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Parker, Kansas was a small town, a dying one really, and he
watched from P-hill (what small town didn’t have a hill with its
monogram on it back then?) the smoke from his father rise up out of
the furnace chimney. He said goodbye to Juana and her two teenage
sons, Robert and Manuel, and an hour later was back on the train,
back to Montana, back to his small rented room east of campus.

Each and every thing its own complete science…

Each and every thing its own complete science…

Each and every thing its own complete science…

So long. And thanks for all the fish.

And on and on an on…

There is, of course, a story to go along with thanks for all the
fish. Not a big one. Gary, the now dead father, and Will, his young
son (now the biologist), used to read and fish together. Their
favorite book was called, “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,”
(many of you may have seen or heard of the movie) and in it, that
line about the fish. When Will was little, his dad would read aloud
from the Hitchhiker’s Guide and that line always made him laugh.
And when they’d fish, Gary rarely caught a thing. After one
unsuccessful day of fishing, as they walked up the bank to their
bicycles, Gary turned around and said to the river, “So long. And
thanks for all the fish.”

Will fell over he laughed so hard. And after that, he always
expected his dad to punctuate a skunked day with that line but he
never did. So one day Will tried it out himself but his father
didn’t laugh. He just looked back at the river, then, with a smile,
said, “Never make your mantra a punchline.”

For little Will, it was a lesson in irony. Not that he
understood the lesson’s finer points just then, but it stuck in him
enough so that through the years he’d add to it until, from that
one point, he had an understanding of the way his father grappled
with life.

#

To understand Will, you have to understand Gary. There’s no two
ways around that. Father and son in this case had been bound
together by the death of Will’s mother — not the death itself, that
took place when Will was two, but the event of it, the processes it
set into motion. She’d died of heart failure, a congenital
condition of which both she and Gary were well aware. Gary knew
when he married her that she would die young. It was a fate he
accepted. But what he never spoke of was the hope he’d held secret.
The imbecilic, unhearing spark that told him she’d live. He carried
this hope with shame. She tried to turn him away. She gave him the
worst possible scenarios as inevitabilities. Only when he’d
convinced her that he was as sure of her death as she was, did she
relent and agree to marry him. But of course he never was sure. He
woke at five every morning and, turning on a small bedside lamp
(she woke later but liked to see him go), would kiss her forehead
and it was to him an act of defense, a secret talisman of
protection which he used to lay claim to this beautiful woman, to
say that she was not available for dying today. But of course it
didn’t work.

He buried her, never forgot her, and set to tending the plants
of his farm and the raising of his son.
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