
 

Artie. 
 

 

I could not sleep, so I opened my phone. 

Twitter.  

Nothing.  

The world is still falling apart. 

Facebook.  

Nothing.  

Someone’s kid ate peas. 

Instagram.  

There it is.  

His shirt reads “redemption.” 

My paternal grandfather died on August 20th, 2018. I found out from an Instagram post. 

In the picture, he leans back in a chair with my two cousins and my aunt pressed close around 

him. He is wearing a teal shirt and smiling. The way his lips curl up makes me I wonder if he is 

happy in the picture. 

I breathe out and it feels like something leaves my body. 

* 
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The diaphragm is a c-shaped structure located at the bottom of your thoracic cavity (the 

bit that contains your heart and lungs). When you breathe out, the muscle rises. When you 

breathe in the muscle falls. And while exhalation is a longer process, most attention is paid to the 

inhalation—you take a breath to calm down, you take a breath of fresh air, and when you need a 

break, you catch your breath. But what about exhaling? 

Exhalation is mostly about removing carbon dioxide from the lungs, but accompanying it 

are ketones, water, hydrocarbons, and things called “volatile organic compounds.” 

VOCs are organic chemicals that have a high vapor pressure at ordinary room 

temperature. According to the Journal of the Air & Waste Management Association, a human 

exhalation contains VOCs like methanol, isoprene, acetone, ethanol and other alcohols. But not 

relief—the clear spiraling wisp that escaped my body. 

* 

“RIP Grandpa, it doesn’t feel real yet but im just happy you’re not suffering anymore. I 

love you so much and tell Grandma i said hello❤ ”  is the caption underneath the photo full of 

women with carbon copy faces. 

I wonder if my cousin, a girl who’s only defining characteristic in my memory is 

“younger,” really means this. I wonder what memories she has that prevent her from confronting 

his death—was he good to her? To her two sisters? I find it almost unfathomable. 

* 



2 

The first memory I have of my grandfather is after his wife’s lung cancer diagnosis. This 

was a shock because in the same breath I learned I had another set of grandparents, and that one 

was dying.  

At his house, I do not remember him talking to me. I never remember a smile. I know I 

was afraid. I had, until this moment, only one grandfather— Poppy, a gentle man who married 

Momma when my mother was a grown woman. I have the shoes she wore at the wedding in my 

closet—we were the same size. This stone-faced grump meant nothing to me. 

“Wanna play a game?” Nicole asked. She was my older cousin and made this 

less-than-grandfather smile. 

“Uh, yeah,” I responded and hid in a side room playing an impossible video game 

involving dolphins until it was time to leave. This is how I remember him. Silent and disgusted 

with my presence. 

After my paternal grandmother died, I got glasses because I couldn’t read the dates on the 

tombstones. This is the only way my life changed. The disinterested grandfather was gone again 

and so were my cousins—older, younger, and much younger. When the paper flowers we made 

in the foyer of the funeral home wilted from gravity, my life regained its sense of normalcy. I 

had two Grandparents—both on my mother’s side and they loved me in a way I can never 

measure. 

But Arthur, Artie, my dad’s dad, never really left. He was a living ghost. He stalked our 

house in the form of alcohol fumes, screaming matches, and fear. 
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“I hate him,” I’d sob to my mother for whatever reason it was that day—ultimately it 

wouldn’t be important because every slight becomes one after enough time, and my father could 

never bridge the vast gap between us, so he screamed across it. 

“He’s not a bad dad,” she’d tell me, then add, as if to clarify, “he’s not as bad as his dad.” 

“I don’t care,” I’d hiccup because I was fourteen and nothing mattered but the pounding 

anger in my chest and the pain that comes from feeling different and alone in your own family. 

“He’s doing his best,” she’d assure me. But it didn’t matter because I was a budding 

sprout, barely breaking through the decaying fall leaves. I couldn’t see the trees yet. 

* 

When you make a family tree, especially at a young age, the branches don’t reach very 

far, they converge to a recent point. A great grandfather. Maybe great-great. If you were to make 

an anxiety tree, an alcoholism tree, an abuse tree they would lead back to Artie.  

* 

Should I send dad a text? Sorry? Congratulations? Wow this must be complex? I text my 

mother. 

He was doing happy dance…… she responds in her middle-aged text speak, too many 

ellipses and oddly omitted words. 

I knew that would be the case, but part of me wanted it to be more intricate. I wasn’t 

dancing. I was vibrating in the small bit of empty space the relief had allowed me. I wanted to be 

a good person. The kind of person who didn’t rejoice in death, but I wasn’t sure how I was 
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supposed to feel. This wasn’t the hair ripping, skin peeling pain of a Poppy death or a Momma 

death. This was Lex Luther choking on a ham sandwich. 

How do you reconcile the villain of your life dying a mundane death? 

* 

“You’re really ok?” Jared(best friend, male-Boston) asks as we settle onto beach chair at 

a rooftop bar. 

“Yeah, probably,” I pause to think. “It sorta just feels unfinished.” 

“Because you didn’t get to say goodbye...or?” 

“No, god no.” I take a zip of Frozé, a frozen rosé that cost $14 and comes in a tiny plastic 

cup. “I just, I guess I thought I’d meet him as an adult. At some point and then…” 

“Then?” 

* 

When I was in high school, Artie called and left a message on our answering machine. He 

was up from Florida (where he’d retired to) visiting my aunt. He was drunk. I never heard the 

message, but I know the contents were unkind. It paints a vivid picture for me—he was the kind 

of man who told his son he was a fuckup in a drunk in a voicemail. He was the kind of man who 

hated me because I was of my father. This is the same reason he hated my brother, named after 

his dead son. He was the kind of man who made my maternal grandmother whisper to my 

pregnant mother. 
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“I hope it’s not a boy. Not the first one,” she said touching my mother’s belly where I 

rumbled around requesting my mother eat more hotdogs, then throw them up. 

“Why?” my mother asked, uncomfortable under the weight of me. 

“Because Rob will hate him,” my grandmother said flatly, the same way I tell Noah that 

4,000 honey bees equal a pound.  

“No, he won’t.” 

“He will,” my grandmother insisted. “He might not want to. He’ll try to be good. But he 

will. It’s the way it is.” 

“But not if it’s a girl?” 

“I hope not.” 

* 

I have this fantasy, where I go to visit my cousin Nicole who I haven’t seen in over a 

decade. I want to reconnect, so I extend the olive branch and drive to her house in Newburgh and 

knock on the door. In my mind it is the house I last saw her in—the blue two-story house with 

the dog kennel in the backyard and a bright green lawn to match all the lawns along the street. I 

ring the doorbell and Artie answers. He is massive in my imagination. I strain to look up at him 

and as he stares down the bridge of his nose at me there is no recognition. He does not know who 

I am. But, for once, I do. 

“What do you want?” 
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“I’m here to see Nicole.” 

“Who are you?’ he asks, and we wait for a beat. I give him a moment to see if anything in 

my face sparks in his brain. I look a bit like my father. But there is nothing. 

“You don’t remember me? 

“Remember you? Who the fuck do you think you are?” 

“I’m Bridget.”  

“Who?” He is impatient, and up close his skin looks like a leather belt bought second 

hand at a flea market. The mark of a man who is too macho for sunscreen.  

“Rob’s daughter,” I clarify. 

“Get the fuck out of here,” he says as he begins to close the door, but I stop it. I plant my 

size six cowboy boot firmly in the way. This next part ages with me: 

“I graduated cum laude from Emerson College. I scored a perfect 800 on the verbal 

portion of my SATs. I worked two jobs and still managed to get my master’s degree. I’m a 

writer. I am impossible to watch Jeopardy with because I kick ass at it because I had two 

wonderful grandparents who watched it with me before I could talk.” 

“Listen I don’t…” he starts to raise his voice, but I cut in. 

“I just wanted you to know the kind of person I am. You missed out on so much, but I 

never once missed you. And when you are silent dust and empty memories my brother and I will 

be the only Weigels left, and we’ll make sure no one remembers you either.” 
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“You can’t erase me.” 

“But I can try.” 

* 

I call my mother, to talk about apartments. I’m moving soon, and she is trying to be 

helpful. So, is my Uncle Greg who got pulled over by a Yonkers cop because he was taking 

pictures of a neighborhood he thought I’d like. 

“We were actually thinking,” I start but I can hear my father and I know it’s bad. 

“Now you listen to me,” he growls at my mother. She covers the mouthpiece of the home 

phone, in my mind, it’s the kitchen phone still corded and attached to a wall covered in delicate 

blue and yellow flowers. 

The words now you listen to me are the swirling clouds overhead right before a tornado. 

They are how my brother and I knew to run for cover and we’d hope the house would still be 

there when we came out in the morning. 

As I hear the muffled argument of my parents from 168 miles away, I think about Helen 

Hunt’s character Jo in the 1996 movie Twister, “You've never seen it miss this house, and miss 

that house, and come after you!” 

I hang up and text my mother. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. 

* 

Obituary noun 
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A notice of a death, especially in a newspaper, typically including a brief biography of the 

deceased person. 

From the Latin obituarius, from Latin obitus ‘death’ 

 

In the 16th and 17th centuries the public notices regarding a person’s death were titled “In 

Remembrance,” “Death Announcements,” just plain “Died,” and my favorite “Memorial 

Advertisements.” They were often short pieces, with the barest information. It wasn’t until the 

1800s that longer obituaries became more a memorial and less of a morbid footnote. But one 

thing throughout the ages has remained constant—there is a direct correlation between obituary 

length and fame. Now, there are professional obituary writers who often shun the obit-formula 

for something more personal. And, unsurprisingly, most obituaries are found through online 

venues so word count is no longer and monetary issue. 

For me, his obituary was the Instagram post. If you can tell how beloved someone is by 

the length of their obituary, what does 26 word long uncapitalized obit mean? And what does it 

mean that it takes over a week for a true obituary to show up for Arthur C. Weigel to show up? 

Five days in my mother and I start speculating. 

“Still nothing?” she asks from New York to my ear in Boston. 

“No, I searched, but nothing comes up. No picture, no funeral date nothing.” 

“How long does it take to ship a body from Florida?” 
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“I don’t actually know.” And I still don’t, but a website that specializes in “Funeral 

Shipping” does suggest that you allow 72 hours for a general inquiry—there is a separate option 

labeled “immediate shipping required.  1

“Can’t be this long.” 

“Five days?” I ask. 

“What if they’re Jewish? They’re supposed to be buried within…what twenty-four 

hours?” 

“Overnight shipping?” I suggest, but she continues like I’ve said nothing. 

“It just doesn’t make sense. There is nothing. No date, no place. Nothing.” 

“Nothing” I echo. 

“And I don’t even think you’ll be listed in the obituary,” she says, and it catches me off 

guard. I hadn’t even considered it until this moment. Technically he is survived by me. And 

Christopher. And Dad.  

“You think so?” 

“You haven’t seen him in what?” 

“Uh…” 

“When did she die?” 

1 This website also provides some other helpful tidbits like ground shipping a body can cost one to four dollars a 
mile, and any airline that has a contract with a funeral home is called a “known mortuary shipper.” Also, some 
states require the body be embalmed before flight, while other think it’s just fine to pack a cadaver with a lot of 
dry ice. 
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“2000?” 

“Eighteen then.” 

We talk for a bit more after that, silly things. A restaurant she went to, a concert she has 

planned, one of my father’s many chartered fishing trips. 

When the obituary finally comes out it is ten days after his death. The obituary is 137 

words long, including the wake and funeral details. My brother and I are mentioned last. My 

father isn’t mentioned at all. 

I promise myself that I’ll put a word count in my will. Even if in the end no one is left, 

mine will be at least 138 words. 

 


