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Allan is a friend of mine. A good friend. Even so, he’s the kind

of person that you can tolerate only so long before he gets on your
nerves.' But on his birthday, I called him as I do every year.

“Happy birthday, Allan!” I chirped* when he answered his
phone.

“Right,” he replied bleakly. “What can be happy about turning
fifty? With my luck, the cost of my life insurance will go up!”

“Let me take you out for dinner,” I suggested.

“Do I have to wear a suit?” he moaned.

“No,” I replied. “Slacks* and a great sports coat will be fine.”

“Well, okay then,” he conceded.

I took him to a nice Italian restaurant, one of his few favorites.



I'd arranged for the waiters to present a cupcake with a candle in
the center to Allan and sing “Happy Birthday” to him after dinner.

“Oh, Lord!” Allan said, rolling his eyes and squirming’ in his
chair as they sang. “How long will they go on?” Though he tried
not to look self-conscious, he was thoroughly annoyed. It was great
fun watching!

“The ‘Happy Birthday’ song is usually pretty short,” I informed
him, really enjoying all this. “And I've asked them to sing it through
only three times®.”

When the birthday choir left the table, I presented my friend
with a gift, a simple, safe-to-give-to-any-man present.’

“Bloomingdale’s?” he screeched when he saw the store’s
customary wrapping with its name emblazoned on it. “You bought
it at Bloomingdale’s?” Fumbling with the wrapping paper, he added,
“I know this cost an arm and a leg.” The instant he saw that it was
a designer sweatshirt, he ordered, “You've got to take it back. You
know they’ve marked this thing up twenty times more than it’s
worth!™

“If you don’t like it or if it doesn’t fit, exchange it,” 1 instructed.
Looking him directly in the eyes, I ordered, “Under no
circumstances are you to take it back and hand me a store credit
in my name — as you did with the last birthday gift I bought you!™

“I like the sweatshirts I buy at Wal-Mart,” he retorted. “You
can buy a good sweatshirt for $15 or less at Wal-Mart. Why spend
more?”

Allan is so Allan.

I met him at a social gathering twenty years ago, right around
the time he started a business manufacturing floppy diskettes for
the computer industry. Eventually, the tiny little company he began
in his office at home moved into his garage, and then took over an

entire five-story office building. Five years ago, he sold the company



for $35 million, retaining the division that manufactured
replacement parts. This he did so that, in his words, he’d “have an
income, and something to do.”

As well as being wealthy, Allan is very handsome and, though
extremely shy, he’s a friendly sort of fellow, very likable. He has
never married but would like nothing more. “I'm rich and good
looking,” he candidly remarked to me last year, “but I've only had
four dates in the last five years. What is so wrong with me that I
can’t find someone to love?”

Unfortunately, he counts pennies as if his present or immediate
future faced financial devastation.”” He never plays with carefree
abandon, nor relaxes in a spirit of leisure. He doesn’t give, doesn’t

spend, doesn’t seem to enjoy life.”
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Maybe it’s one of the reasons he’s had four dates in five years.

Allan called a week later to say thanks for the birthday dinner
and gift, and to tell me that, yes, he had taken the sweatshirt back
and a gift certificate was being mailed to me in my name. What I
said to him may have been because of what he did, or maybe it was
just the extra long week I'd had. Or maybe it was because, as I
listened to Allan complain and complain, I was put off by all the
negativity. “Allan,” I said in exasperation, “you know I’'m your
friend, and you know I’d do anything for you, but really, your
woebegone attitude is getting very old. All you do is focus on how
miserable you are. Pardon my saying so, but I think your ‘poor me’
shtick is very selfish. I'm going to make a suggestion. I know this
is going to be a major undertaking for you, but I'm going to suggest
it anyway.” Tomorrow, take three $100 bills and go to that grocery
store that’s near your house. Walk down several aisles observing
the other people in the store as you walk. The moment you see a
woman with several children, one you know has more bills than

she can comfortably meet, walk up to her and, without sayings

anything other than ‘I hope you have a great day, ma’am,” hand her
one of those $100 bills. Then smile and walk away. Just SW as
you give it to a mother with a group of children.

“Then, walk up and down the aisle until you come to a%@%w%
citizen carefully reading and comparing the cost of two items, tgug,g
to decide which one is cheaper because he or she is obv10usly‘ﬁﬁ a
strict budget.” I want you to take the second $100 bill and m it
to him, again just saying something like ‘It’s your lucky day. This
is for you, spend it as you wish.” And once again, turn and walk
away.

“Spend the last $100 bill on yourself. Buy yourself something
without fretting over the possibility that if you hunted long enough
and hard enough you might have found it somewhere else for less.



Something you really like. I suggest a body massage, a facial 1& :
pedicure. I think if you follow those instructions youlIl find a2t
least a glimmer in the right direction for snapping out oféyour

depression.” e

These were not the words Allan wanted to hear. “What2™ Aﬂan
roared, his tone indicating he thought I'd gone mad. “Why would
I do that? I have to go now. I feel worse than when I called? With
that, he hung up.

I thought I might not hear from him again.

Two months later, I answered my doorbell to find Allan standing
on my doorstep. Grinning from ear to ear,” he announced, “I did
it! I spent the $300 as you suggested. Care to hear about it?”

“Absolutely!” I said, inviting him in.

“It was a pretty interesting experience,” he explained. His
excitement over sharing the story quickly transformed into
sincerity and empathy." “You should have seen the look on that
mother’s face,” he said with a look of amazement now on his own.
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“And the kids that were with her! Five of them no less, and they
looked to be under the age of ten — or maybe eight. Somewhere
in that age range. I can’t imagine what caring for that many small
children must be like. My sister has two and it’s more than she can
handle. Plus, kids — at least my sister’s — are very expensive. I
mean, it’s clothes, $100 tennis shoes, food, and always a hand being
held out wanting money for things like movies, the video arcade,
new sports equipment.

“And the older man, Philip,” he said, moving right along, shaking
his head as he chuckled with glee. As though transported back to
that encounter in the store’s aisle, Allan gazed thoughtfully at the
floor as he spoke. “That was something. He reacted to the $100 as
though I was Santa Claus.””

“And the last $100?” I questioned.

He held up his wrist proudly displaying a new watch.

“I'm proud of you, Allan,” I said.

His face glowing, he said in delight, “I know what you were
trying to teach me. I guess I’d gotten myself into a case of chronic
self-pity and couldn’t ever be happy because I didn’t particularly
like myself.”® He wagged his head as he marveled at his own folly.

“Allan,” I said, feeling his satisfaction, “I'm genuinely pleased
with you.” Thinking of the last time we talked, I added, “When I
asked you to do this, I was probably out of line, but I was just so
frustrated with you. There are so many people who would love to
have the opportunities you have and are willing to tolerate the
downside of your life in exchange for it. I just felt that you were
too wrapped up in yourself, and that maybe if you’d be concerned
about another person for a minute, you'd find some happiness.”
Having tried to explain my logic, I apologized for my lack of
patience, “But I am sorry for being short with you.”

“Don’t be sorry. It was a wonderful lesson,” he reported



earnestly. “And you know what else I learned?”

“What’s that?” I prompted.

“I learned that financial success is empty until it serves a
purpose,” he stated thoughtfully. Then his face brightened again.
“And that it’s really great fun having money! You'll never guess
what I did after I spent the first $300.” My expression coaxed him
to go on.

“The day after my big spending spree — ” catching himself, his
eyes instantly met my eyes and he amended his statement. “Well,
okay, my ‘little’ spending spree — a brochure arrived in the mail
from a local animal shelter. It had a heart-wrenching photo of this
skinny, malnourished, yet full-of-spirit dog on the cover, with a
caption that read, ‘Please give me a home.” The picture inspired
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“Let me guess!” I interrupted, laughing at how much fun this
“project” had been for him. “You now own a dog!”

“No,” he chuckled. “I didn’t go that far, but I did visit the shelter.
You should see all the dogs and cats — and kittens and puppies —
the shelter provides for and houses. I don’t understand how people
can mistreat defenseless animals. Some of them were sick,
undernourished, and most all of them were craving attention. The
number of animals that are abandoned every year is unbelievable.
The shelter depends on donations to care for them, so when I saw
the work they were doing, I mean, it’s such a good cause —"*

“So you donated to them, too?” I guessed correctly, laughing at
the joyful grin on his face as he nodded. “You're ona roll!” I teased.*
“And look at you! I couldn’t be more thrilled to see how happy
you are!”

“Thank you for giving me the wake-up call®,” he said, the look
in his eyes growing serious. “It was insightful. Actually, it’s changed
my life. Most especially the experience with Philip. When I came
upon him in the store, because his vision was so bad, he was holding
a can really close to his face trying to read the label on the can. He
had cataracts and was darn near blind because of them. When
Philip told me that he didn’t have a driver’s license because of the
'}o‘ss of his sight, I offered him a ride home. You should have seen
thawmble place he lived in — an old tattered shanty of a trailer.
5 As we arrlved he apologized for the way the place looked,

' m,ng that retirement had been more expensive than he’d

1mag1ned and then his wife had ongoing health problems that

added up to huge medical bills — which their insurance only
covered partially. It was obvious he had no money, though he’d
once had a successful little franchise, a copy-center place.** I never
used it, but I do remember it. It was on the corner where that new

hotel sits.”



“Is his wife well now?” I asked.
“No,” Allan responded softly. “He lost Beth just three years

took note of the fact that Allan had taken Philip to heart.
' sly they had more than a passing conversation.” He knew
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~ of Beth and felt deeply for Philip.
; “Its&ms that with every pas'sing year life gets worse for Philip,

problems it can go a long way toward fixing some of them—Ilike
his eyesight for instance. I found out that without cataract surgery
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Philip’s eyesight would deteriorate to the point of not being able
to see at all.** So I contacted a good friend, Dr. Lee Nordan, an
excellent eye surgeon, and asked him to evaluate Philip’s health
and ability to undergo surgery. Well, Philip was a good candidate,
so first we did his right eye, and four weeks later we did his left
eye.”

“We?” 1 questioned.

“Well, Lee did the surgery, but you know,” he shrugged
modestly, “I covered the bill.”

“How wonderful for Philip,” I said, duly impressed.

“Yes, it really is,” Allan admitted. “And not just for him, but for
me, too.”

It was from this vantage point® that I noticed Allan’s great-
looking boots. :

“Nice boots!” I commented.

“Oh, thanks,” he said. “Philip was wearing an old pair of o
looking boots, and when I mentioned that I liked the style,vhem?‘;
told me that some fifteen years ago he’d had them made for huﬁ I
thought, What a great idea.” Laughing playfully he said, “So, T
ordered a pair custom made just for me.” He looked down at the
fine leather cowboy boots he sported, then hopped to his feet to
model them with a cocky smile, saying, “It’s amazing what $300
can buy!” He grew thoughtful and added, “In the process of
spending the $300, I learned to like myself. Giving is about
appreciating. One benefit of having money is for stuff like this,”
he said, pointing to his boots, “and also to use for others. It’s been
a long time — if there ever was a time — since I enjoyed myself
more than I did assisting Philip to have better vision and a better
life or even the mother in the store, though a hundred dollars won’t
go very far with growing children. Thanks for leading me to the

experience. I needed it. It was a godsend®, really. Now, do you
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know any great women?” he asked lightheartedly. “I’d sure like to

meet the right woman!”

What Allan didn’t tell me, but what I later learned, was
when Philip came home from the recovery center after his seco%g
cataract operation, it was a new, though modest, trailer home that
he came home to — courtesy of Allan!"

Allan took Philip to heart — to his heart — and in his heart
found compassion for Philip’s predicament.* This in turn ignited
Allan’s desire to share and to help others. He became a taste berry
for Philip, and because of it discovered one ingredient of the
happiness for which he hungered: giving of himself.

As Allan said, “It’s amazing what $300 can buy.”
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