
Father and son; I am both.  Relationships as simple and complex as growing up, as emotional and
moving as music.  Bonds that span generations, thread together in song.

Father and Son
by Joe Walko

Son - What is all that noise coming from the living room?  I'm glad I can stay in my room.  A 
lot of people are here, they have been for the last two days, since mom came home from the hospital.  
It's great seeing all of my aunts and uncles, 'specially Aunt Diane from Florida and Aunt Sarah from 
New York.  But they haven't had much time to play with me.  

They carried mom inside, a big strong ambulance driver did.  Why didn't she just walk in, like 
she did a week ago at my birthday party?  That was a fun party, we played games and all my friends 
and cousins were there.  Mom made a big cake and we had a pinata and water balloon battles.  My 
team won!

I was a little scared last night.  Not real scared, but the adults all were talking real fast and 
talking about weird things and didn't pay any attention to me.  And the house is full of hospital stuff 
and a big giant bed is in the living room and now I can't watch TV there.  So I just play music and 
games on my iPod.  I like playing my games, it's fun, especially when I get to the next level.  But I'm 
stuck on level fifteen, so I keep trying over and over, but that's okay because playing my game is fun 
and I like it.  

And I got to sleep in mom and dad's bed last night.  Mom didn't come in, she's sleeping in the 
hospital bed, and dad came in real late and was gone when I woke up.  The door keeps opening and 
people keep coming in to check on me, mostly Gramma.  But I pretend I am asleep, and when they 
leave I listen to music on my iPod under the covers in the big bed.

But now dad says I have to go tell mom goodbye.  I wonder where she is going?

Going back to a tender age,
So full of confusion and rage,

Daddy says, "Boys, your Mama's gone."

There's a hand on your shoulder as you're throwing dirt,
Someone says, "Time heals the hurt.

Little man, you got to keep on keepin' on,"
But all you want is Mama's arms.



Father - It was agreed yesterday that Debbie would be released into hospice care and taken 
home; this is what she wants, especially after an exhausting week in the hospital.  But as with anything 
involving hospital bureaucracy, it is a maze of confusion and phone calls and an organizing effort that 
is herculean.  We are all on full alert now, Deb's family, my family and I, working as a team to take care
of her.

Getting my wife home is tough, and it hurts to see someone so young being carried into her 
house in such a frail condition by the beefy ambulance driver, especially remembering that it was just a 
week ago that we were all running around the yard for Trevor's ninth birthday party.  Of course Deb 
tries to make light of the situation, joking with the driver, but the loss of her strength is now a 
permanent feature that she has to consciously fight.  When she does drift to sleep there is an 
uncharacteristic frown.

The confusion of being left alone at home, of caring for a dying loved one, without any 
professional help until the morning, sets off a panic.  We have been given cryptic instructions for 
administering 6,000 types of medications, all the way up to morphine, and we are unfamiliar with the 
oxygen machine and the hospital bed and the portable toilet and all the monitoring that needs done.

It is a MASH unit right after a battle at 210 Gibralter Drive, but we are here out of love for a 
spouse, a sister, a daughter, a friend.  Everyone’s strength is needed.  A curtain goes up between the 
family room and the dining room for privacy, and computers are fired up and spreadsheets emerge to 
chart the medications, and the internet is humming on smart phones as we track which drug is which 
and when it should be administered.  And who can run to the store for more Ensure?  Can you pick up a
pizza on the way home, too, and can someone make sure the boys are okay, I haven’t seen Jake or 
Trevor all day.  And then wow, just a couple of hours ago we were all a mess but the Great Organizer 
has shown up, again and after many frantic phone calls to very patient medical advisers, there descends
a sort of equilibrium over the Walko household as the last of the days’ light filters into night.  Once 
again, out of the chaos, love rises.  Enough organization, at least, that I am able to lie in a bed sometime
after midnight, for the first time in a week, and curl up next to tiny Trevor, knowing that Debbie’s 
family is gathered close to her for the night.  I get a couple hours of much needed rest.

Can you hear me crying?
I’m right here, my love

The unknown is frightening
I’m right here, my love

Worlds far apart can’t separate us
And I can hear you crying

I’m right here, my love

Can you taste my kiss?
I’m right here, my love
I wish life was endless
I’m right here, my love

But living costs something and pay it we must
But I will keep your kiss
I’m right here, my love



In the morning, the situation is not good.  Deb takes only a few sips of Ensure, and has not 
urinated in over a day.  I know from the hospice folks what this means, and call them out first thing.  
And indeed, the hospice worker confirms that the situation is dire, and we are instructed to keep the 
morphine up as needed.  Two hours, two days, two weeks?  The timetable of passing will forever be a 
mystery.  Once again we are left to ourselves.

Later in the morning it is obvious that Debbie is entering the final stages of dying.  Every 
breathe is labored and uneven; she is not responsive.  We struggle with when and whether to give her 
more morphine.  And just like a few days before, when Debbie gathered everyone to say her last 
goodbyes, we are all gathered around her bedside, all her siblings, her parents, my siblings, and my 
mom.

Debbie’s hospital bed is in the middle of our living room, so there is room for everyone to circle
her.  The room is bathed in light, from the sunlights and sliding glass door that leads out to the deck and
the designer window that peer out over the woods.  The view is flooded with foliage from the trees.  
White butterflies flit through the green; it is peaceful.

We are all together, but we also experience this separately.  Everyone reacts to this in their own 
way, the culminations of years of experience and beliefs that are as different as fingerprints.  Some pray
traditional prayers passed down for generations; others sit in silent reflection and personal prayer; some
keep busy checking on the kids and taking care of everyone’s physical needs, which don’t abate even in
these desperate times. Some weep openly, others in silence.

But we share many things in common too.  We all want to hold on to Debbie, and the jockeying 
for position has resulted a lineup that allows everyone access to touch her.  Her mouth is now open and 
her eyes are partially rolled back into her head, and there is a quiet fear that has joined us, too; we just 
don’t know when death actually occurs.

This is not my first experience with this moment.  When I was fifteen, on an early May evening,
I had a feeling that I should not go to bed, despite it being a school night. Mom was okay with this for 
some reason.  I went and sat next to my dying father, dying from this same terrible disease, and I 
watched his breathes quit coming, and I watched what was left of him sink into the same type hospital 
bed as his soul left his emaciated, cancer-riddled body.  

But even that experience does not give me any guidance on what to do now.  And now I am 
faced with the hardest part of the inevitable – do I bring our boys out to be with their mother as she 
passes?  

It is a horrible dilemma, it is true torture.  I am so glad that I was with my father when he 
passed, but I was older; I don’t know how this will affect a nine year-old and a twelve year-old.  

I look around at the worried faces who are gathered around Debbie.  Kneeling, holding Deb’s 
hand, I ask her what to do one last time - but she doesn’t answer.  I look up to the faces around me, 
pleading for help, pleading for advice – do I bring the boys out or not?  But no one can help me, for 
there are no right answers; I must make these decisions on my own.  

I decide to talk honestly with Jake; he is older, he's twelve.  I tell him his mom is dying.  Would 
he like to be there while she passes, or at least come and say goodbye?  Jake opts for the later, and 
kneels by his mom and says a prayer, then I hold him up to kiss her one last time and tell her goodbye.  
He says it like he is telling her good night.  All of our hearts break…

Trevor is different; he is younger, only nine, he is more sensitive.  He carries on Debbie’s 
gentleness and her big heart.  I truly do not know what to do with him.  I pray silently outside the door 
for a sign, for guidance.  And when I enter his room he is asleep.  I decide this is a sign that he should 



not be there when mom leaves.  I carry him groggily out to see mom one last time, and again we say a 
prayer and he gives her one last kiss, and the scabs of our heartbreak of just a few minutes ago when 
Jake said goodbye, are excruciatingly torn open again.  Trembling, I tuck Trevor back safely in our bed.
Gramma stays with him.

And then there is a long period where nothing happens.  Deb enters into a period of suspension 
between life and death, and nobody has any idea how long it will last or what we should do.  So we 
continue our vigil, waiting for signs.

Can you feel me tremble?
I’m right here, my love

Does it feel like you remember?
I’m right here my love

The future’s assured in the pulse of our blood
I can feel you tremble
I’m right here, my love

Deb’s parish priest arrives.  His simple entrance breaks the pall, and his authority on these 
matters lifts everyone. He is serious but not somber, and his faith that this is okay is comforting to all, 
especially to Debbie.  Last rites, given before, are given again, and we all join in the prayers of the 
sacrament.  There is a sense that Debbie has been waiting for this.

Father Joe knows that those gathered around are in need, too.  His spirit is light, almost jovial – 
not what I expected.  After the sacrament, he even makes jokes, lightening the mood, trying to make 
everyone feel better, trying to make everyone happier.  Just like Debbie would have; just the escort she 
is waiting for.

Debbie passes five minutes after Father Joe leaves…

I do not feel anything, there is nothing going through my mind, and my heart isn't even beating. 
It is like being in a dream, and I am in a tunnel, and reality is at one end of that tunnel and the unknown
is at the other.  I am pulled in both directions at once, caught in the middle, suspended in a state of 
disbelief.  I can hear crying and wails.  I think I am even making some of those sounds.

I don’t know how much time passes, a minute, five minutes, an hour, before I am pulled from 
the tunnel into reality.  From my knees, at Debbie’s bedside, I ask everyone for some privacy, for one 
last moment alone with my wife.

And the tears are unstoppable.

And my wails fill the house.

And the screams fill the space in everyone’s tunnel.

And it echos out into the yard and into the trees and the green, where the white butterflies fly.

And I hold her one last time, and I sit with her until the wails stop, until the tears are no more, 
until I have to let go…



Can you sit closer?
I’m right here, my love

Now watch me pass over
I’m right here, my love

We did not give in and we did not give up
I’ll watch you cross over
I’m right here, my love

Can you hear me crying?
I’m right here, my love
Thunder and lightning 
I’m right here, my love

Worlds far apart can’t separate us
And I can hear you crying

I'm right here, my love



In American culture, after someone dies, there is an incredible dissension of chaos that is 
bestowed upon those who grieve.  It is all well-intended and probably necessary, but it creates a din, as 
friends and relatives, medical equipment delivery persons and coroners, funeral home personnel and 
pizza delivery drivers invade the house.  The phone rings constantly, everyone vies for attention, trying 
to lend comfort to the most aggrieved, trying to come to grips with their own loss and incredulity.  The 
result is entrance into a dreamlike state, a bad dream, too, where you retreat further and further from 
the reality swirling around you, falling back deeper into your psyche, trying desperately to find a place 
in your mind that still makes sense.  Above all, you just want to be left alone to grieve.

Out of this necessary chaos I find my boys, and we huddle together, alone in my darkened 
bedroom, the blinds shut, the door locked, just holding on to each other; and we cry.  When we are 
done crying, we order food, and we eat our sugary donuts comfort food on the floor, just the three of 
us.  A sense of calm emerges, like being in the eye of a hurricane.

The neighbors come and bring you pies,
Endless words and futile sighs,

And you run up to your room and lock the door.

And there you are in your Sunday best,
The way your Mama would have had you dressed

And you realize it doesn't matter anymore
'cause all you want is Mama's arms.

Of course we can’t stay locked in the room forever, despite wanting to.  The din has died down 
and the crowd has thinned, but I still keep my boys close, not really knowing what to do or say.  I just 
feel the need to keep them near.  But Jake asks for some alone time and goes into his room.  T and I can
hear him softly crying, but he emerges a bit later the better for it, and we share his feelings and tears.

Trevor, forever looking up to his big brother, asks if he can spend some time alone, too, and he 
closes my bedroom door behind him.  I try not to go in, but the sound of his crying is almost 
unbearable.  I burst in only to have my heart truly broken – my sweet little T, only nine year’s old, for 
god’s sake, is on his knees, crying, clutching his mom’s purse and her pink hat…

Mom lost her hair four times through her various chemo treatments, and struggled to find a wig 
or ball cap with a ponytail that she was comfortable wearing in public.  Eventually she found her 
blonde bob wig that became her trademark, and made her appear even more sunny.  But around the 
house she mostly wore a pretty pink hat with a coyote on it that we picked up on a family vacation in 
Joshua Tree National Park, the first place she actually lost her hair.  We used her hair as tinder for our 
campfires on that wonderful vacation, and mom in her pink hat was as comfortable to all of us as a pair 
of old slippers.  It was a part of mom.

Trevor clutches her hat in his tiny fingers now, and I wrap him in my arms and hold him close.  
Our wails bring Jake, who joins our embrace, and together we let loose the belly ache cries that we so 
need.  When we are done, mom’s hat is wet with tears; we all take turns holding it.  It still holds mom’s 
smell.  It is calming, comforting, to all of us.

Little T has led us to a gift, and the next day I grip mom’s hat at the podium while I deliver her 



eulogy, and Deb’s strength helps me through it.  That night, Trevor sleeps next to me, one arm hugging 
care bear, the other mom’s hat, and we make it through the night okay.  Since then, we all take turns 
keeping mom’s hat with us, to help get us through the night, or for strength when we have a difficult 
task ahead, or when one of us is just feeling lonely.  It’s a piece, just a little piece, of mom that we can 
still hold on to…

You ride back home in a limousine,
The saddest car that you've ever seen,

Your brother can not look you in the eye.

Lightning strikes, thunder roars,
An early winter in that heart of yours,

But you swear you won't let them see you cry
'cause all you want is Mama's arms.



Son - I'm glad the hospital bed and all that medical stuff is gone, and that I can watch TV 
again.  But we don't watch TV a lot anymore.  We don't do a lot of things anymore, 'cept go to school. 
I wish we didn't have go to school.  I play my music on my iPod; I have lots of songs now.  Mostly it is 
quiet in the house, except when dad yells because he is stressed from work.  And sometimes he just 
cries...

'Round and 'round and 'round it goes.
The seasons change the young boy grows
To understand it's all part of some plan.

You used to wonder what it's all about.
Now those are questions you can do without.
You laugh them off and do the best you can

But all you want is Mama's arms.
All you want is Mama's arms.



Father - There is a hill, with picture perfect views of rolling fields and farms, where patriarchal 
oaks and stately sycamores stand guard over stones that fade and crack.  A creek flows at the base of 
this hill, and a newly planted dogwood anchors a slight apex, a corner halfway between my past and 
my present.

Tonight I sit cross-legged in the past, in front of a stereo, playing records, with skips and cracks 
and pops and all, a young boy marveling over the intricate artwork of album covers with names like 
“Teaser and the Firecat” and “Madman Across the Water.”  I pour over the lyrics of my dad’s records as
the songs play, and the poetry comes alive with the full emotional power of music.  It moves me.

It moved my dad, who passed on his own love of music by his example, which I emulate now.  
A Cat Stevens disc finds its way into my CD player.  Cat was one of dad’s favorites, and I understand 
why, for even forty years later his music is still relevant, still strikes an emotional chord.  It must be the 
truth then.  And the truth of Cat’s lyrics are a double whammy on this hill…

Oh very young
What will you leave us this time?

You’re only dancing on this earth for a short while
And though your dreams may toss and turn you now
They will vanish away like your daddy’s best jeans

Denim Blue fading up to the sky
And though you want him to last forever

You know he never will
(You know he never will)

And the patches make the goodbye harder still

Halfway from my dogwood is a stone on this hill that I have been visiting for over thirty years.  
Only thirty-seven; I understand it now from an angle that was impossible to a teenager.  Thirty-seven is
oh very young.  What did you leave me, Dad?

You left me music, and music bridges, music heals, music connects.  Thanks.  It still connects 
me to you, Dad, even after all this time.

And you left me dogwoods, your favorite tree, now my favorite tree.  I remember walking the 
woods with you Dad, tagging dogwoods for transplant later, when the season was right.  Now there is 
one here, on our hill.

There is more connecting.  At the top of this hill, just passed the dogwood, there will soon be 
another stone, another Oh Very Young.  This one was only forty-five, this one was even closer to me, 
and this one still hurts.  I don’t understand why, or what to do next, but maybe you do, now.  Maybe 
you can help me understand what my boys are feeling; grief has to be the most confusing emotion of all
to a child.  How do I take care of them now, Dad?  How do I even take care of myself?  Maybe you can
help me figure it all out as I traipse the 37 to 45 steps of this dogwood divided trail between my past 
and my present...

Oh very young
What will you leave us this time?

There’ll never be a better chance to change your mind
And if you want this world to see a better day

Will you carry the words of love with you



Will you ride the great white bird into heaven
And though you want to last forever

You know you never will
(You know you never will)

And the goodbye makes the journey harder still

The dogwood stands dormant now, in late fall, leaves gone, sap retreating to the depths and 
protection of the inner trunk and roots, preparing for the barren days and long nights of winter.  Those 
protections are necessary to survive the cold.  

But there are buds on the ends of the branches, too, for the dogwood knows winter doesn’t last 
forever.  Maybe by springtime we will all be able to enjoy the creamy white blooms, cantilevered in 
perfect symmetry to this hill...

Oh very young
What will you leave us this time?

You’re only dancing on this earth for a short while
Oh very young

What will you leave us this time?

My youngest boy comes and gives me a big hug; he doesn’t know why dad is crying.  But he 
sits in my lap, and we listen to Cat Stevens together…
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