
The Death Story 

My father is dying and I have no notebook. When it’s over, I’ll regret this. He’s dying right now 

behind the curtain. They’re removing all the pieces.  

13:37:37 scrolls on the LED screen over the hallway where I’m standing. I’ll remember this later 

because I think, you’ll remember this later.  

There are three of  them in there. One is the Nurse, one is the Respiratory Therapist, one is my 

father. Behind the curtain I can see their shadows and the shadows of  the machines standing around 

the shadow of  the bed. In other units, there are no windows, but in here there are. Beyond the 

curtain and the shadows it’s a sunny day. 

My brother and I are out here. We’re standing near some computer screens. Behind the Nurses’ 

Station, a few people do small things, telephone keyboard clipboard. 

When these people walk by, they give us the distance they’ve been taught to give us. They don’t look 

at us the way people look at crying people on the street. Instead they just walk by. Maybe for a while 

they tried to comfort each family before they learned to keep walking. Maybe they were reprimanded 

so they learned.  

They walk into other rooms with other families. We are not their family.  



We are the family of  this one Nurse behind the curtain. As soon as I leave here, I won’t remember 

her name and I’ll wish I did. She speaks at an appropriate volume. She expresses sorrow without 

feeling it.  

My father might be already dead because his brain shows no activity. But I’m unclear on this point 

because his body is, at least for the next few minutes, sort of  alive in there.  

My brother and I have had the Doctor conversation already. It took about ten minutes. Doctor 

Nurse Social Worker sat in a row opposite us in the I.C.U. conference room. Maybe they practice 

this in school. They are told not to show impatience sadness confusion. They are told to speak in 

clear succinct sentences and to sit still under questioning. Under no circumstances should they cry. I 

don’t blame them at all.   

Doctor said, his brain shows no activity. Doctor said, brainstem. I wrote some things down on the 

back of  my boarding pass.  

Brain Brainstem Braindeath 

Extubation Breath stop Heart stop 

How long does it take?  

We’re notoriously bad at predicting this, Doctor said. We don’t think it will take long.  

We have just this last question, we said.  



We’re notoriously bad at predicting this, Nurse said. It probably won’t be long. 

I said I didn’t think there was a reason to wait. I’d been flying all night and my father was gone 

already. I said “gone” although I would’ve rather said “dead” because I don’t like the terms “gone” 

or “passed” or “crossed over.” Those metaphors make me feel uncomfortable. But I said “gone” to 

make Doctor Nurse Social Worker feel more comfortable. And because I wasn’t sure if  the word 

“gone” would make my brother feel more comfortable than the word “dead.” If  metaphors make 

him feel more comfortable, I can get behind them.    

Social Worker asked us if  we wanted a Chaplain to deliver the sacrament of  the sick. Then she said, 

something something we’re all just so sorry. Then she looked like she would cry. I directed all my 

anger sadness confusion at her because her job is to sit there every day without crying.  

No thank you; we have no tradition in this case.  

Social Worker said, I can help you arrange for a Funeral Home to collect the remains.  

No, we said. 

Later I’ll regret saying, I’ve been flying all night. Later I’ll feel ashamed. 

At the end of  the interview, Nurse said my brother and I could be in the room or not when it 

happened. She did not say “death” nor what “it” signified though “it” was or would end in “death.” 



It was up to us. Different people choose different things, she said. If  we didn’t choose to be there, 

she would be there, so he wouldn’t be alone.  

I was and am unclear on this point: if  he was already dead, how would he be alone?  

My brother and I didn’t want him to be alone, dead or alive, without us.  

Yes, we said.  

We’re ready, they said. Doctor Nurse Social Worker stood up from the conference table. We stood 

up from the conference table. Good luck, Doctor said. I’m sorry for your loss, Social Worker said. 

Whenever you’re ready, Nurse said. There’s no reason to wait, I said. I wondered how long we’d have 

to wait.  

My father’s been without us a lot already. 

In hospitals you can wait a long time.  

But they didn’t make us wait. Maybe it’s protocol in these cases. They’ve been taught to get on it as 

soon as you say go. So Nurse said, stand right here in the hall just for a moment. We have a few 

things to prepare. 

We stand right here in this hall just for the moment. Then Nurse and Respiratory Therapist come 

back to our side of  the curtain. Respiratory Therapist doesn’t talk to us because she’s been trained 

not to talk to us. Then Nurse takes us over to the other side.  



We don’t know how long it will take now.  

Nurse says, we’re notoriously bad at predicting this. Doctor said, we’re notoriously bad at predicting 

this. Social Worker said, we’re all just so sorry. 

We’ve been told to expect gasping and gurgling. Sometimes it happens, sometimes it doesn’t.  

We haven’t been told that the death certificate will read, “END STAGE LIVER DISEASE due to 

(or as a consequence of) ALCOHOLIC CIRRHOSIS.” Later this will surprise us even though we 

know it to be accurate. 

Nurse says, I don’t expect him to take a breath on his own, but we’re bad at predicting this.  

This is because brain death has traveled from the brain to the brainstem and even the most basic 

brain functions shouldn’t be working anymore. This is what they think. 

We’re all here on this side of  the curtain. Here is my father, and here is my brother, and here I am. 

My father’s body is not attached to anything anymore. The respirator and the infusion pumps wait 

around the bed like ownerless dogs, all their leashes dropped on the floor. 

The monitors have been turned off. Nothing will beep or alarm. You won’t be disturbed, Nurse says.  

When Nurse leaves, it’s unclear to me if  my father is breathing. I can see the pulse-beat in his neck 

and the heartbeat in his chest.  



I have one hand on my brother’s hand, which is on my father’s hand, which is cartoon-large. 

It’s unclear to me if  there are two or three of  us in this room.  

I can see far inside my father’s mouth and all the brown borders of  his teeth. I can see better now 

than I could earlier, when the breathing tube and the feeding tube were taking up a lot of  space.  

I’m glad there is a window looking out between wings of  the hospital at Storrow Drive, then the 

Esplanade, then the Charles River. 

I have one hand on my father’s shoulder underneath the gown. Here is my father’s shoulder. 

It takes a second and then the color of  his face changes. The color change starts from his forehead 

and draws down smoothly like the window shade on an airplane. 

The new color is a color I’ve never seen before so there are no comparisons. 

There’s one white tree out there and a man with a Labrador. Later I’ll be interested to know what 

tree it is that makes those white flowers days before any of  the other trees are even budding.  

This color thing is the most shocking thing.  

This is the only city where I knew my father and that was a long time ago. 



The most shocking thing. 

Pulse-beat heartbeat. Breath? Red bud? Cherry blossom? 

I’m glad to see that what’s going on in here isn’t going on out there for the man and the dog. For a 

minute I imagine I’m the dog with the tennis ball in my mouth. 

I’m unclear about the breath situation. Did he take a breath or is this just the heart still going? This 

is something I’ll forget to ask and later I’ll wish I had.  

His usually-large bottom lip is unusually large.  

On the wall is a whiteboard that lists some things you’d expect:  

Patient’s Name:____ Date:____ Room Number:____ 

Goals for the Day:____ Expected Discharge Date:____ 

Nurse said she’ll come in to tell us when his heart stops. So really we’re waiting for her. 

All of  the blanks are blank, even Patient’s Name:____. 

Now I get myself  ready to talk to my father. For the first few minutes this is hard to do. I say things 

like: 1.) the moment of  transition is the hardest moment; 2.) we will be connected in a new way; 3.) 

we love you.   



I don’t know if  I’m speaking for my brother or to my brother, to my father or for him. I don’t know 

if  platitudes are the only true things. 

I say things like: 4.) it’s getting cloudy but it’s a pretty day; 5.) we’re looking out over the river and 

there’s a white tree.  

What would I want to hear if  I could hear? 

Then my brother says the first thing he’s said to my father: I love you. What? I say, because I think 

my brother is speaking to me. Then no one says anything for a while.  

My father would know the name of  the tree because that’s the kind of  thing he knows (knew).  

I’m unclear about how many of  us are in this room.   

I hope the things I’m saying are things my father knows (knew). But if  I don’t believe that the he-

himself  is anywhere as the he-himself, how will he know?  

Nurse will come in to tell us when his heart stops. There is no gasping or gurgling. Just that color 

change, which is the disturbing thing. 

I like to think of  his energy going into the Great Big Energy That Knows Everything. That’s the 

best I can do. And I don’t believe “energy” or “knows” or “everything” are the appropriate words. 



Now I have to watch the tears. My father is crying. I guess the tears have nowhere to go without the 

blinking so they just come out.  

Before this part started, Nurse said she was giving him extra pain medicine, even though she was 

sure he wasn’t feeling any pain. If  she’s sure he isn’t feeling any pain, why give him extra pain 

medicine? Is this to make us feel better? Let me say this: it doesn’t.  

I take the tear from under his right eye and think about holy water even though I have no experience 

with holy water and holy water means nothing to me.  

Nurse will come any minute now. Even though I have little experience with my father’s face.  

It’s clear to me that I love my father and that I loved him all the years we went without speaking. 

This is not a revelation.  

“Went without” is an appropriate phrase, as in “went without food.” Now he is going without me. 

And: he has gone without me. And: I will go without him until I die, too.  

The wall clock says two-oh-five-in-the-afternoon. On a semi-cloudy day, in Boston, beside the 

Charles River. 

Goodbye, we love you. 



Later I’ll hope that what I said meant something to someone in this room but I know it was 

disorganized and badly delivered. You could tell it was coming from someone who didn’t know what 

she believed. 

I’m unclear about a lot of  things until Nurse comes in and says, his heart stopped. 

Now we don’t know what to do. Get out of  there. 

I’m outside the curtain before my brother is and Nurse asks if  I want an autopsy. I say no even 

though who knows I don’t know but I don’t want my brother to have to decide one more thing. 

Later, when I tell him about this, he’ll say he heard everything, and I’ll write this down on a notepad 

I take from the funeral home. I who have been responsible for none of  my father’s stories will write 

his death story. I ask Nurse if  there’s anything else we need to do.  

No. 

So we just leave?  

Yes. 


