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Dad always mows on summer  
Saturday mornings
A clear-cut success. By Beth Cato

I’d told Dad to wait to do his biweekly  
Saturday mowing because I was coming 
over, so of course, he was a quarter of the 
way through the job as my car parked itself. 
I sighed. He was so predictable.

I waited for him by the open hatch of my car. 
He stopped mowing and approached, his dark 
skin sheened by sweat, his silver hair drenched 
beneath his cap. 

“The hat looks good,” I said. I’d suggested 
gifting him one that would send me biometric 
readings, but he’d insisted on basic cloth.

He grunted. “My favourite daughter bought 
it for me. Couldn’t let it go to waste.”

I was his only child. “I brought you something 
for your birthday. Not a hat,” I added, seeing the 
question posed on his lips. I threw back the towel 
that covered the object on the floor. “Ta-da!”

He regarded the gift with a blank face. “What 
is it?”

I set the small, wheeled black box on the 
pavement. “An automatic mower, the newest 
model! See, I already —”

“There’s nowhere for the clippings to go.”
“It has a concealed balloon that fills up as 

it works,” I said with practised patience. “The 
bot senses when the biodegradable bag is full 
and will automatically eject it at a set location 
and load a new one. I’ve already input an entire 
map of the whole yard, Dad. It’ll start at the 
usual time you mow in the summer.” Which 
was right now. Dad had probably begun early, 
despite my plea, because he wanted the yard 
to look ‘nice’ for me. He’d never cared much 
about how the interior of the house looked — 
nor had Mom, when she was alive — but the 
yard was his point of pride, his domain. That’s 
why I knew he’d resist this change with every 
ounce of his being.

It’s also why I knew that if I didn’t buy an 

automatic mower for him, I’d come over one 
day and find him collapsed in the yard. Again. 
And this time they might not be able to save 
him at the hospital.

“This thing is too expensive.” He shook his 
head. “I don’t even want to think of what it cost. 
You need to take it back.”

“No, I want you to try it out first. Watch.” 
Before he could argue further, I used my 
watch to initiate the mower. Lights flickered 
on across the carapace. 

“Greetings! I’m ready to get to work,” said 
the bot. I thought its voice was chipper without 
being annoying, but Dad’s glower showed he 
was not won over. “I detect that some mow-
ing has already been completed. I’ll continue.” 
With a happy chime, it set off.

At Dad’s raised eyebrow, I answered, “Its sen-
sors look for partial mowing work, obstacles, 
all that stuff. If the weather turns bad mid-job, 
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it’ll go back to base and ask to reschedule the 
remaining duty later.”

“I see.” We watched the mower for a few 
minutes. It cut with fast efficiency. “I like 
mowing.” The soft words would’ve been lost 
beneath the roar of an older mower like the 
one parked nearby; that thing was practically  
twentieth-century and required a lot of phys-
ical exertion on his part. I’d remembered it 
being in the garage almost my entire life.

I released a long breath. “I know you do, Dad. 
But you’re getting older. You already had one 
scare while mowing. You know how long and 
hot these summers are now — climate change 
is no joke. It’s killing a lot of people. I don’t want 
you to join those statistics.”

Dad said nothing for a few minutes. “It’s 
mowing in straight lines like I do.”

“Yeah. I told it to.” That earned me a sidelong 
glance and a quirk of a smile. “How was your 
book club this week?”

We continued to talk about our lives in 
recent days as the mower finished up. Dad 
frowned as the bot parked itself in the garage, 
adjacent to where the old mower would go. “It 
did an OK job,” he said, somewhat grudgingly.

“The bot’s AI will learn to operate better. We 
can provide feedback to help.” I tried not to 
look at the old mower, and I sure didn’t men-
tion it. I didn’t want Dad to become defensive 
again. “I’ll send you the manual so you can get 
the app set up, too, and take things from here. 
I’ll keep monitoring, as well, though.” I wanted 
him to know I’d make sure the bot was filling 
those clipping bags. “I gotta go now.”

“I still think you spent too much money,” he 
muttered, giving me a sweaty hug.

“I love you, too, Dad,” I said, laughing as I got 
into my car.

I let it drive just past the hedges then forced 
a manual stop. I got out to stand concealed in 
the shade.

Just as I expected, Dad revved up his old 
mower and went back to where he left off. He 
moved quickly since the machine didn’t really 
need to cut much grass — it was a touch-up, 
more like he was taking the mower on a walk. 
That meant he’d be done fast and wouldn’t 
exert himself nearly as much. 

Oh, I’d ask Dad soon if he’d tweaked the AI 
on the bot to improve its work, but that could 
wait. Dad loved his biweekly Saturday sum-
mer mowing. Now he could still feel like he was 
doing it, but in a much milder form. 

I waited until he was done before I left. In 
my last glance back, he was fanning himself 
with the hat that’d been given to him by his 
favourite daughter.

Beth Cato lives in Minnesota. She’s the 
author of A Thousand Recipes for Revenge 
and A Feast for Starving Stone published by 
47North. Her website is BethCato.com.

THE STORY BEHIND THE STORY
Beth Cato reveals the inspiration behind Dad always mows on summer Saturday mornings.

I’ve written many stories on the subject of 
AI. I find it funny that this one, which was 
inspired by reading Mo Gawdat’s book Scary 
Smart, doesn’t delve deep into the subject at 
all. Really, it’s about generational resistance 
to technological advancements, and how 
that plays into the loving relationship of a 
daughter and father. I drew a lot from my own 
relationship with my parents. Even though my 
dad has increasing health issues, he insists on 
doing yardwork during increasingly hot and dry California summer days. I worry about him, 
but there’s no convincing him to stop. He grew up on a rural Alabama farm, and he takes joy 
in that kind of labour.

I can see many ways that AI can help my parents through medical aid or daily 
accommodations, and I can anticipate even more reasons why they will baulk. Expense will 
be a big reason, but there’s also a sense of stubbornness, an attitude of “I’ve done it this way 
and I’ll continue to do it this way”. Change is a scary thing, for sure. There’s comfort found in 
staying with the familiar. 

I now live far away from my hometown. There’s only so much I can do to help my parents. 
I have to pick my battles. And, like the protagonist of my story, I find that sometimes 
compromise is necessary. A little bit of technological help is better than none at all.
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