Steak on Saturday a memory to savor
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Martin, bravely volunteered to grill steaks one Satur-
day night.

Conking has always been beyond her zone of interest,
however. For years, my mother's spice cabinet! con-
teined only salt, pepper, & bottle of Kaopectate and a
can of State motor oil. A passionate fMea-market
collector, her kitchen windowsills are crowded with
ceramic pie birds and wood-handle potato mashers,
though she's not baked a pie in 25 years and gets her
mashed potatoes from Betty Crocker.

MNonetheless, Saturday in late winter 1993, she
returned from the Harris-Teeter with two filets. While
she was on the phone, my father crept outdoors to fire
up the grill. When she called for him and received no
answer, she discovered him “rolling around on the
ground” beside the grill. He had fallen and was too thin
and weak to pick himself up, and his voice — reduced
1o a whisper because of a tumor pressing against his
vocal cords — was too diminished to carry his call for
help. Later, she managed to get their steaks on the grill
b, distracted and inexperienced, ended up with what
looked like two lava rocks.

And 30, during a visit that April, [ decided to try
where my mother had failed. At age 35, | had only
recently acquired a taste for steak and wasn't confident
I could grill a steak for my father. But | was motivated
by guilt, as [ lived in San Francisco and had been
unable to spend much time in Greensboro as my
father's condition slowly worsened. [ wanted to please
him, to give him beck at least one thing he had lost. 1
wanted to give him steak on Saturday night,

After buying three beautiful filets, 1 found my father
staring at the den TV and informed him of my inten-
tions. He looked at me dubiousty, shrugged and gave
me his precise instructions.

I gathered the Mashlight, spatula and stopwatch and
ventured into the yard with the kind of terror a fMying
trapeze artist feels the second he realizes he's missed
the swing. Once the grill was ready, | slapped my moth-
er's steak on first and started my father's stopwatch.
After exactly one minute, I added my filet. ] was
attempting to lay the stopwatch on the grills sideboard
when, misjudging the distance, the timepiece plum-
meted to the brick below._ I picked it up as if it were a
wounded sparrow. Its motionless hands mocked me; it's
silence filled me with dread.

At this outragecusly inopportune moment, the back
door creaked open and my father emerged. He inched
toward me with the aid of & mallard duck-head walking
cane he'd inherited from his father. 1 imagined him
I'alli:;r and held my breath as he stepped off the back

parch.
“How's it going?” he asked.
“Fine,"” 1 lied.
“How long's your steak been on?"
T had no idea. “One minute,” [ answered. “Mom's has
been on for two. ™
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“Better throw mine on, then,” he advised.

1 carefully lay his filet on the grill, pretended to
check the stopped stopwaich, and quickly returned it to
my pocket, For about a minute, we stood next to one
another without spesking. My father borrowed the
flashlight and moved its beam across the sizzling steaks
like & prison searchiight.

“Maybe 1 should take 8 peek at the stopwatch,” he

suggeated.

I swallowed. “Don't you trust me, Dad?” 1 asked in
mock indignation,

He mlhdahuphhty “Like Reagan said, “Trust but

Ipmmhﬂhmwﬁﬂmﬁﬁultmnll time-
plece. Briefly, 1 considered accepting my fate and
handing him the watch. Instead, I returned my focus 1o
the grill.

"You know what they say about too many cooks in
the kitchen," I responded.

“This ain't the kitchen,” he quipped.

I pretended to consult the stopwatch again. By this
point, I had no idea how long the steaks had been cook-
ing. The silence between us began to make me even
maore anxious, and [ was about to say
what, 1 didn"t know — when my lllh:ruld “It's |md
lnhluyuuhame ol' boy.”

The comment took me by surprise, nol becawse he'd
never gaid it, but but becauge he had said it at this par-
ticular moment. “It's good to be home, Dad,” was all [
couald manage. I felt the urge to tell him I loved him
and how much he meant to me. But [ didn't, out of fear
it would sound like [ thought he was going to die soon.
Also, T had to concentrate on the steaks. Nothing could
have mattered to me more at that mement than grilling
my Father's steak precisely right.

1 Mipped his filet, then mine, then my mother’s. For
the next several minutes, my father whispered his opin-
ions about the pros and r.nmnfguvs charcoal grills.
Pinally, judging by color and guesses at the elapsed
time, I declared the steaks ready. After another slow
sweep of the prison searchlight, he concurred and
turned to go inside.

At the table, [ watched tensely as my father put a
thin wedge of pinkish steak in his mouth and chewed.

At last he looked up from his plate and said the words 1
wanted to hear from him, then as always.

“Gzood joh, ol boy.”

A few minutes later, he wes suddenly seized by one
of the many conghing fits he suffered during hiz long
decline. The hacking verged on choking, 1 reached for
the phone, prepared to dial 911. At lasi it stopped, but
the attack had so weakensd him, my mother and I put
him to bed.

He had eaten two bites of steak

I had to fly back to San Francisco the next morning.
Three months later, on July 31, 1993, a few days before
I was to return for another visit, my father died.

Mot long after, it occurred to me my father might not
have come outside that Saturday evening simply to
supervise my cooking. | wondered if he had recognized
that night as a rare, and probably final, opportunity to
spend a few moments alone with his only son. If so, he
was too proud to acknowledge the occasion, 1 was too
preaccupied to recognize it, and soon those moments
were gome. I've thought of that night many times since,
and in my mind, 1 spend those last few minutes alone
with my father talking and listening to him instead of
trying to pleage him

My mother gave me his stopwatch. 1 stored it in &
shoe box, where it remained until recently,

Returning from a Greensboro visit this spring, 1 felt
compelled to look at the stopwatch again. Cut of cories-
ity, I clicked its timer button. The large second hand
instantly began to move around the dial; the small, inset
minute hand kept perfect time.

Had the watch been working all along and 1 had been
oo agitated that Saturday night seven years ago to real-
rze it? Or had dropping the watch simply caused it o
stop temporarily? Either way, it doesn’t matter,
Because now, when I'm grilling out on a Saturday night,
I time the steaks with the stopwatch, and 1 have anoth-
er opportunity to spend a few moments alone with my
father.

James A Martin iz a San Francisco-based writer, An
extibit containing photos taken by his lote fother, "Mar-
tin's Studio: Greensboro’'s Storytellmg Photographers,”
is on display at the Greensbore Historicol Museum.



