Left me?”

      “Yeah, remember, for about a year?”

      “Oh, that’s right. So who was born here?”

      “Nobody in the family.”

      “Then what the hell am I doing here?”
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        * * *

      

      18 February

      We’re at Owl Head, yet again, and Joe, one of the owners, surprises my father with a beautiful plate of pancakes and eggs.

      “What is this?” my father asks as Joe puts the plate in front of him.

      “Pancakes and eggs.”

      “I’m getting this and the egg and soft roll?”

      “No, no, just this,” Joe says. “Enjoy.”

      “Who ordered this?” my father asks after Joe leaves.

      “Nobody. He just thought you’d like it.”

      “Who the hell can eat all this?”

      “This is where the ‘thank you’ goes.”

      “Who made this?”

      “Joe.”

      “You mean the Big Guy? Not Owen?”

      “Aaron.”

      “Aaron. Why do I think his name is Owen?”

      “God only knows. But they’re partners.”

      “Take some,” he says, sliding eggs over to my plate.

      “I don’t want any. You want syrup?”

      “Yes, a little. Put it over here,” he says, pointing to an empty place on his plate.

      I pour the syrup, which quickly mingles with the pancake and, horror of horrors, the egg.

      “Ach,” he says, “you got it on the egg.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Well, you put syrup on pancakes, not eggs. It’s all right, though. No big deal.”

      After breakfast, sitting in the car in front of his apartment at the Mansion, he says, “Thanks for everything you’re doing with the move. You need dough?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      “You need money for gas?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you drive an electric.”

      “Right.”

      “You don't need dough?”

      “I don’t need dough.”

      “Let me give you a couple of hundred.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      "All right, thank you again for everything. I’d kiss you, but I’m achy.”
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        * * *

      

      22 February

      “What do you got there?” he asks as I enter his apartment at the Mansion.

      “Boxes.”

      “Boxes?”

      “Boxes.”

      “What kind of boxes?”

      “They’re boxes.”

      “I know, but . . . what? For packing?”

      “Yes, for packing.”

      “That’s all you brought?”

      “That’s all I could carry.”

      “You should have gotten them bigger.”

      “Go watch TV.”

      “Don’t get so shook up.”

      “Don't talk to me. I got shit to do.”

      “All right, I won’t ask questions. What are you packing, though?”

      “Why are you talking to me?”

      “All right, I won’t talk to you.”

      Moments later, I enter the room with pictures from the bedroom.

      “What are you doing with the pictures?”

      “Packing them.”

      “What are they? Pictures?”

      “Yes.”

      “Mine? Of what?”

      “People, things.”

      “Let me see. Ba, question: At the new place, the Hebrew Home, what kind of garbage do they have? A chute or a room?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I just wanted to know if it’s a chute or a room.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s probably a chute. Do you know anyone who lives there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who do you know?”

      “I know people there.”

      “Who?”

      “Does it matter? People.”

      “Do you know if they have a chute?”

      “If they have a chute, you have a chute, and, no, I don’t know.”

      “I just didn’t know, that’s all. So when can we move in?”

      “This weekend.”

      “You mean, what, Saturday, Sunday?”

      “Yeah, the weekend.”

      “Friday?”

      “Sure, Friday.”

      “But you don’t know what kind of garbage they have? Because we have a chute here. Ah, Ba, I hate moving. How am I going to find everything?”

      “They’ll be in boxes.”

      “I’m going back to Vegas.”

      “I’ll help you pack.”

      “You’re knocking your brains out.”

      “Wayne will be here Saturday. He’ll help.”

      “I hate for Wayne to come. He works, he’s got responsibilities. He’s a busy guy.”
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        * * *

      

      23 February

      When I arrive this morning at the Mansion, he is opening a box.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “You packed something I needed. I couldn’t find it this morning.”

      “What was it?”

      “It was in one of the boxes.”

      “What was it?”

      “What I needed?”

      “What did you need?”

      “I couldn’t remember. But I couldn’t find it.”

      “So how do you know I packed it, or that you even need it?”

      “I don’t. But you must have.”

      “But you didn’t know what you were looking for.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I just couldn’t find it, that’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      25 February

      At dinner, Melissa, my girlfriend, whom I’ve mentioned in the previous volumes, says, “You know, Jack, you’re a good-looking man. Why don’t you just take off the toupee?”

      And he does.

      Just like that.

      At the kitchen table, he holds it in his hand and, as Hamlet spoke to Yorick’s skull, says to his hairpiece (I think this one was named Caroline), “You’re going into the closet. It’s all over. You’ve had a short life, but it’s been a nice one. I’ll see you around. [Strokes it.] Keep yourself nice because if you don’t, nobody’s gonna take you.”
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        * * *

      

      26 February

      The Big Guy invites us to dinner at the Hebrew Home. Malyn, one of the activity coordinators, stop by.

      “Hi, Barry.”

      “You know her?” my father asks.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s my son,” he says to her, pointing to me.

      “I know,” she says.

      “I’m the father.”

      “She knows, Dad.”

      “She knows?”

      “She knows.”

      “How does she know?”

      “She knows.”

      “Voudriez-vous vous promener sur les Champs Elysées?”

      “I don’t speak French,” she says.

      “You’re uncivilized. Where you from?”

      “America.”

      “No, I mean your family.”

      “They’re from Germany.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around.”

      

      
        
        MARCH

      

      

      1 March

      Tonight, at the Hebrew Home, Jack Friedman enjoys his first dinner as an official resident. Decked out in his new blue hat from Target, upon his now-toupee-less head, he is approached by Jim—not “Big Guy” Jim, another Jim—the restaurant manager, a sweet guy, who, after welcoming us, has some bad news.

      “Mr. Friedman, I hate to ask you this, but we don’t permit hats in the dining room.”

      “Jim, can I talk to you a moment? Dad, I’ll be right back.”

      I get up. We walk to the kitchen.

      “You have to do me a favor,” I say. “That man over there”—I point to my father—“has worn a toupee for forty-four years. It’s been off for three days. He’s not ready. Can you make an exception on this one?”

      “I would,” he said, “but some people complain about hats. It’s policy.”

      “I’m begging you. If he goes back to the toupee, and he will, it’ll be on your head, please excuse the pun, and then . . . well, you want to hear people complain, just wait.”

      “Is it that serious?”

      “Imagine taking a hypodermic away from a heroin addict.”

      “How much time do you need?”

      “A week.”

      “All right, you got it.”
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        * * *

      

      3 March

      “The Home here gives you thirty meals a month?” my father asks.

      “Yes."

      “But what about those months when there are thirty-one days?”

      “I think they include thirty-one meals that month.”

      “You sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Did you ask?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll just skip one meal. No big deal.”

      “You don’t have to skip a meal.”

      “Nah, I don’t have much of an appetite anymore after I stopped playing tennis.”

      “You stopped playing tennis ten years ago.”

      “You know what I mean.”
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        * * *

      

      4 March

      This morning, I’m in the lobby of the Hebrew Home and I hear another man, not my father, say to a woman sitting on one of the sofas, “Hello, Miss America.”

      Guy’s stealing my father’s act.

      “Bad news, bad news,” my father says when I see him. “My adding-machine tape broke. I need my computer.”

      “Why don’t I just bring you more adding-machine tape? And a computer, what does that have to⁠—”

      “—because I need my computer for the . . . you know, I have a lot of tax stuff. I should never have given up the computer.”

      “You did the returns by hand.”

      “You don’t know. I did a lot on computers. Let me come over to your house and work on your computer.”

      “I don’t have tax programs on my computer.”

      “What are you talking about? I don’t need those. What is that, anyway?”

      “This is my point.”

      “And now my adding-machine tape goes out. Ach, I give up! What do they want from my life? I need this like a hole in the head.”

      “Dad, I’ll bring you paper for the adding machine.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll bring you paper.”

      “You know what paper I need. It’s for the⁠—”

      “—adding machine.”

      “Where you going to get it?”

      “I have some.”

      “You have some?”

      “I have some.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have adding-machine paper.”

      “Why do you have adding-machine paper?”

      “Because I have an adding machine.”

      “So why don’t I have paper?”

      “You had it and then ran out. I didn’t. Life is like that sometimes.”

      “Can I get some of yours?”

      “Yes. I’ll bring some over.”

      “You know what I need. The white that’s in the, you know, a circle.”

      “A spool.”

      “A what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “All right, tell you what. You bring over the adding-machine paper and I’ll put it in my machine, or you can. I don’t know how these things work anymore.”

      “Great idea.”
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        * * *

      

      8 March

      “Ba, a guy called me from downstairs and wanted to know what I wanted for dinner tonight.”

      “Did you tell him?”

      “I didn’t know what to tell him.”

      “What do you want for dinner?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did he give you options?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What sounded good?”

      “I think the chicken.”

      “So call him back and tell him you want the chicken.”

      “Okay. You mean, call him now?”

      “Yeah.”

      A minute later, the phone rings.

      “I’m not calling. I’m going down to tell them I want the chicken.”

      “You’re right. This is no job for the phone.”

      Five minutes later, the phone rings.

      “Okay, I went down there and told him. I have to tell him every day?”

      “No. It’s probably because you’re new.”

      “I don’t mind telling them. I just don’t know what to say. But they got a good chicken, you know.”
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        * * *

      

      9 March

      We’re on meal eleven out of the allotted thirty—I have been there for two of them. Shabbat dinner counts for two meals, but you get a better cut of meat, the challah, matzoh-ball soup, and homemade dessert. Adding to the mathematical woes on the horizon, on Sunday Melissa, Gregory, her son, who’s 13 and lives with us, and I are joining my father for dinner, which will add three to the monthly tally. My father will get “back” three meals at the end of the month because he’ll be in New York with Susan, and he’ll save three more by going to the “Hot Rod” Casino—explanation just below!—for its buffet for the next three weeks. These are things that occupy my thoughts these days.
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        * * *

      

      13 March

      LeAnna at the Hard Rock Hotel and Casino—which my father, you might remember, calls the Hot Rod Casino—took my father out to dinner last night. At dinner tonight at the buffet, she tells me their server was nonbinary.

      “Oh, dear,” I say. “How did that go?”

      LeAnna quoted my father: “‘I don’t know who he or she was supposed to be,” she reported. “‘Don’t get me wrong . . . very nice. But I didn’t see any bosoms? Did you see any bosoms?’”

      “LeAnna, I don’t know what to tell you . . . but did you?”

      Later, on the way back to the Hebrew Home: “Dad, you comfortable at the new place?”

      “Very much so. I eat dinner with these two guys. One’s older than me, but the other one, he’s in . . . the carriage, the machine.”

      “The carriage . . . the machine? You mean a walker?”

      “No, no, you walk with the thing and you push it. There’s, like, four hundred of them at the place.”

      “The walker. He’s got a walker.”

      “Anyway, these two guys. One of them is falling apart. They eat the salad, but they never eat the dinner. Well, last time they ate the dinner. I wonder why one day they eat the dinner, the main course, and then one day they don’t. Anyway, they both have these people, I don’t know why. What do you call them?”

      “Helpers.”

      “Helpers?”

      “Yeah, personal aides.”

      “Why do they have aides? Do I need an aide?”

      “You have an aide.”

      “Who?”

      “Me.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s right. Anyway, they have these aides. I joke around with the black aide. He’s very nice. I think he’s from Poland or Russia.”
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        * * *

      

      24 March

      “They all make big bucks up there,” my father says of his daughter, my sister, Susan, in anticipation of his trip to New York. “Big bucks! Even Emily, the girl, makes money, and she takes me to the movies twice a week. And Chris, he fell into this computer thing, and he’s making big money. Probably forty grand a year.”

      “He’s making more than that.”

      “No.”

      “Yeah.”

      “No.”

      “I’m telling you.”

      “Your sister works hard. They all go to work. Every morning. There’s, like, seven cars in the driveway. Even Jesse, who wants to be a pastor—and where did that come from?—is making money. And Noah, the biggest one, has the smallest room. He's making money at the airport. What does he do there, again?”

      “He—”

      “—anyway, I almost never pick up a check when I’m there. You know how much that would be? There are five big eaters there. They’re enormous. I’d go broke. Susan says I can stay as long as I want.”

      “Good.”

      “And Leo Meltzer died in his sleep? How does that happen? You wake up, choke, and then die? I don’t get that.”
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        * * *

      

      27 March

      Jim, “the Big Guy,” tells me that my father asked one of the teenage girls serving at the Hebrew Home to sit on his lap.

      “You want me to talk to him about it?” I ask.

      “He won’t remember, but, yeah, mention it.”

      I relay the story to my father.

      “What do I say?” he says. “They don’t know what they’re talking about. I was joking. Ach, I want to go back to Vegas.”

      We arrive at the Hot Rod buffet minutes later, and LeAnna, as she usually does, seats my father early. When I arrive at the table, I hear this: “So, tell me,” my father asks her, “have you gained weight since you started working here? Because who the hell can eat like this every night?”
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        * * *

      

      30 March

      My father calls to tell me, “So, I was at dinner last night, and I asked for another piece of chicken, and the one waitress said to the other one, ‘Give him what he wants. He’s the father of the famous son.’”

      “Nice.”

      “‘No,’” my father says he told her. “‘What do you mean? Me? I’m not famous.’”

      “I don’t think they were talking about you.”

      “Then who were they talking about?”

      “How many sons do you have in Tulsa?”

      “You? They were talking about you? No, no, they said the famous son. They were talking about me.”

      “Dad, you’re the father, remember?”

      “I know that. Wait. How do they know you, then?”

      “I don’t know who they are, but apparently they know who I am. You told me the story.”

      “How do they know you?”

      “I don’t know!”

      “I thought they were talking about the Big Guy.”

      “But Jim’s not your son.”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No, no, they said I had a famous son. They said it to ME. And I thought, ‘I have a famous son?’”

      “Most importantly, did you get the chicken?”

      

      
        
        APRIL

      

      

      3 April

      As mentioned, my father has gone to Mastic Beach, New York, on Long Island, while I work in the Bahamas before returning to Tulsa for a prostatectomy, something I decided not to tell him. I cannot imagine how that conversation would go and just how many times I would have to say the word “prostatectomy.” As it turns out, doctors got all the cancer, and I’m not in any danger of dying, which is good, because I promised my father I wouldn’t.

      

      
        
        MAY

      

      

      4 May

      Susan calls to tell me our father gave her ten bucks for her birthday at dinner the other night.

      “What did you get Barry?” she says she asked him.

      “What did I get him? I came here for six weeks. That was my gift to him.”
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        * * *

      

      9 May

      My father is still doing accounting work for clients of his in New York.

      I call him at my sister’s. “Dad, you got a check from the guy Marc, the limo driver.”

      “How much?”

      “Fourteen hundred.”

      “Great. Take half, since you did the work on his whatchamacallit.”

      “Thank you for that.”

      “No, you deserve it. Really, take a third.”

      “You just said half.”

      “I thought you didn’t want half.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “You just said you didn’t want half.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Okay, I thought you said that, that’s all. No, take—what do you want to take?”

      “This is hilarious. I’ll owe you pretty soon.”

      “No, take half, you deserve it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Yeah, so put it in the bank and take, what’d we say, a third, a half, I don’t remember. Tell you what: Take four hundred dollars.”

      “Sounds good.”
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        * * *

      

      18 May

      My father, home from New York, walks into my house—Susan and her daughter, my niece Emily, flew home with him—and sees Melissa on the floor, on her foam roller, stretching her back.

      “What are you doing on the floor?” my father asks.

      “Stretching.”

      “Stretching? What’s the matter? You not feeling well?”

      “I’m not, actually.”

      “Yeah, because you look terrible.”
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        * * *

      

      20 May

      My father is watching television with his reading glasses. It’s eighty-two degrees.

      “Just the man I wanted to see,” he says. “I can’t see anything with these glasses.”

      “That’s because you’re watching television with your reading glasses.”

      “No, I’m not. These are for reading. The others are for watching television.”

      “That’s my point.”

      “Oh, yeah. Why do I have these on? Where are my other glasses?”

      “I just got here.”

      “Where the hell did I put them?”

      “Probably on the table.”

      “You’re not going to find them. I looked everywhere.”

      I see them on the table. “They’re right here.”

      “Where’d you find them?”

      “On the table.”

      I hand them to him.

      “Where were they?”

      “On the table.”

      “I looked there.”

      “That’s where they were.”

      “I’m watching this movie, Troy, and it’s too dark and they’re mumbling and I can’t hear anything. It’s a jerky picture anyway. It’s like they’re talking in Spanish. Put on the show for me . . . the nurses show. Have you seen the show? Another thing. Why is it so goddamn hot in here?”

      I look at the thermostat. “You turned the heat on.”

      “I turned the heat on? I didn’t touch it.”

      “You must have done something.”

      “I didn’t do anything. I pushed a couple of buttons. That’s all.”

      “That’s touching it.”

      “You know what I mean. I was just checking the thing out and it’s not very clear. They got, like, eighteen buttons. Why do they have so many buttons? Ach, I give up! What do they want from my life?”

      “I don’t know, but, look, I set it to seventy-six and the A/C. Don’t touch it, okay?”

      “I never do. I don’t go near it. Hey, did you know the woman across the hall is not Jewish?”

      “I did not know that.”

      “No joke. She’s not Jewish. The one right across the hall! She wears a . . . you know . . . a thing.”

      “A crucifix?”

      “Yeah. It’s a Jewish place, right?”

      “Yeah, but you don’t have to be Jewish to live here.”

      “Does she know she’s surrounded by Jews?”

      “Surrounded? I don’t know, but we should ask. But let’s break it to her gently.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. You want to go to lunch?”

      “Yeah. By the way, what time does the mail get here? I mean here, where I live?”
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        * * *

      

      25 May

      “This is my son. I’m the father,” my father says to Mort and Sherman at dinner. “That’s what’s-his-name and this . . . is⁠—”

      “—Hi, Mort, hi, Sherman,” I say.

      “He’s a tailor,” my father says. “He learned at Auschwitz.”

      “That’s how I survived,” Sherman says, dipping his spoon into some matzoh-ball soup. “Ach!”

      “What’s the matter, Sherman?” I ask.

      “There’s no flavor to this soup.”

      “Really?”

      “No taste.”

      “None?”

      “Not like my lady used to make.”

      “She made good soup, did she?”

      “Yeah, but she was a compulsive gambler.”

      He goes on. “I mean, it’s okay now, but when the place first opened, it was all Jewish, so you had blintzes—Jewish food. But now, they opened it up to everyone, so they have to serve different kinds of food. And the gentiles, you know. They’ll eat anything.”
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        * * *

      

      29 May

      My father calls. “Tonight, Ba, when we go to the buffet, I think Leonora⁠—”

      “—LeAnna.”

      “What’d I say?”

      “You were close. LeAnna!”

      “Anyway, I think she wants to comp us. I mean, she didn’t say anything, but I think⁠—”

      “Dad, I don’t think she does. I don’t think she can.”

      “No, no, I’m not suggesting she will, but I think she wants to. She’s never said anything, but I think she does anyway, so when we get there and she sees us, she may tell us to come in. So let’s hang around and I think she’ll, you know . . . I mean, I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

      “Dad, she’s not going to comp us. This isn’t Vegas. It doesn’t work like that. She just can’t walk two people into the buffet. She’s the restaurant manager, but trust me, she’s not doing that.”

      “Well, not you. Just me.”

      “You think she wants to comp just you?”

      “Well, you know, we’re running together.”

      

      
        
        JUNE

      

      

      3 June

      “So, Dad, the dinner was good last night?”

      “Oh, yeah, very good, very elaborate. Lots of desserts. And we had, oh, what the hell was it? Anyway. No, they don’t fool around with dinner at this place. I wonder what it’s costing me.”

      “Nothing. It’s included.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s all part of the same charge every month. I take care of it. Don’t worry.”

      “But some of the guys don’t eat. They eat the salad and that’s it. Why do they do that?”

      “Maybe they’re not hungry.”

      “Nah, c’mon!”

      “All right, I don’t know why. They don’t want to eat. Why is that your business?”

      “They come to dinner, they don’t eat. I don’t understand that. What’s the matter with these people?”
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        * * *

      

      6 June

      LeAnna, with more patience than Gandhi had with British rule over India, comes over to the table to say hello at the Hot Rod Tuesday-night buffet. My father sees her name tag.

      “LeAnna?” he asks. “I thought it was Elena.”

      “No,” she says, “it’s LeAnna.”

      “I thought it was LeOna,” he replies.

      “Nope.”

      “All right,” he says, “give me a kiss and a hug. What the hell?”

      He stands and she hugs him. He sits.

      “So, do you eat the food here?” he asks.

      “Sometimes.”

      “What did you weigh when you started?”

      She smiles, taps his shoulder, and walks to another table, laughing to herself.

      “You do all right,” he calls to her, then turns his attention to me. “You know, I run around with her a little. She’s off Mondays.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      8 June

      “Ba, that chicken and cheese you bought the other day is the best thing ever,” he says to me in the kitchen of his apartment at the Hebrew Home.

      “Really?”

      “Fantastic. Where’d you get it?”

      “A deli counter.”

      “Like a grocery store?”

      “Yeah. One with a deli counter.”

      “Outstanding. The best thing you’ve ever done.”

      “The best?”

      “Well, you know what I mean.”

      “I have yearned for years for your approval.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. But you like? Good.”

      “Out of this world. Sometimes I don’t even use the bread. I just take the chicken and put it between two pieces of cheese and eat it like that.”

      “Then what do you do with all the bread you have?”

      “I freeze it for when I need it.”
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        * * *

      

      12 June

      On the way to the Hot Rod, we see a billboard for a weight-reduction clinic in which a woman is pictured, smiling, with the caption “I lost 142 pounds and I feel fantastic.”

      “C’mon, nobody loses that kind of weight and feels good,” my father says as we drive by. “You know how much weight that is?”

      “I’m thinking 142 pounds.”

      “You can’t lose that kind of weight and feel okay. You’d be lethargic. The body would be . . . blah. It’s not normal. She’s lying.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      17 June

      “So the bank charges three dollars and fifty cents,” my father says today at Panera, “just to check a balance?”

      “Well, the casino does. The bank then sometimes charges another two fifty.”

      “The miserable bastards. The nerve of them. That’s all. I’m finished with banks.”

      “Good plan.”

      “You know, I was dizzy earlier.”

      “You didn’t tell me.”

      “It’s softening up. I don’t mean dizzy, I mean, you know, unsteady.”

      “That’s dizzy.”

      “I had to sit down, that’s all.”

      “That’s dizzy.”

      “Ach, dizzy. I don’t know if I was dizzy.”

      “You were dizzy. Did you eat anything today?”

      “No, I didn’t. That’s probably it.”

      “You didn’t eat anything? You didn’t have your cereal this morning?”

      “You know I combine the Frosted Flakes and the Rice Krispies. Great combination. Every morning I have it.”

      “I’m aware. And you didn’t eat any this morning?”

      “No, I did.”

      “You just said you didn’t.”

      “I did. But I didn’t have that much.”
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        * * *

      

      20 June

      “So I hear the casino doesn’t pay when the dealer busts on twenty-two in blackjack,” my father says to me on Interstate 244, on the way to the Hot Rod.

      “That’s not true.”

      “No, it is. I saw it.”

      “Maybe you miscounted the dealer’s hand.”

      “Well, I wasn’t playing. It’s possible. I was just walking by the table, and the dealer went like this”—he swipes his hand in midair, indicating a push. “But it’s what I saw.”

      “But it’s not. When the dealer busts with twenty-two, the house pays.”

      “Maybe. But the nerve of them to do that.”

      “But they don’t do that.”

      “No, I saw. It happened. Not tonight, but before.”

      “But you just said you weren’t playing at that table and maybe you were mistaken.”

      “Well, still, imagine—they do that!”

      “But they don’t do that.”

      “Vegas doesn’t do that.”

      “They don’t do it here, either!”

      “Maybe Vegas does it now too.”

      “Dad, the casino pays when the dealer busts.”

      “So you’re saying they get to not pay on twenty-two, but I lose on twenty-two?”

      “No. You lose on twenty-two and they lose on twenty-two. But if they hit twenty-two and you’re still playing, they lose.”

      “What kind of cockamamie state is this? They allow that? Is this an Indian thing?”

      “They don’t allow that! The house pays when the dealer busts on twenty-two.”

      “I’m telling you, I saw the dealer had a twenty-two and he didn’t pay. He went like this.” And, again, he swipes his hand through the air.

      “Dad, listen to me, they pay when they bust on twenty-two.”

      “Why don’t you check when we get there?”

      “I checked.”

      “And what did they say?”

      “They pay when a dealer busts on twenty-two.”

      “Who did you talk to?”

      “A dealer.”

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t know which one.”

      “You have to talk to a boss. The dealers don’t know.”

      “The dealers don’t know? Of course the dealers know.”

      “I gotta find out. You don’t pay on twenty-two. How do you not pay on twenty-two?”

      “They pay on twenty-two!”

      “Ach, Oklahoma!”

      “Dad, one more time. When a dealer busts, they pay.”

      “No. Somebody told me they don’t.”

      “Somebody?”

      “Yeah, somebody. A guy.”

      A friend sent me a message today:

      “Had a strange encounter with your father today at the gym. I did my workout and got into the shower. Seeing something odd about one of the soap dispensers, I looked closer and found a pair of hearing aids, which I took back to my locker while dressing. Jack appeared and said he had lost his ‘ear plugs.’

      “I said, ‘Do you mean hearing aids?’ and handed him what I had found. He was most appreciative and asked my name, which he immediately forgot, but before leaving, he said, ‘If you need a woman or something, just ask.’”
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        * * *

      

      26 June

      “This soccer,” my father says this morning at Owl Head, “all they do is run. What kind of sport is that? It’s only with the feet.”

      

      
        
        JULY

      

      

      3 July

      “Dad, where are the hearing aids?” I ask as he gets in the car.

      “You mean the plugs? I don’t need them today.”

      “Today?”

      “What?”

      “Today you don’t need them?”

      “No, no. I know where they are. I was watching television, and I didn’t put them in, that’s all.”

      “I should get them.”

      “Where?”

      “In your apartment.”

      “I know where they are.”

      “I’ll get them.”

      “I don’t need them. I hear fine. I had the TV on all day and heard every word.”

      “Dad, you sit five feet away from it and you have the closed captioning on.”

      “The what?”

      “The script.”

      “Yeah. I put that on the TV.”

      “I know.”

      “You have to show me how to put that on the TV.”

      “But it’s on there.”

      “I mean, in case you’re not around.”

      “Where would I be?”

      We get to the Hot Rod for the buffet and LeAnna ushers us into the dining room.

      “We are swamped today,” she says. “The hotel is giving away pool floaties. None of these people”—she scans the array of people here for the Tuesday buffet—“have pools, so I don’t get it. Besides, you can get them at Walmart for $4.95. I swear. They could give a roll of toilet paper away and people would line up.”

      My father rolls up his sweatpants leg to his knee.

      “Look,” he says to LeAnna. “Look.”

      “What am I looking at?” she asks.

      “My leg.”

      “I see that. What about it?”

      “Huh?”

      “Jack. What do you want me to do?”

      “You see it?”

      “I see it.”

      “You want to touch it?”

      “I’ll pass.”

      “C’mon, it’s a dollar a touch.”

      She laughs and leaves.

      “Hey,” he calls after her, loud enough for those who have been squirreling away floaties, “I’ll call you Monday.”

      “She’s such a nice girl,” he says as he turns back to me. “You know she’s full Indian.”

      “You told me.”

      “How many tribes you got here? In Oklahoma, I mean.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They all got casinos?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “The Apaches here?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “They were the fighters.”

      “If you say so.”

      “She’s Creek, I think, LeOna.”

      “LeAnna.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Cherokee. I don’t know. One of them. She’s very nice, though.”
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        * * *

      

      7 July

      We’re at Owl Head this morning when Michael Wright, a writing instructor at the University of Tulsa, comes by carrying a copy of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.

      “What are you reading?” asks my father.

      Michael shows him.

      “The Grapes of Wrath? The Grapes of Wrath? That’s, like, a thousand years old. You’re just now reading it?”

      “I’m rereading it,” says Michael.

      “When did that come out?” my father asks.

      “1939.”

      “1939?”

      “1939.”

      “What printing is that?”

      What printing is that? “Dad, have you read it?”

      “Well, you know, I, uh . . . I saw the movie. Is he still alive?”

      “Steinbeck? No,” I say.

      “When did he die?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What’s the book about?” he asks Michael. “I mean, the story.”

      “It’s about the Dust Bowl, the banks, people getting screwed.”

      “He’s probably a Republican.”

      “Actually, he was a socialist,” says Michael.

      “Well, there’s a lot of that going around. So he died?”

      “Steinbeck? Yeah.”

      “I didn’t know he died.”

      “He died.”

      “You know what we should do?” my father asks. “We should go back to the beginning, before anything bad happened, and this way we can avoid all the bad stuff. Like, when Hitler was born. When he was a baby, we should have killed him right there. That’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      8 July

      “Why doesn’t God take me already?” my father asks this morning at iHop. “What does he want from my life? But I’ll tell you what, Ba. You can have the clients. Hey, no joke. It’s good money. Don’t forget. Jovanovic, the doctor, has a big carry-forward loss. He’s on extension. What the hell did we order, anyway?”
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        * * *

      

      10 July

      A woman at the Hebrew Home approached me yesterday and said, “I just had the nicest talk with your daddy. He told me about his entire life. How he was in the Philippines and your mom, who was a dancer in Las Vegas.”

      “That pretty much covers it.”

      “No. He’s so proud of your mom. A dancer! In Las Vegas. It’s so sweet the way he talked about her.”

      “Yeah, really is. If only it were true.”

      “Your mom wasn’t a dancer?”

      “Maybe around the house, but not in Vegas.”

      “I wonder why he said that.”

      “He’s Jack Friedman, that’s why.”

      “He’s very proud of you.”

      “He is?”

      “Oh, yeah. He said you were the best son who dragged him to Tulsa.”

      “Perfect.”

      “He said you meant well.”

      My father and I then head to the Hot Rod buffet.

      Let me back up a little. LeAnna called late last week to tell me her boyfriend was back in her life and they were getting married. She was worried, though, how my father would take the news because, well, they were “running together.” She thought he might be developing a crush on her.

      “He is,” I said.

      I told her we’d come by.

      We arrive.

      We sit down at the buffet, and she puts her hand on the table, her engagement ring visible.

      He sees it.

      “What, are you married?” my father asks.

      “Actually,” she says, “that’s what I wanted to tell you. I just got engaged.”

      “Engaged?” he asks. “Engaged?”

      “Yes.”

      He does not then say, “Congratulations.” He does not say, “I’m happy for you.”

      Jack Friedman, ninety-one years old, asks LeAnna, who’s in her early fifties and now engaged, “Does he know about me?”
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        * * *

      

      14 July

      We’re headed to Owl Head.

      “Ba, how did Bernie die?”

      Bernie Newman—and this is important to the story—was his cousin. They grew up across the street from each other in Brooklyn. This has been (and will be) an ongoing conversation.

      “Again with this? He died. Old age.”

      “He was six months older than me.”

      “People die at your age, and he didn’t just die.”

      “What? Didn’t he just die?”

      “No. He’s been dead for years.”

      “And Lylah died. How did she die?”

      “I don’t know Lylah.”

      “She was married to Bernie.”

      “I didn’t know Bernie.”

      “How could you not know Bernie? He was my cousin growing up. Oh, yeah, that’s right. You weren’t born yet. I gotta call Pitsy and find out how he died.”

      “He died, Dad, years ago.”

      “They called you?”

      “No. They didn’t call me.”

      “He’s in that picture. Have you seen the picture? That picture I have.”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re all dead. All the old-timers.”

      “The picture was taken in 1936. Some of those people were sixty then. It would make them, like, 140 now. Yes, they’re going to all be dead.”

      “I’m the only one left. Well, Pitsy’s alive. She married Jerry Parker. Who knew that was going to happen?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They had a big fight with Mel. Pitsy was Mel’s girl.”

      “Last time in Florida, they told us this wasn’t true.”

      “Ach! I give up. So they ran back to New York and now live in, you know, upstate. New Brunswick. Mel’s in California. He takes naps.”

      “New Rochelle.”

      “Something with his foot. Leo’s dead, too. Morris, Miltie. These were friends. They’re all dead. Your mother’s dead. She’s not in that picture that I have with all the old timers. And Red dies in his sleep, next to Ida. He’s holding the flag in the picture.”

      “The flag? What flag?”

      “The flag. The Family Circle had a flag.”

      “The Yankef-Leibisch Family Circle had a flag?”

      “Yes. And Red was holding it. And then he died.”

      “I’m sure there were other things that happened in his life between him holding the flag and dying.”

      “But Bernie Newman died? Not good, Ba. Not good.”

      “He died a long time ago. Besides, how long had it been since you talked to him?”

      “Who knows. Lylah was impossible. Forty years, maybe. But still. Make a phone call.”

      We arrive at Owl Head, and as we walk toward the entrance my father sees the “Old School Bagel Cafe” sign—the real name of the place.

      “‘Old School Bagel Cafe’”? he asks. “I didn’t know they called it that. Old School? Why Old School? Why not New School?”
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        * * *

      

      17 July

      “So she’s getting married to this guy,” my father says as we walk into the Hot Rod Casino before seeing LeAnna. “Do you know? She’s got a ring. I saw it. He gave her a ring?”

      “I was there.”

      “What do you mean, you were there?”

      “I was there when LeAnna told you.”

      “Told me?”

      “That she was getting married.”

      “Yeah, I know. She told me. Anyway, he gives her a ring?”

      “That’s what guys do sometimes.”

      “He’s in his sixties. She knows him, I guess. I don’t know. So what does she want with me?”

      “I don’t think she wants anything from you. She likes going to dinner with you.”

      “Well, we go to dinner and he knows about me. She told him.”

      “He’s a secure man.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You know Leonora is a full Indian.”

      “LeAnna.”

      “What?”

      “LeAnna!”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Okay.”

      “Let me ask you. Do Indians have last names? I never noticed.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does LeOna have one?”

      “LeA—never mind. Yes, Dad. She does.”

      “It’s Bennett or something.”

      “Barnardo.”

      “What’d I say?”

      “Close enough.”

      “You know, I saw her for lunch. She picked me up because I don’t have a car. It was nice, very nice. It’s just lunch, dinner. You know. There’s no physical interchange.”
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        * * *

      

      18 July

      Good friend Walter Lipman from New York has arrived in town.

      “So when do you fly?” my father asks about his travel plans back to New York.

      “Thursday.”

      “In an airplane or a zeppelin?”

      “An airplane.”

      “I wonder how fast a zeppelin goes.”

      “About thirty miles per hour,” Walter replies, because Walter knows such things.

      “Yeah, no joke? I thought it was more.”
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        * * *

      

      25 July

      “Where you from, dear?” my father asks Mai, a nurse at Dr. Schumann’s office.

      “Thailand.”

      “Thailand? I was in Tokyo.”

      “That’s in Japan,” Mai says.

      “Well, that was during the war.”
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        * * *

      

      27 July

      “So, Dad, you still eat dinner with the same two guys every night?” I ask him.

      “Dinner? What are you talking about?”

      “The guys who sit at your table during dinner.”

      “Guys at my table? What guys at my table?”

      “The two guys at your table where you live with whom you have dinner every night.”

      “I don’t eat dinner with two guys.”

      “Dad, yes, you do. Dinner at your place, where you live. You sit with two guys.”

      “Two guys?”

      “Yeah, the two guys.”

      “Oh, you mean the guys I have dinner with? I thought you meant something else.”

      “What . . . never mind. Those two guys.”

      “What about them?”

      “Do you still have dinner with them? Are they still at your table?”

      “Oh, those guys. Yeah, yeah, they’re fine. One doesn’t talk much, though. He’s, like, 107.”

      “He’s not 107.”

      “He’s ninety, at least. The other one, I don’t know. He eats, he doesn’t eat. They have great meals at the place, though, I’m telling you. They don’t fool around. Tonight they had roast beef. Some had it wet.”

      “Wet?”

      “You know, with the juice on top.”

      “Juice? You mean gravy?”

      “No. I don’t like gravy. I had it dry.”
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        * * *

      

      28 July

      “Ba, I need some flakes,” he says to me at Owl Head. “I’m out. I need them. You know which ones I mean?”

      “Yes.”

      “The sugar ones.”

      “Okay.”

      “I want the double box.”

      “Double box?”

      “It comes, you know, with the tape between the boxes so you get two.”

      “Well, if they don’t have the double, I’ll get you two single boxes.”

      “Why wouldn’t they have the double boxes? You know what I’m talking about?”

      “Yes, but some stores don’t have double boxes⁠—”

      “—It comes with the tape.”

      “I know, I’m just saying.”

      “Well, I like the two boxes because you get more than the one box.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, because I eat a lot of it. So, you’ll get me the double box?”

      “If they have. If not, I’ll get you two single boxes.”

      “I don’t know why they wouldn’t have the double box. It comes with the⁠—”

      “—the tape, I know.”

      “Make sure it’s the flakes with the sugar, not the regular ones. It’s all I eat. Every morning, I eat the flakes and coffee, so get me the double box. Oh, that reminds me. I need milk. Get me the double quart.”

      “A half gallon?”

      “No, no, the double quart. I use a lot of it.”

      “Dad, a double quart is a half gallon.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Two quarts is a half gallon.”

      “I know. So get me a double quart.”

      “Okay. You want two individual quarts . . . or one half gallon?”

      “You don’t understand. I’ll get it myself.”

      “Dad, you want a half gallon of milk, I got it.”

      “No, get me the double quart. Two of them.”

      “So you want four quarts, then? A gallon.”

      “No. You know what I mean—a double quart. Two of them. I’ll tell you what. I already have a double quart, or what’s left of it, so don’t get me two. Get me one double quart.”

      “A half gallon?”

      “Whatever you think.”

      “Okay. Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “You sure?”

      “All right, get me some cookies, but not too many. And last time you got me ice cream sandwiches, and they were very good. They came six in a box.”

      “However many come in the box, I’ll get you ice cream sandwiches.”

      “I’m sure it was six. Anyway, take a look. If it’s four, it’s four, but, you know, the sandwich with the ice cream in the middle.”

      “Anything else?”

      “A bottle of soda.”

      “Any specific kind?”

      “No, doesn’t matter. Root beer or orange.”

      “Okay.”

      “But no cans. I don’t like the cans.”

      While my father napped in the car, I went into Reasor’s, our local grocery store, and got him a half gallon of milk, a half gallon of orange juice, two boxes of Frosted Flakes, a large chocolate bar, a box of dark-chocolate-covered marshmallows, and a four-pack of ice cream sandwiches with vanilla ice cream inside two chocolate chip cookies with M&Ms. When he’d call and say, “I need the world,” this is what he meant. When we got back to his apartment at the Hebrew Home, he seemed worn out. I gave him a piece of chocolate and told him I’d check in with him later.

      I call.

      “How you feeling?”

      “Much better. I was falling apart earlier. I don’t sleep because I don’t exercise.”

      “But you’re feeling all right now?”

      “Yes, yes. So what’s new, sweetheart?”

      “Did you like the ice cream sandwiches?"

      "Oh, yeah. Very much. I had one. I had the chicken and cheese, the ice cream sandwich, a piece of your chocolate—I have to keep it out because it gets too hard in the refrigerator—and one of those chocolate marshmallow things. Great with coffee. You know, I don’t eat lunch, just breakfast and the dinner, so this was a nice bridge.”
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        * * *

      

      31 July

      “So,” my father says, getting in the car, “Cynthia’s gone, Normie is gone. He doesn’t have a stone, but he’s there in the cemetery. He never got a stone. Nu? He was blind, too. But Pitsy married Jerry Parker. Where did that come from? I wonder if Mel is still alive. I mean, I know he takes naps. Mel and Pitsy had a thing and then something happened and she wound up with Jerry. Was a bad scene. So they ran to Florida. Now they’re in New York somewhere.”

      “Yeah, New Rochelle,” I say.

      “No. It’s upstate. Right above New York. I think New Rochelle.”

      “That’s probably it.”

      “Jerry had something with his foot. Anyway, Gene Tanner is gone, Bucky Simons is gone, Morris and Miltie are gone, George Topperoff is gone. Marvin is gone. You met him. Did you meet him?”

      “I met him.”

      “He died. These are the guys I grew up with. I’m the only one left. And you know who died? Bernie’s younger brother.”

      “I never met him.”

      “He was Bernie’s brother.”

      “I never met Bernie.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I never met him.”

      “Anyway, Bernie’s brother was a colonel in the Army. He died. And Red Meltzer died in his sleep, but Ida is still in Florida. She’s hanging in there. What about your friends? Any of them dead?”

      

      
        
        AUGUST

      

      

      5 August

      “Dad, how are you? I’m in Dallas.”

      “Good. You still in Dallas?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Dallas? What’s in Dallas? Anyway, how is Dallas?”

      “Good, we have some friends⁠—”

      “Get me a souvenir that says, ‘I’ve been to Dallas.’”

      “Okay.”

      “You know, a souvenir.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Like a T-shirt.”

      “Okay.”

      “You know, something. A souvenir.”

      “Got it.”

      “Doesn’t have to be much.”

      “Okay.”

      “Is it a nice city?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I heard it was big.”

      “It’s a good size⁠—”

      “—You don’t have to rush back. I’ve got plenty of food.”
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        * * *

      

      11 August

      “Ba, I need a sled,” he says, getting into the car before we go to Owl Head.

      “A sled?”

      “You know, a sled.”

      “A sled? You mean a walker?”

      “No, no, not a walker. A thing you push yourself with . . . the rolling thing. They all have them. You know, a walker.”

      “A walker.”

      “Yeah, yeah, a walker. You know, a cart.”

      “Why do you want one?”

      “Because I was downstairs talking to a woman. I know her. I mean, I don’t know who she is, but I know her face, and she asked how old I was. I told her ninety-one, and she said, ‘Ninety-one?’ and then she got hysterical. ‘Where’s your walker?’ she asked. It seems like ninety-five percent of the people there have walkers. Am I the only one who doesn’t have one?”

      “No, there are others.”

      “Is it because I played a lot of tennis in Vegas?”

      “Maybe that was part of it. Good genes. Who knows?”

      “Anyway, what’s new, sweetheart?”

      “Nothing.”

      “So, you know, Jovanovic has a carry-forward loss. Did you call him? He’s on extension.”

      “No. Why would I call him? He’s your client.”

      “I’ve gotta call him. When’s Wayne coming?”

      “In two weeks.”

      “You think I should have the egg today or the cheese?”

      “The egg.”

      “Right. The cheese is fattening.”

      We eat. It’s rather uneventful. On the way out of the parking lot, we see Aaron, one of the owners—everyone calls him “Q”—coming in. My father calls him “Owen.”

      I lower the window.

      “What are you doing?” my father asks him from the passenger side, “taking the day off?”

      Aaron/Q/Owen smiles.

      “So are you married?”

      My father asks him this every time he sees him.

      “You married, have kids, divorced, what’s going on?”

      “Jesus!” he says. “You sure ask a lot of questions.”

      “No, seriously, how goes your life?”

      We arrive at the Hebrew Home. I drop him off. He walks a few steps and then comes to the driver’s-side window. I open it.

      “You need a couple of bucks, sweetheart?”
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        * * *

      

      12 August

      “Say, Ba, I just spoke to Jovanovic. He said he spoke to you.”

      “Yeah, he called to tell me you weren’t answering your phone.”

      “This stupid phone. I don’t know how it works. It rings, it doesn’t ring. Well, anyway, he told me you sounded very intelligent.”

      “That’s nice. Probably had me confused with someone else.”

      “No, no joke. He said, ‘Your son sounds so intelligent.’ I said to him, ‘My son Barry? Barry sounds intelligent?’ I didn’t know you sounded that way.”

      He comes over for dinner. I made pizza.

      “Ba, it’s a good pie. It’s wet.”

      “Wet?”

      “No joke. A lot of pies you get are hard and dry, but this one is moist and loose.”
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        * * *

      

      14 August

      “You have that much trouble breathing?” my father asks LeAnna.

      She’s now wearing an oxygen tank and a breathing mask. She has lung cancer. She didn’t tell my dad.

      “A little. It’s getting better, though.”

      “So what happened? What is it, the breathing?”

      “Lung problems.”

      “You gotta walk around with that thing?”

      “Yeah. It’s not so bad, though.”

      “Well, walk slow.”

      “Okay.”

      “No, I mean it. Walk slow.”

      “I will.”

      “Is it from the smoking?” my father asks.

      “I’m sure that didn’t help,” she says.

      “And did the doctor mention your weight?”

      “Dad!”

      “What?”

      “I can’t believe you just asked that.”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “Jack, it’s inappropriate,” says LeAnna.

      “I just meant because of the breathing. The weight puts a strain on the lungs, that’s all.”
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        * * *

      

      18 August

      “Ba, not good. I fell.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, I fell. I mean, I didn’t fall, but, you know . . . I was going to the bathroom and my legs gave out. It’s like they weren’t there.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No, no, but what the hell happened?”

      “You lost your balance, I imagine, and that’s why you fell.”

      “I didn’t fall. No, it wasn’t a fall, but I went down. Boom! Maybe my leg fell asleep, that’s all.”

      “As long as you’re okay.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. It’s never happened before.”

      “Not important, but it has. Usually when you get up from a chair.”

      “When did that happen? I don't remember. I fell? I didn’t fall.”

      “It has, but, again, not important. A lot of guys your age use the walkers⁠—”

      “You mean⁠—”

      “Yeah, the sleds. But maybe a cane just to help you get up from chairs and the bed. To balance yourself.”

      “A cane? I don’t need a cane. I mean, this has never happened before. I’ve stumbled, I went down before, but not like this. This was a fall.”

      We head to Owl Head, where, as usual, I get him the toasted croissant with egg and where, as usual, he sits while I get him his decaf with four Sweet’N Lows and four mocha-, chocolate-, vanilla-, and caramel-flavored Half and Half mini containers.

      “They make great coffee here, you know?” he says, before sticking his spoon in my Diet Dr. Pepper to get an ice cube. “Why do they make the coffee so goddamn hot here?”

      “Would you keep your spoon out of my drink?”

      “I’m trying to cool down the coffee, that’s all.”

      On the way out, he sees one of the guys who works at Owl Head changing the liner on the garbage pail.

      “It’s just like putting on a rubber,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      21 August

      On the way to the Hod Rod tonight, he says, “I couldn’t for the life of me remember your name the other day.”

      “What happened?”

      “A woman asked me how I got to Tulsa, and I told her my son dragged me from Vegas.”

      “Sounds about right so far.”

      “Wait. So she asks, ‘What’s his name?’ and I tell her, ‘Oh, you know him. He’s, uh, you know. He’s around. We have the same last name—Friedman.’”

      “And?”

      “She doesn’t know who I’m talking about.”

      “Imagine that.”

      “So all I can think is your name is Enis.”

      “Enis?”

      “I mean, I know it’s not Enis, but it has the ‘s’ sound, and I know that rhymes.”

      “My name doesn’t have an ‘s’ sound.”

      “But ‘Dallas’ does.”

      “But my name isn’t Dallas.”

      “I know. But you were in Dallas a few weeks ago, remember? And that’s how I remembered. ‘Barry was in Dallas.’ So what’s new, sweetheart?”
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        * * *

      

      23 August

      “I’m dying, Ba. I’m dying, Ba,” he tells me.

      “You’re not dying.”

      “I’m not?”

      “You’re not.”

      “How much longer I got?”

      “Six years.”

      “Six? Six?” He looks up. “What does HE want from my life?” Then he looks to me. “Your mother is waiting. She’s wondering, ‘Jack, where the hell are you already?’ And where the hell is my copy machine? I want to make copies. I can’t make copies. Ach! I give up.”
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        * * *

      

      28 August

      “You want to do my apartment next?” my father asks one of the cleaning people who make the rounds at the Hebrew Home.

      “No habla inglés.”

      “No, I’m saying: Do you want to do my apartment next?”

      The woman smiles.

      “Dad,” says Wayne, who’s here visiting from California. Wayne, my brother, is two years older than me.

      “Dad,” I say.

      “She knows I’m joking. May you never know the horrors of stretch marks.”

      The woman continues smiling.

      “Dad!” says Wayne. “Let her work.”

      “I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Dad,” I say, “she doesn’t speak English.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The act’s not going to work,” Wayne tells him.
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        * * *

      

      29 August

      Melissa mentions she wants another tattoo—this will be her seventh.

      My father points to both of her breasts and says, “I know. Have them say ‘Sweet’ and ‘Sour.’”

      Then he asks her, “How old were you during the war?”

      “I wasn’t born.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I wasn’t born. My parents weren’t even born. My grandmother was three.”

      “Three? Did she tell you about the war?”

      “She was three!” I say.

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “You’re mad at my grandmother for not telling me about the war?”

      “I have a Purple Heart, you know. Have you seen it?”

      “Yes. You shouldn’t have stolen it,” I say.

      “What stolen? I went to the bathroom and when I came back it was lying on the bed.”

      “But you don’t remember if it was your bed. And there’s no record of you getting it.”

      “Well, on the other medal I got, they spelled my name wrong. But this one wasn’t engraved.”

      “Why is that?” I ask.

      “It was being engraved, but then the bombs started dropping and the guy, the engraver, had to stop engraving.”

      

      
        
        SEPTEMBER

      

      

      6 September

      The Social Security Administration sent a letter to Petar, my father’s eighty-four-year-old Yugoslavian doctor who’s also his client, a delightful man. He forwarded it to my father, a ninety-one-year-old accountant who shouldn’t be doing this anymore.

      “Petar, what? What?” my father asks. “Speak up! This stupid phone.”

      “Dad, put it on speaker.”

      He does.

      “Jack, I got something⁠—”

      “—Speak up, Petar.”

      “I got⁠—”

      “Petar, what?”

      “Jack, listen, I got a form and⁠—”

      “What’s with this stupid phone?”

      “I got a⁠—”

      “—What did you get?”

      “A—”

      “What? Form? Well, what kind of⁠—”

      “It’s a form.”

      “Oh.”

      “Jack, from the⁠—”

      “—What from who? A form?”

      This goes on for about thirty minutes until I take the phone and tell Petar to send me the form.

      “So what’s going on, Ba?” my father asks.

      “I’m having Petar send us the form.”

      “That’s what I told him to do.”
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        * * *

      

      7 September

      Upon meeting Lucy, Melissa’s new dog, my father asks, “Male or female?”

      “Female,” says Melissa.

      “So she’s going to get pregnant? Oh, boy, you better watch out.”

      “No, she’s not,” says Melissa.

      Then, making a circle with his thumb and index finger from one hand, he begins to stick the other index finger in the opening. Then he stops and asks, “So, you’re going to get her closed?”
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        * * *

      

      10 September

      We’re at dinner at the Hebrew Home.

      “Dad, Susan and Noah may be coming for a visit.”

      “No, I don’t want soup. It fills me up and then I can’t eat the chicken.”

      “No, no. Susan and Noah may come for a visit in the next few weeks.”

      “Susan? You mean Susan?”

      “Yeah. Susan. And Noah.”

      “Noah. You mean the big one?”

      “Yeah. The big one.”

      “Now?”

      “Not now.”

      “What did you order?”

      “The salmon.”

      “You know a lot of people here are not Jewish?”

      “I know.”

      “Does the chicken come with mashed?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They make a great mashed. What am I drinking here?”

      “Water.”

      “It’s not water.”

      “It looks like water.”

      “It’s not water.”

      “Okay, it’s not water. Maybe it’s 7-Up. What did you order?”

      “You talked to Susan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I think I need a car. I have no wheels.”
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        * * *

      

      20 September

      Today the Hebrew Home took its van and participating residents—five in all, I think—to River Silk (River Spirit Casino, if you’re just joining us), for a morning of gambling, followed by lunch, which was how the problem started.

      My father got lost.

      Malcolm, my urologist’s father—it’s a small Jewish world here in Tulsa, what can I tell you?—a resident who was on the trip, called to tell me that when the group couldn’t find my father, he asked a security guard to page him.

      They don’t page at River Silk.

      “So the security guard asked what your father looked like,” Malcolm said. “I didn’t know what to tell him. I said, ‘He’s short, he’s got a great personality.’”

      “That about covers it,” I said.

      The chaperone of the trip also called to say she hoped I wasn’t worried, as she has never lost one resident yet. Next time I saw Jim, the CEO, “the Big Guy,” I thanked him for having such a great staff.

      “We don’t have any control over quantity of life,” he said, “but if we can add a little quality, we are all over it. But I told them, in the future, should it happen again, just to leave him there.”

      “Perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      27 September

      During a dinner of Swedish meatballs and pasta at the Hebrew Home, my friend Peggy Cadenhead, 93, comes over to discuss today’s impeachment hearings against Trump in Washington, for trying to strong-arm Ukraine’s Zelensky.

      “Barry, did you watch today?”

      “Oh, Peggy—Jack Friedman.”

      “I’m the father.”

      “I know, Jack.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know who you are, Jack.”

      “I spent eight years in Vegas.”

      “Dad, she knows. You’ve met before. Don’t you remember? And, yeah, Peggy, I watched. I need a drink.”

      “I already had one. I don’t like this guy at all.”

      After she leaves, my father asks me, “Who’s that?”

      “Peggy.”

      “Peggy?”

      “Peggy.”

      “You know her?”

      “I know her.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “How do I know her? I know her!”

      “So did you meet her here?”

      “Her husband was my political-science professor forty years ago at the University of Tulsa.”

      “When did you meet her?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “But you know her?”

      “I know her.”

      “From here?”

      “Maybe from here.”

      “You didn’t know her then?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “But you know her now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does she know I’m your father?”

      “She knows.”

      “You told her?”

      “YOU told her.”

      “Is she a customer of yours?”
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        * * *

      

      30 September

      “Did you go to the movie last night at the home?” I ask on the phone.

      “No. I mean, yeah. I went, I went.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Some English picture. What’s-his-name was in it. You know.”

      “Any good?”

      “Eh. I don’t know. The guy is playing with this young girl. And then he gets older and she kills herself.”

      

      
        
        OCTOBER

      

      

      3 October

      “You know,” he says, “I looked at my legs today. I have nice legs. I should have worn shorts.”
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        * * *

      

      5 October

      “You know, Ba,” he says on the phone, “Melissa is a very pretty girl. I’ve been meaning to tell you. Gorgeous. No joke. That’s a good-looking girl you got there. I don’t know why they turn to you all the time. I’m very serious. Tell her I said so and that if she wasn’t attached to you, I’d run after her. Well, I’d walk fast after her.”
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        * * *

      

      14 October

      “Hey, Dad, more than three hundred people wished you a happy birthday on Facebook.”

      “Where?”

      “Facebook.”

      “Three hundred?”

      “Three hundred.”

      “What’d they say?”

      “‘Happy birthday.’”

      “How do they know me?"

      "They know you, believe me.”

      “How?”

      “I write about you, I talk about you. They know me.”

      “They know you? What do you say?”

      “I quote you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “What do I say? Well, that’s very nice. So then why did I lose at the casino tonight?”
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        * * *

      

      16 October

      “How old is the oldest person ever?” my father asks.

      “I think someone made it to 113.”

      “What are you talking about? I read in the paper someone was 139.”

      “Nobody lived to 139.”

      “I’m telling you, she was 139. Maybe more.”

      “She was not in her 140s.”

      “I knew I should have cut it out of the paper.”

      “Dad—”

      “—I’m telling you. She was 139, 149 . . . something. She was in a chair, though.”
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        * * *

      

      19 October

      I come over with a double quart of milk this morning. When I arrive, he’s watching a crime show about an elderly handicapped man who keeps his young wife a sex slave. She is slithering on a pool table when I sit. I turn off the TV.

      “What’s up, Dad?”

      “So, Mendel dies and then what’s-her-name brought the little girl back to Canada. You remember them?

      “Who?”

      “Mendel! Mendel!”

      “Mendel who?”

      “Mendel! She married what’s-his-name.”

      “This was before my time.”

      “You don’t know Mendel?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Mendel!”

      “Stop saying ‘Mendel.’”

      “So what happened to Leo Sturm?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “He married the girl—oh, you know, what’s-her-name? And they’re both gone. And my father’s brother, Sam B. Friedman, went to Hollywood and provided the furs. He’s gone, too. They’re all gone. We have to travel, Barry. We have to travel before it’s too late.”
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        * * *

      

      23 October

      “So, Dad, what’d you do today?” I ask on the way to the Hot Rod Casino.

      “Oh, today, I went to a lecture downstairs at the hotel.”

      “You don’t live in a hotel.”

      “Well, you know what I mean. The home.”

      “Great. What was the lecture about?”

      “Who can remember? It was a guy and he was talking about, I don’t know, Jews, I think, and then non-Jews. And how we get along and then how we don’t get along. Very interesting, though.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      25 October

      I take my father out to dinner on what would have been his and my mother’s 65th wedding anniversary.

      “Why are we going to dinner again?” he asks, getting into the car.

      “Today’s your anniversary, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah, yeah. You know my birthday was the 14th?”

      “I’m aware.”

      “So what is it with God and breasts?” he asks.

      “Oh, this should be good. What do you mean?”

      “What? He gives women breasts and then he puts cancer in the breasts. Why does he do that?”

      “That's actually a very good question.”

      “I mean, like, how many women are there in the country?”

      “Probably 150, 160 million.”

      “And of course they all have breasts, right? So what I’m wondering is why is there so much cancer in them?”

      “Dad, cancer attacks every part of the body.”

      “Yeah, I know, but the breasts—there’s so much of it. Is it because, uh, the skin is so fleshy there?”

      

      
        
        NOVEMBER

      

      

      2 November

      A tax client of my father’s emails me today to tell me to alert my father that his accounting services have been terminated immediately.

      “Hey, Dad, you were fired today.”

      “Fired? What do you mean, ‘fired’?”

      “Fired.”

      “Fired? By who?”

      “Mark.”

      “Who the hell is that?”

      “You know, the guy who owns the limo service, your client.”

      “Who?”

      “See, this could be the reason.”

      “Why did he fire me? He fired me?”

      “He fired you.”

      “I’ll be a son of a gun.”

      “You haven’t been doing much of a job lately.”

      “Yeah, I know. But that miserable son of a bitch. So does this mean I don’t have to finish the work I was doing?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I was tired of it anyway. I’m just going to throw his shit out. If he wants it, he can call me. You know how many years I’ve had him?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Actually, I don’t know either. Long time, though. Oh, it goes back years.”
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        * * *

      

      3 November

      “I remember this place,” my father says at 61 Nails. “They’re Native American, Indians, if I remember.”

      “Vietnamese.”

      “That’s what I meant.”

      “You do hair here?” he wants to know, sitting in one of the chairs. “And why is that one toe darker than the other? Was that from the bomb?”

      Amy, the mother of the owner, or maybe she owns it too, smiles.

      “I’m ninety-three—should I be ninety-three?”

      Amy smiles and starts using a pumice stone on his heel.

      “Oh, that feels good. Had I known you were going to do that, I would have taken off all my clothes. It’s better than sex.”

      Amy smiles.

      “You know, my feet feel great,” he says on the way back to the home. “Those girls are from Vietnam, not the Philippines.”

      He goes on. “I got a couple of local clients⁠—”

      “—What local clients?”

      “Here at the home.”

      “This is not good.”

      “What? They asked me.”

      “Who asked you?”

      “Well, nobody asked me, but, you know. Someone was talking about taxes and I said I’m a CPA.”

      “But you’re not a CPA.”

      “I was.”

      “No, you weren’t.”

      “Anyway, he said he was doing his taxes and he was talking to me and I was talking back.”

      “So you’re not really doing his taxes?”

      “No. But if he asks—what should I charge him? I’m not suggesting he’s going to ask. That’s all. What am I doing taxes for, anyway? I’m pushing ninety-three.”

      “You just turned ninety-two.”

      “Say, Ba,” he says, looking out the window, “how many Walgreens are there? So many stores they have. I think they’re bigger than CVS.”
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        * * *

      

      6 November

      “Ba,” he says on the way to the Hot Rod, “I feel really good. Oh, I gotta get rid of this gut, so tomorrow morning, I think I’m going to take a trot.”

      “A trot?”

      “I’m going to trot around. What? No good?”

      “You want to trot, trot.”

      “I’ll trot. What the hell, right?”
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        * * *

      

      11 November

      “Dad, it’s cold out, so if we’re going to the casino tonight, you should put socks on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Socks.”

      “I got socks.”

      “I know you have socks. You should put them on.”

      “I got plenty of socks. White ones, black ones.”

      “Good. Go get a pair.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s cold out.”

      “I had them on earlier.”

      “And you took them off?”

      “I don’t wear them in the house.”

      “So you put them on and then took them off?”

      “Well, you know what I mean.”

      “Dad, we’re leaving the house. You should get some socks.”

      “Socks.”

      “Yeah, socks.”

      “I don’t need socks.”

      “It’s cold. You really will.”

      “But I was just wearing them.”

      “Not since I’ve been here.”

      “Not today. The other day.”

      “You had socks on the other day?”

      “Yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      17 November

      “Ba, this soup at Panera is delicious. I love the soup.”

      “Good.”

      “What kind of soup is it?”

      “Chicken noodle.”

      “Ah, delicious. It’s got the chicken and the noodles. Perfect.”

      “It’s why they call it chicken noodle soup.”

      “Yeah, and the broth. It’s very good. They give you a good couple of pieces of chicken, too. Very good. What are you eating?”

      “Just some bread.”

      “You don’t want soup?”

      “No.”

      “Why don't you want soup?”

      “I don’t want soup.”

      “You like soup."

      "But I don't want it now.”

      “So how did Marilyn die?”

      “Heart attack.”

      “So sudden.”

      “Well, she was ninety-three, so, you know, there really isn’t ‘sudden’ at that age.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. So, how much longer I got?”

      “You’ll live to ninety-seven.”

      “Why not ninety-eight?”

      “Okay, ninety-eight.”

      “Ach, I give up. Everything hurts. Everything hurts. And I’m gaining weight because of you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you buy the cookies and what-not. But you get the chicken and cheese—that’s good. It’s a good nosh. But you buy too much cheese. I’m putting on weight.”

      “Would you stop bitching?”

      “Why? I’m entitled. I’m ninety-three.”

      “You’re ninety-two.”

      “Wait till you’re ninety-two.”

      “I’ll probably be sitting here with you,” I say. “Look, your life is good. Enjoy yourself. Eat what you want.”

      “But I can’t button my suit.”

      “You don’t wear suits.”

      “What if I get married again?”

      “I’ll get you a suit.”

      “You know the guy I sit with at dinner made suits for Hitler.”

      “No, no. He was in concentration camps. He was a tailor and made uniforms for German soldiers—not Hitler. That’s how he survived.”

      “Yeah, I know, and the other guy, what’s-his-name, at the table. He doesn’t like the meat they serve. I don’t understand. He eats it and then he doesn’t eat it. Why doesn’t he like it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They make a good meal there, no joke.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “This is great soup, I tell you.”

      “You mentioned it.”

      “You gotta bring me this soup.”

      “Or we could just come back.”

      “Yeah, but if you ever want to bring me food. That’s all. It’s really terrific soup. Just right.”
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        * * *

      

      20 November

      “What kind of traffic is this?” he asks on the way to the Hot Rod.

      “What kind?”

      “Yeah. They going to the casino or going home from work?”

      “Work.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they called the wife and said, ‘I’m not coming home for dinner,’ and decided to go to the casino. I betcha that happened. Say, Ba, what kind of work do these people do?”

      “In these cars? I don’t know. Construction, office, all kinds.”

      “I mean, is Tulsa a big work town?”

      “A big work town? I guess. People work.”

      “Still an oil town?”

      “Yeah. Oil services, mostly.”

      “How much oil you got left in the ground? A lot?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Texas has oil and the ranches, yes?”

      “Yeah.”

      We pass a QT sign advertising diesel ($2.95) and regular ($2.05), with the diesel price on top.

      “Why is diesel so much more?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And why is the $2.95 on top?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Wouldn’t it make sense to put the lower price up there? It’s cheaper.”

      “Well—”

      “I know why. Truckers sit higher. But why do they use diesel?”

      “Diesel engines.”

      “What makes it a diesel engine?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can they use regular gas?”

      “If they have a regular gas engine.”

      “How many of them are there?”

      “Gas truck engines? I don’t know.”

      “I’d still put the lower price on top.”

      We take the exit to the casino and see a homeless man with a sign, but as we make the light, we can’t read it.

      “What does that sign say?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What does he want?”

      “I don’t know. Probably money.”

      “So why doesn’t he write a novel?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You think he eats at the buffet?”

      “Probably not.”

      “You think he knows you can get in half-price tonight?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “You know I love Panera?”

      “I do.”

      “I ate at my first one in Long Island.”

      “No, you didn’t. You were in Las Vegas.”

      “Well, that’s what I meant. You know, Long Island has the ‘Long’ in it and Las Vegas has the ‘Las,’ so I got them confused. That’s all.”

      “It happens.”
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        * * *

      

      24 November

      Had a lovely breakfast today at Owl Head with my friend Tamara Piety, a law professor at the University of Tulsa who follows my father’s story closely, her mother, Pat, and my father. Upon learning that there were three Piety children, all girls, he asks about their sex lives.

      “So,” he asks Pat, “when did they all get destroyed?”

      “Destroyed?” we reply simultaneously.

      “You know,” he says, “when did they lose their virginity?”

      Pat then tells us a joke.

      “Donald Trump gets in an elevator with an absolutely gorgeous woman. It’s just the two of them. At some point, she hits the ‘Stop’ button, bringing the elevator car to a stop, and says, ‘Mr. Trump, I have admired you for years, all that you’ve accomplished. You are such a turn-on to me. What I would really like to do is blow you right now, right here. It’s what I really want.’

      “Trump replies: ‘What’s in it for me?’”
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        * * *

      

      28 November

      “Now, remember, when I die,” he tells me at lunch today at Doug’s Cafe at the Hebrew Home, “you get me up to your mother. There’s a plot next to her. It’s reserved for me.”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “What if they put someone else in there?”

      “They didn’t.”

      “But what if they did, by mistake?”

      “They won’t.”

      “All right, but if they do, you get me a stone anyway.”

      “You want me to put a stone up even if someone else is buried there?”

      “Yes! Put it there. Take the other guy’s stone away. I don’t care. Bury him somewhere else.”

      

      
        
        DECEMBER

      

      

      2 December

      Lately, to help my father with his memory, I have been testing him on the names of the people in his life. Tonight at dinner, we had a session.

      “Here we go. What are the names of your children?”

      “Wayne and Susan.”

      “And?”

      “Uh, you.”

      “Good. What were your parents’ names?”

      “Samuel and Riva.”

      “Well done. Your wife’s name?”

      “Ralph—Florence, I know, I know.”

      “Wayne’s daughter’s name?”

      “Frankie.”

      “Very good. Susan’s kids?”

      “Emily, that’s the girl. There’s Christopher, Noah, and . . . the other one.”

      “Jesse.”

      “Jesse. I knew that.”

      “My girlfriend’s name?”

      “Misha.”

      “Melissa.”

      “Melissa.”

      “What’s my daughter’s name?”

      “Which one?”

      “I only have one.”

      “Uh, let’s see. Don’t tell me. Penelope.”

      “Penelope? Where the hell did you get that?”

      “Not Penelope? You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay. Pat?”

      “No.”

      “Patricia?”

      “I would have given it to you on Pat. No.”

      “Uh . . .”

      “Nina.”

      “I meant Nina.”

      “Sure you did.”

      “You know Bernie Newman had a daughter.”

      “He did?”

      “He died, you know.”
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        * * *

      

      6 December

      We’re at Panera, where “they have great soup,” talking again about the stone at the cemetery.

      “You better get me there.”

      “I’ll get you there, I promise.”

      “You promise?”

      “You or your ashes, yes.”

      “Doesn’t matter, as long as you get the stone.”

      “Promise.”

      “What are you going to put on the stone?”

      “What do you want on the stone?”

      “I’ll leave it to you.”

      “How about, ‘I’m going back to Vegas’?”

      “Oooh, I like that. Very good. Now, how the hell did Bernie Newman die?”

      “Again.”

      “What? I’ve never asked you.”

      “Dad, I don’t know how Bernie died. I never met Bernie.”

      “He was my cousin. What do you mean, you never met him?”

      “I never met him.”

      “We grew up together.”

      “I know, but I wasn’t born yet.”

      “What are you getting shook up about? I wasn’t asking you.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “No. I was just wondering if you knew how he died.”

      “That sounds like the same thing.”

      “Wait, I know. I’ll ask Ida. She’ll know.”

      “Good idea.”

      “But I won’t come right out and ask. I’ll call and say, ‘Hi, Ida, it’s Jack. Blah, blah, blah. Do you know how Bernie died?’”

      “Very clever.”

      “You know Bernie’s wife died too.”

      “I’ve heard. Very sad.”

      “How the hell did she die? You know Red died in his sleep?”

      “I know.”

      “How the hell do you die in your sleep?”

      “You just do.”

      “Don’t you thrash around, start choking? How do you not wake up the person next to you?”

      “How do you know this is what happens when you die in your sleep, Dad?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just guessing.”
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        * * *

      

      9 December

      On the way to Owl Head . . .

      “Oh, I broke my glasses,” he tells me.

      “What happened?”

      “I didn’t do anything. They just came apart. Here, here’s the piece that came off.” He hands me the broken arm. “So we need to get some cellophane.”

      “Cellophane? You mean tape.”

      “Yeah, cellophane. What did I say?”

      “We’ll just get them fixed.”

      “Fixed?”

      “Yeah, fixed.”

      “What are they going to charge for that?”

      “Not much. They just have to reattach the arm.”

      “Nah, we’ll just get some cellophane.”

      “Dad, it’s no big deal. You can’t put cellophane on them.”

      “Why not? I do it all the time.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “I did once.”

      “We’ll get them fixed.”

      “It’s going to be thousands of dollars.”

      “No, it’s not. Why would you think that?”

      “I mean, I don't know.”

      “So why would you think it’s going to be thousands of dollars?”

      “What, you think they’re going to replace the broken piece just because you tell them to? No, they’re going to want to fix the whole thing.”

      “If you tell them you want them to fix the broken arm, they’ll fix the broken arm.”

      “You got a guy?”

      “Yeah, I got a guy.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Why do you care what his name is?”

      “What does he do?”

      “He’s an optometrist. What does he do? He sells cars. What do you think he does?”

      “You know him?”

      “You know him. You’ve been to him.”

      “I have?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Don’t worry about this. It’s no big deal.”

      “And why am I gaining weight? I eat one meal a day.”

      “We’re done with the glasses, yes?”

      “Yeah, yeah! I don’t know. Do what you want. I’m not spending a thousand dollars. I can just get some cellophane. That’s all he’s going to do anyway.”

      “He’s not going to put cellophane on your glasses.”

      “What do you think? They actually replace it?”

      “Yes, I’m sure of it.”

      “Ach. I give up.”

      “They’re glasses. We’ll fix them.”

      “All right, all right. Do what you want. How’s Melissa? Does she still get the headaches?”
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        * * *

      

      11 December

      My father and I arrive at the front of the line at the Hot Rod, and LeAnna, recently married, meets us. As she is hosting, she is holding a number of straws in her hand, to be placed on tables as dinner guests are seated. That’s key to the story.

      “So, how you been?” I ask, referring to the cancer and her diabetes.

      “You got straws?” my father asks. “Why?”

      Since it’s a question that doesn’t need immediate attention, we ignore it.

      “Better, much better,” she says to me.

      “Good. So you’re feeling OK?”

      “How many straws you got there, anyway?” asks my father again.

      Since this is the same question and also doesn’t need attention, we ignore it again.

      The diabetes, LeAnna tells me, due to the insulin being injected into the midsection, has the effect of extending it in a condition known as insulin hypertrophy, I believe.

      “And your neck and lungs?”

      “Also good, better,” she asks.

      “How much soda are you going to drink, anyway?” my father asks, still spying the straws.

      Again it is ignored, but I see LeAnna holding in a laugh.

      “And, Barry, you good?” she wants to know.

      “Yeah, everything worked out well for me with my hip surgery.”

      “How the hell can you drink all that soda?” my father asks again. “All those straws. How many you drink a night? It’s probably what’s putting on the weight.”

      And then LeAnna asks the question that so many of us have wanted to ask my father since I started keeping this little blog.

      “Jack, what the hell are you talking about?”

      LeAnna then makes the tactical mistake of explaining to my father about insulin hypertrophy and its side effects.

      “So is that why your stomach is inflated? It looks inflated. I’ve noticed. Do you eat a lot here? Are you pregnant? Or has all this happened since you got married?”
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        * * *

      

      16 December

      “Hey, Dad, what’s up?”

      “What?”

      “Turn the TV down.”

      “What?”

      “Turn the⁠—”

      “—I just did.”

      “No, you didn’t. I can still hear it.”

      “Okay, I just turned it off.”

      “Good. How are you?”

      “Barry, I just figured out something. When I get older, I’m going to die.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “Ach! I give up. My fingers. Why do my fingers hurt?”

      “It’s arthritis.”

      “But why my fingers?”

      “Why not your fingers?”

      “Ach! What do they want from my life?”

      “It’s normal to have some arthritis at your age. You’re still alive, you woke up. It’s a good day.”

      “Yeah, but my fingers. I don’t understand.”

      “It’s arthritis.”

      “But I don’t get it. I’ve never had it before.”

      “You were never ninety-two before.”

      “I can’t close my hand tight. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I mean, I don’t think I can even grab a tennis racket.”

      “That works out. You’re not playing tennis anymore.”

      “So what else would I need to make a fist? Grab a baseball bat?”

      “Again, I think you’re good.”

      Later . . .

      He gets in the car outside the Hebrew Home.

      “The women at this hotel, Ba⁠—”

      “You don’t live at a hotel.”

      “You know what I mean. She asked me if I was married and I told her I was but my wife died, and then she sidled up next to me and I said, ‘I don’t remember anything about sex.’”

      “Smooth.”

      “No. It’s very nice. I tell them the jokes. You know, the one-liners, and they get hysterical.”
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