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I was alone at home because my mother taught an evening class at C.W. Post on Tuesday nights.  I had 

finished all of my written homework and but still had to read the scenes from King Lear that Mr. 

Bergman had assigned for the following morning. (Like half the college-bound twelfth graders in my 

school I was taking A.P. English, except that I was more or less enjoying it.) There wasn’t anything on 

television I was interested in watching. I fooled around with the Wii, then turned it off and was making a 

chicken sandwich when the phone rang.  I have no idea why I answered it. My own friends never used the 

land line. I usually let messages for my mom go to voice mail. But for some reason I picked it up. Maybe 

I thought it was my grandpa phoning. But I’m getting off track and I haven’t even begun to tell the story. 

The phone rang. I lifted the receiver.  

A woman’s voice. “Is that Thomas Sugarman?” 

No one calls me Thomas, not even my mother. I’m Tom in school and Tommy at home, but Thomas only 

to people who don’t know me. My driver’s license says Thomas, of course. So does my passport. Could 

this be the DMV phoning, or the Department of Homeland Security? It seemed unlikely. “Yes,” I said, 

“this is he.” 

“My name is Sherry Sugarman,” the voice said. “I’m your father’s wife.”  

“My...my what?” I must have sounded like an idiot and in retrospect it seems funny even to me that I 

didn’t understand instantly who Sherry was. But I don’t think I did. I mean, I obviously knew I had a 

father. And I knew he was married. I knew the whole story, actually. My mother went to Barnard and 

ended up pregnant in the middle of her senior year. My father, then just her boyfriend, tried to do the right 

thing. Or at least that’s how she always tried to depict him when the story was told (which it in any event 

hardly ever was): as a guy in a bad situation trying his best to do the right thing. Graduation was in May.  

They married in July. I was born in August. He stuck it out for a while, but then he realized—this is my 

mother speaking again—he realized that he had only compounded one error of judgment with an even 

bigger one and they had the marriage annulled. The guy hung around New York for a few months after 

that, but then he got a job in Los Angeles and that, more or less, was that. 



Years passed. My mom got a job at Macy’s, went to grad school at night, and ended up working as a 

teacher in some middle school in Queens. But she continued on in school too and eventually finished her 

dissertation, then moved up to teaching English at Post.  And then, when I was about ten, my bio-dad 

moved back to New York. 

In the meantime, he had become a lawyer. He knew his obligations. More to the point, he knew he’d be 

even more completely screwed than most dead-beat dads if he failed to pay up. So he did, making child 

support payments monthly and on time but never exceeding the amount owed by even a single penny, not 

even for my birthday or for Chanukah. Nor did he ever show any actual interest in me, not in getting to 

know me or even in meeting me. He had, my mother told me, remarried. And to go with his new wife he 

also had two new sons. He had, she said, moved on. And it would be best for us too to move on, she said, 

sounding like she meant it and was pleased to be doing it. How exactly my mom knew any of this, I never 

thought to ask. Even now, I’m not entirely sure how she kept tabs on my father’s life. But move on we 

nonetheless did. Mom occasionally dated men, notably a dentist about twenty years her senior whose own 

wife had died on 9/11. That lasted for a few years and he was always nice to me. But they never married 

and he never seemed to want me to think of him even as a father figure, let alone as an actual father. 

Eventually, they grew apart.  My mom somehow kept an eye on him too and told me when he finally 

married someone else, also a single Queens mom with a teenage son. (He was, she said, a specialist!) But 

what did that have to do with us? I shouldn’t complain, though. I grew up in a nice apartment with a 

really good mom. I was happy. Or happy enough!  

I knew that my dad was a very successful man.  When I would ask, my mom would point out that we 

didn’t need to beg for money, that we were making do quite nicely on our own. So he could make all the 

money in the world—which he apparently did—but all that we ever saw of it was exactly what some 

judge once decided that he owed us. And even those checks stopped when I turned eighteen.  Realizing 

that my mom was going to have to borrow the money to send me someplace fancier, I applied only to 

City University schools and to Stony Brook. When I picked up the phone just after eight o’clock that May 

evening, I was eighteen years old. I was starting Queens College in the fall. (For the record, I got into 

Stony Book too.) I still owed Mr. Bergman two scenes of King Lear by ten o’clock the next morning, 

however. And now my father’s wife, Mrs. Sherry Sugarman, was on the phone. My mom reverted to her 

maiden name, Reich, after the divorce. But for the moment it was just us Sugarmans on the phone: the 

first son and second wife of my non-dead-beat dad, Donald Arthur Sugarman, Esq. 

“Your father’s wife. We’ve met. Maybe you don’t remember.” I remembered. Seven years earlier, when I 

was eleven, my mom—apparently having forgotten for the moment how nicely we were doing on our 



own—sued my dad to see if his child support payments could be increased. I had to appear in court. So 

did my dad. His wife came too. We had met, but only briefly. I couldn’t even really remember clearly 

what she looked like. Tall, I thought I remembered, with long black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Or 

maybe not. I was eleven. It was a long time ago. I’m not even sure who won in court. If it was us, it didn’t 

make much of a difference in the way we lived.  

“I remember,” I said mostly honestly. I suppose I should have asked her what I could do for her or if she 

wanted to speak to my mom, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything at all. Suddenly, I really needed 

to use the bathroom. I waited. 

“Your father asked me to call,” she said. 

“He did?” I must have sounded like an idiot, but I honestly couldn’t imagine that this was for real. He 

asked her to call me? Why wasn’t he calling me himself? 

It would have been a first. In the course of our non-life not together, I had on that April evening spoken to 

my father exactly one single time on the phone. When I was twelve, I sent him an invitation to my bar-

mitzvah. My mom told me not to bother, but I wasn’t dissuaded.  I went straight to the library from school 

and found his number—not his private home number, but the number of his office on Park Avenue South 

in the city—in the Yellow Pages. Then I ran home and called it. The receptionist put me through to his 

secretary when I said I was his son. The secretary, a man—I remember that surprising me, since I hadn’t 

realized that there even were secretaries who weren’t women—was friendly and asked me which son I 

was. When I gave my name, he hesitated. (Later, I realized that he must have known the names of my 

father’s other sons and not been sure what to make of one of whom he hadn’t ever heard.) He put me on 

hold. I waited. He came back on a few minutes later and told me my father was on a conference call—I’m 

not even sure I knew what that meant, but it sounded important—and that I could wait or call back later. I 

said I’d wait. Where did I have to go? It took more than twenty minutes, but he eventually picked up the 

phone. He must have thought my mom had died or something like that, because he asked me right off if 

she was okay. I told him she was fine. Silence. What did I want? I was too naive to understand just how 

profoundly cold and creepy he was being towards me; I think I thought he actually wanted to know. I told 

him my bar-mitzvah was in four weeks and that I’d like to send him an invitation but I didn’t know his 

address. He hesitated for a moment, then told me to send it to his office. He gave me the address. I didn’t 

want to tell him it was in the Yellow Pages ad and that I had already copied it down, so I wrote it down 

again. He wished me good luck. I said thank you. He told me had had a “four o’clock,” which meant 

nothing to me. It was, at any rate, only ten to four. I said good-bye. He said it too, then hung up. I got out 

an invitation from the box of printed invitations my mother had picked up a few weeks earlier from the 



printer’s and an envelope, then carefully wrote my father’s name down on the envelope and his firm’s 

name (which consisted of only his—my!—last name and two other people’s), then the address on Park 

Avenue South, then New York, New York, and then the zip code. I found a stamp in my mother’s desk 

and put the invitation inside the envelope, then sealed it and put it in my knapsack. The next morning, I 

put it in a mailbox I passed on the way to school. 

He didn’t respond. Not a filled-out “So sorry but I’m having open heart surgery that day” response card. 

Not a check. Not a less-flat present. (When I was a kid, the checks you got for your bar-mitzvah were 

called flat presents.) Not a letter. Not a note. Not any response at all. Being an idiot, I took his silence to 

mean that he was coming. My mother, of course, knew nothing of this nuttiness and was therefore unable 

to explain to me what a gigantic error of judgment that was and how all I was doing was setting myself up 

to be miserably disappointed. On the day of my bar-mitzvah, I couldn’t believe he wasn’t there. When I 

told my mother that he was probably on his way but must have been stuck in traffic, she made me tell her 

the story. I confessed, more proud of having dared phone him than I was ashamed of having made a fool 

of myself. Then she started to cry. Then I started to cry. This all happened in the sanctuary during the 

actual service in synagogue while they were reading the Torah out loud and we were waiting for me to be 

called forward to chant my haftarah. It was a mess.  People actually started shushing us. Eventually we 

both calmed down and we never referred to the incident again. But it was always there anyway, always 

stuck in my mind, always framing any thought regarding my father that for some reason popped into my 

mind. And now it was back as I uttered my pathetic “He did?” and the exact way I felt turning around 

over and over in my seat in the synagogue to see if he had walked in rose within me and unbidden became 

the sorry backdrop against which this almost unbelievable phone call was taking place. Now he calls? I 

thought. Does he need directions to the synagogue? 

“Yes,” my father’s wife answered, “he did. He’s not...look, Thomas, your father is not well. Do you know 

anything about this?”  Her voice was quivering slightly. I felt a little sorry for her. 

“No one calls me Thomas,” I said. “Call me Tom.” 

“Tom,” she said, stretching it out into almost two syllables as some sort of compromise. “Tom, has your 

mother mentioned to you that your father is ill?” 

“No,” I said, “she hasn’t.” 

“Then I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but your father has lung cancer and he is not responding 

well to treatment.  He’s a sick man, Thomas. Tom. Tom, your dad is very...the situation is serious. He 

asked me to call and ask if you’d come in.” 



“Come in? Come in to where? Is he in the hospital?” 

“Yes,” she said, “he’s in the hospital.” Suddenly, she sounded weary. “He’s at Mount Sinai and I’m not 

sure....” Her voice trailed off. Then she cleared her throat. “Tom, if you want to come you should come 

now. Maybe even tonight. Or tomorrow.” 

“It’s pretty late. And I have school tomorrow.” 

“Then come after school. Check with your mother to make sure it’s okay, then call me on my cell phone.” 

She gave me the number. “When you call, tell me the address of your school and when you’re done and 

I’ll send a car service to pick you up.”  She paused. “This is what your father wants,” she added, almost as 

though she understood just how unbelievable I had to be finding this conversation. 

“I go to Francis Lewis High School,” I said, ignoring her insulting suggestion that an eighteen-year-old 

guy might still need his mommy’s permission to go into the city and see someone. “It’s on Utopia 

Parkway just north of the LIE. I’m done at 3:45. Send the car service to the front of the building then and 

I’ll be waiting. Tell the driver I’m six feet tall and have black hair and a goatee. I’ll be wearing a blue 

jacket and carrying a leather knapsack.” 

She thanked me for being so agreeable. I thanked her for calling. She thanked me for listening. I thanked 

her for talking. It was entirely clear that neither of us knew how to end the conversation, so I eventually 

just told her I had to go. Then I hung up. I ate the chicken sandwich. I washed it down with some ginger 

ale. When my mom came home, I was reading King Lear on the couch. She told me about her day. I told 

her about school. I really wanted to tell her about the phone call, but I knew it would upset her and I 

somehow ended up not telling her. Eventually, I got into bed, read another few lines of Lear, and went to 

sleep. If I dreamt that night, I woke up not remembering a thing. 

The car was waiting when I walked out of school the next afternoon. The driver was actually holding a 

cardboard sign with my last name on it just like in the movies! I thought he’d want to see my school ID or 

something, but he didn’t ask and I didn’t offer. An hour later, I was getting out in front of Mount Sinai. I 

felt I should probably tip the guy, but I had no idea how much was the right amount. Nor did I have any 

idea how much the trip itself cost. I offered the guy a five, but he turned back my hand and said that he 

had already been “taken care of.” Not knowing what to say, I stuffed the bill back in my pocket and got 

out. He told me to have a nice day. I told him to have one too. He drove off. Alone on the sidewalk, I was 

suddenly nervous. I felt summoned. I had been summoned. And I had obeyed. Suddenly, I felt unsure of 

myself. But I was way too far into this just to go home. 



Mount Sinai Hospital is located on Fifth Avenue, New York’s most elegant street. Where else would a 

man like my father choose to die? (I later found out that he lived there too, just about twenty-five blocks 

to the south.)  It’s a huge, sprawling place with a thousand buildings, each with its own entrance and its 

own name. Having no idea where my dad was—and not pausing to wonder why his wife hadn’t told me 

exactly where to find him—I just went into the building I was standing in front of and, finding an 

information desk just inside, asked for my dad’s room.  

Amazingly, my father’s room was only two buildings away. I went back outside. I found the building—

and not just a building for a patient as fancy as my father either, but a pavilion—then went inside and took 

the elevator up to the eighth floor.  Suddenly I could feel my heart beating hard in my chest. Would my 

father even recognize me? I’d find out in the minute. As far as I knew, the last time he had laid eyes on 

me was when I was eleven. I’d changed since then. Had he? I’d find out as soon as I found the courage to 

push open the door to room 808. It was ten past five. The sun was setting. I knew that I should have told 

my mom where I was going. (I had texted her from the car that I was going into the city, but without 

saying why.) My heart was really pounding. There were some nurses and some old people in wheelchairs 

at the other end of the corridor, but the part of the hall in front of my dad’s room was completely empty. I 

was suddenly roasting. I pulled open my jacket. I told myself to stop behaving like such a wuss. I hadn’t 

done anything wrong, so why should I feel weird?  A line from Lear suddenly came back to me so 

imposingly that for a moment I actually thought I heard Mr. Bergman speaking it aloud. “Time shall 

unfold what plaited cunning hides,” the voice said. I pushed open the door to my father’s hospital room 

and stepped inside. 

It was a private room. (What else?) My father, recognizable but haggard, was lying back in a large 

hospital bed surrounded by monitors and machines of different sorts. In two identical chairs by the 

window sat two boys, apparently my half-brothers. Their faces were sallow and they both looked tired. 

The older one glared at me. The younger one, only about twelve or thirteen, looked away. Neither spoke. 

Seated in a larger chair on the side of the room by the door was a tall woman with long black hair twisted 

into a braid. She was wearing a navy blue dress with square black buttons going down the front and a thin 

golden necklace. She stood up and extended her hand. “You are Tom,” she said. A statement, not a 

question. 

I admitted it. She extended her hand. I shook it. She said her name—just her first name—and thanked me 

for coming. I thanked her for calling. Then, silence. The younger boy got up and walked out of the room 

without saying a word. The older boy picked up a magazine and pretended to read. He looked remarkably 

like I did at sixteen. I turned to face Sherry, not sure what to say and not wanting to sound like an idiot. 



She also appeared unsure how to proceed. She approached my dad’s bedside and touched his bony 

shoulder. “Don,” she said softly.  

No response.  

“Don?” Louder this time. 

No response. 

“Donald, Thomas—Tom—is here. To see you. Tom’s here in the room.” Her voice broke off, but she 

didn’t cry. I suddenly realized that I had no idea what to call my father. “Dad” seemed weird for a parent I 

had met—other than as a baby—exactly once in my entire life, “Don” or “Donald” even weirder.  For a 

long moment, I thought the whole question was going to be moot, but then he opened his eyes and 

appeared to be taking in the scene unfolding around his bed. And then, almost unexpectedly, he spoke. 

“Thomas?” he asked. Was he asking his wife if I was there? Or was he asking me if I was Thomas? I felt 

my heart beating so hard I imagined it had to be audible to the others in the room. I looked over at half-

brother and saw that his eyes were filled with tears. I looked back at my dad. Sherry stepped back. Now it 

was just me standing by the bed. 

“It’s me,” I said. “It’s Tom.”  

My father seemed lucid. He was certainly fully awake. I looked carefully at his face. Whoever had shaved 

him hadn’t been careful enough to include the moustache hairs adjacent to his nostrils. I stepped in 

slightly closer. Surprised to realize he was wearing aftershave, I somehow stepped out of the moment 

long enough to find it amusing that as elegant and wealthy a man as my dad would use a brand as 

ordinary as Old Spice. Maybe, I told myself, that was just what the hospital provided. I had a bottle of my 

own in my medicine cabinet at home. I even used it now and then when I shaved, which was not too 

often. I realized I was floating away from reality and drew myself back into my father’s presence. 

“Dad?” I said, forgetting my uncertainty about what to call him. To his credit, he didn’t flinch.  

“Thomas?” he responded, turning his head to face me directly. 

“Yes,” I said. “Thomas.” 

He shifted to one side and, as I contemplated his bony face more with curiosity than horror, I realized he 

was smiling. “You came,” he half-said, half-asked. 



“I’m here.”  My half-brother—his name turned out to be Joseph—put down his magazine. I had no idea 

what to say. Was I supposed to launch into some sort of complicated soliloquy about the inviolate bond 

between sons and their fathers, about how none of his poor behavior mattered, about how it had been just 

fine growing up in our little apartment in Fresh Meadows with a single mom who had to scrimp and save 

even to send me to the day camp at the JCC or to pay for that cheesy uniform so I could join the Little 

League? Was I supposed to assure him that I had turned out okay, that his hard-earned child support 

dollars had been used wisely, that I loved him more for those checks than I hated him for his coldness, for 

the cruelty he showed me when I sent him that damn invitation, or for his apparent willingness to have 

absolutely nothing at all to do with his own son? Perhaps, I thought for a peculiar moment, I should have 

brought along my transcript and read out to him my fabulous grades and my stunningly good SAT scores 

so he could die proud of me. Should I tell him I got into Stony Book? 

My father turned to his wife. “Leave us alone,” he croaked. Then he turned to young Joe. “You too,” he 

added, his voice hoarse with phlegm.  

Without saying a word, the boy stood up and followed his brother out of the room. His mother left too, 

also without comment. It was just my father and me now. I had the peculiar sense that my life had 

somehow led me to this moment. I came close to the bed and looked down at him. He had been a 

handsome man. I had seen pictures of him at his and my mom’s wedding and I could still see that man in 

the flesh-covered skeleton that lay before me in the bed. I wasn’t sure if I should speak or wait. I waited. 

“You’re in the will,” he said finally, each syllable an obvious strain. “For a fair share, same as Joe and 

Ian.” 

I said nothing. 

“Your mom’s taken care of too.” 

I nodded, tears filling my eyes. I knew I had to say something, but couldn’t imagine what. 

“I have to do something,” he now said. 

I found my voice. “Do what you have to do, Dad.”  

My father took my hand in his. It felt cool and smooth, almost like parchment. It looked like parchment 

too. I didn’t pull back.  

“With all my heart,” he said, turning to look directly into my eyes, “I regret what I did to you. And also 

what I never did for you and also what I should have done for you. I was trying to be loyal to my new 



family, but I was wrong. In every way. About everything. About them and about you. And about your 

mother as well. I accept all that. But even if I can’t fix any of it—not really, not in any way that could 

ever really matter—I still need you...I need you to find it in your heart to forgive me.” 

Over the years, I had imagined this scene a thousand different ways. He’d show up out of the blue at our 

apartment one day begging me to be his boy, to be his son. We’d meet somewhere by accident and he’d 

see what a great kid I was and beg me to let him into my life. He’d show up unexpectedly at my 

graduation or at my wedding and kneel down in front of everyone and apologize for not showing up at my 

bar-mitzvah. There were a million fantasy lead-ups, but they all ended with me spitting in his face and 

telling him to go to hell. Then, glancing over at his wife and kids, I’d add, “And take your whore with 

you.  And your bastards.” I can’t remember when I started developing these fantasies, but it was definitely 

after my bar-mitzvah. In middle school. I guess. Sometimes I spit in his face, sometimes on his feet, 

sometimes in his kids’ faces or his wife’s. Sometimes I called them even worse names. Sometimes I even 

fantasized about smacking him hard across the face and daring him to raise a hand to defend himself. 

Even despite all that endless fantasizing, though, I never really expected this moment to come. Not really! 

But now that it had, I suddenly realized that all I really wanted to do was to ask some questions. There 

were a million of them too, each one a variation of some sort on the same theme and all of them about 

what it takes to walk out on a child and never look back. And now my chance to ask whatever I wished 

had finally come. Clearly, I had his full attention. It was, I realized, now or never. For a moment, I think I 

actually considered selling him my forgiveness for one single honest answer to just one question. But I 

also knew that the time for that kind of dialogue was past and that the man in the bed before me was using 

every ounce of his strength just to say the few sentences he had managed to speak out loud. I’m not sure I 

could have held up my end of the conversation either. 

I leaned over my father’s bed. His eyes were fixed on me. He said nothing. I pressed my lips down on his 

forehead. For a long moment, I kept them there. And then my eyes filled with tears and as they fell 

silently onto the side of his face I allowed them wordlessly to speak what was in my heart. 

 


