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"Your father introduced you to stars. First, in the driveway of your
suburban Tennessee home. You were small. A blonde thing usually dressed
in purple. You remember his curved finger pointing to the collection of
stars strung above the neighbor’s roof. The Big Dipper he told you. How
lucky, you remember thinking, to have only a handful of stars and be given
stars that connect.

*You are expecting your father to die sooner than you think. He is
nearing sixty—the age of an old person. He isn’t sick or frail. But you
wouldn’t call him healthy. His diet is a monochromatic one, a collection
of browns fill his plate. When they removed four inches of his colon, you
thought something might change, but you came home from college to find
him eating a sweaty beef sandwich. Since then, you've been preparing for a
loss. You thought you feared the change his absence would bring, but now
you think what you fear is that there wouldn’t be a change at all.
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3 Your brother asks What do you really know about Dad? You list
facts off your fingertips. You know he is tall. You know he was skinny as
aboy and is fat as a man. You know he keeps jellybeans in his office. You
know at dinner he sits facing the T'V. You know he spends hours playing
Civilization every night. You know he liked you better when you were
small. You know he stopped hugging you with both arms once you grew
breasts. You know you share his curved fingers. I think he loves us, you
say, but it’s always been hard to tell.

*The second place your father showed you stars was Grantsville, West
Virginia. You were a teenager, wide-eyed and a little mean. Grantsville
was a rural town fitted with hollers and lawns adorned with bigfoot
cutouts. Because it was so removed, there was little light pollution. The
sky was an unblemished sheet, protected from the scorch of neon signs
and traffic lights. You grew up thinking the stars had fallen, but they were
only hidden. Your father told you Grantsville wasn’t so different from
the Alabama town where he spent summers picking watermelon on his
grandparents’ land. It reminds him of being loved. You and your father
sat in neighboring lawn chairs. The Milky Way stretched above you, a
celestial arm preparing for a bow. Like kids flicking pennies, you and your
father took turns pointing out shooting stars. You held your wishes on
your tongue and wondered if your father was holding something too.

> In Roman mythology, the Big Dipper is the tail of a bear, cast into the
sky with her child by Zeus in an act of salvation. Ireland sees a plough.
England, a cleaver. In Arabian lore, it is associated with funerals. The
mouth of the constellation is a coffin. The handle, three mourners.

% Your father takes a strange delight in the pageantry of death. He enjoys
telling the story of how he wants his body to be disposed of, a folktale in
the making. After his death, he wants to be dust. You remember that the
human body is a collection of stardust. You think this fact will comfort
you when you hold your father’s ashes. He won’t be dead, just star. He
wants to be scattered in Grantsville. You imagine standing in the plot of
grass where you once wished, your mother and brother beside you. The
three of you, a handle, outstretched from the disintegrated mass of your
father. Holding each other because your father can’t be held onto. His
dust on the ground, indistinguishable from dirt like stars too faint to
distinguish from sky.
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"You have always loved constellation because, to you, it represents a want
to connect. There is no thread that fastens one star to another. They are related
simply because we choose to believe they are. We want them to belong to one
another, so they do. You, of course, are related to your father by blood and the
curve of your fingers, but relating to him is a choice. Often, he is still a stranger
to you. An unfamiliar man. A star you see looming every night but are unsure
whether it belongs to a constellation or to solitude. Relation does not equal
connection. Like constellation, a bond is a choice you choose to make and remake
with every look upward. When you look at your father, you see no tether between
you and him. There is nothing connecting you. But you see a star, nonetheless.
Swollen and milky and bright enough to help you find home. You think maybe
you don’t need a bond. Maybe it’s enough just to see one another, and to see light.



