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We always celebrated Dad’s November birthday on Thanksgiving Day, even after he
entered a nursing home. As years went on, these events took on a double meaning for me—a
traditional birthday party for Dad, and a personal thanking for all he had been to me in my life.

When we knew that it might be his last birthday, the whole family decided to rearrange
Thanksgiving plans and come together for a huge Grandpa Simon birthday celebration at the
nursing home. It was a crowded party with lots of noise and abundant food. Dad was having
the time of his life. He was a marvelous storyteller, and here was the biggest captive audience
he’d ever had. The party crackled around him.

During a quiet moment, I announced that it was now Dad’s turn to listen to some stories
for a change. I wanted everyone to tell Grandpa Simon what we loved about him. The room
became still, and even Dad was quiet as his family crowded around him, like subjects around
the throne.

One after another, people told stories from their hearts, while Dad listened with wet,
flashing blue eyes. People recalled all kinds of lost memories—stories about when they
were little, stories about when Dad was young, stories that are shared family treasures. Then
someone told the story of Mother and the vase...

My mother was a short stocky woman, who always bent over the table to read the
newspaper. One night, Dad placed her precious gold plated vase, a family heirloom, right on
her fanny at her body’s angle. She couldn’t move, couldn’t stop from laughing, and screamed
for help through her tears, while the vase teetered precariously. We all rolled on the floor
laughing until Dad finally rescued the vase.

The stories flowed. Each one seemed to trigger the memory of two more. Even the littlest
grandchildren couldn’t wait to tell Dad why they loved him. For a man who had been kind to
so many hundreds of people in his life, here was our chance to celebrate him.

A few months later, at Dad’s memorial service, we more fully realized what we had given
Dad that night. Those were the stories people normally tell at a funeral, after a loved one is
no longer around to hear the words. They are told, then, full of tears, with the hope that the
departed will somehow hear the outpouring of love. But we had given those loving memories
to Dad in life, told through laughter, accompanied by hugs and joy. He had them to hold and
roll over in his mind during his last months and days.

Words do matter, and they are enough. We just need to say them, to speak them publicly
to the ones we love, for everyone else to hear. That’s the way to give back love, and qggr e
chance to celebrate a person in life. .
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One night when my wife was preparing dinner, our little son took a piece of paper to her
which read: For washing the car—$5. 00

Playing with little sister—$0. 25

Getting a good report card—$5. 00

For sweeping the common corridor—$2. 00

Total—$12. 25

His mother looked at him standing there expecting payment. She picked up the pen and
turning the paper over, this is what she wrote: For 10 months I carried you—No charge

For the night I sat up with you and prayed for you—No charge

For the toys, food and clothes—No charge

The full cost of my love—No charge

When he finished reading, he had big tears in his eyes. He looked at his mother and said,
“Mummy, Ilove you!” Then he took the pen and in great big letters wrote on the “bill” : “All paid.

I was sure that I was to be killed. I became terribly nervous, I fumbled® in my pockets to
see if there were any cigarettes, which had escaped their search, I found one and because of
my shaking hands, I could barely get it to my lips. But I had no matches, they had taken those.
I looked through the bars at my jailer. He did not make eye contact with® me. I called out to
him, “Have you got a light? ” He looked at me, shrugged® and came over to light my cigarette.
Ashe came close and lit the match, his eyes inadvertently locked with mine. At that moment,
I smiled. I don’t know why I did that. Perhaps it was nervousness, perhaps it know why I did
that. Perhaps it was nervousness; perhaps it is very hard not to smile. In any case, I smiled. In
that instant, it was as though a spark jumped across the gap between our two hearts, our two
human souls. I know he didn’t want to, but my smile leaped through the bars and generated a
smile on his lips, too. He lit my cigarette but stayed near, looking at me directly in the eyes and
continuing to smile.




