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“In 1955 my father died with his ancient mother still alive … Thinking the shock might kill her, my 

aunts told her that he had moved to Arizona … After the end of our mourning, Aunt Frances 

phoned. ‘You’re the writer in the family. Would you mind making up something? I’ll read it to 

[mama]. She won’t know the difference.’ That evening, I pushed my homework aside and 

composed a letter.”1  

 

What begins as a fabrication meant to protect the family’s sensibilities becomes a mode of 

knowing.2 Through writing, the adolescent constructs an account of his father’s attachments and 

longings. Raw experience and family tensions are reshaped into half-truths. 

 

If narration sustains continuity, is there meaning prior to the storytelling?3 “Truth is coupled with 

meaning,” writes Jacques-Alain Miller, “and the two of them make a trio with fiction.”4 The young 

writer produces a new version of his father’s desire, one that corresponds to his own “wishful 

illusions.”5 A personal truth?6 

 

At first, the letters satisfy the family’s demands. But as grief and expectation weigh more heavily 

on him, the writer is plagued by nightmares. In his dreams, his father – no longer the strong man he 

once was, but ill and suffering - refuses to return home from the hospital, insisting on being left 

alone.   

 

Then comes a surprise: his father had once been in the navy, something the boy never knew. As he 

contemplates an old photograph of the sailor on a dimly lit night, he catches a glimpse of a gift from 

his father - a set of Great Sea Novels and a telescope - which now take on new significance. The 

final letter from Arizona reads: “Dear Mama, I have been told by the doctors that I am dying of the 
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wrong life … I should never have come to the desert. I have asked Ruth and the boys to have my 

ashes scattered in the ocean.”7  

  

Writers, too, are driven by a passion to reorder the semblant.8 They work at the edge of language, 

where truth is always in the making. E.L. Doctorow compares writing to “driving at night in the 

fog. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.”9 
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