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When He Waves Goodbye – Patrick Chism


I came into this world with a scowl on my face and a cone-shaped head.  The doctors, taking pity on my odd form, gave me a pointed hat to cover the latter of my features.  My grandfather, Papa is the name I would call him, named me Prunes on the spot.  He had this certain obsession with nicknames.  Apparently, my wrinkled scowl gave me the appearance of this majestic fruit.  My sister, Maria, on the other hand, who would come seven long years later, received the name, Peaches.  She was sweet and well proportioned; the epitome of a good baby.  It’s funny that she got the name of a delicious fruit with a tangy yet sweet center while I got the name of a natural laxative.  So we, literally being the fruits of our parents’ loins, set out as a team into this ever-turning road known as life.


But this story is not about Prunes or Peaches.  No, it’s about the one who gave us those unique names.  My Papa, a man with such a history, is where my spotlight will lay.  His name is {withheld}.  To his friends and neighbors, he’s good o’l Bob.  And to us, the grandchildren, who are my cousins and I, he will always be Papa…

Farms are character building for young people.  Most likely this is a biased statement, seeing I was raised in the country.  I strongly believe that each child should be born on a farm, waking at dawn and working until dusk.  This method has been used since biblical times.  Jesus himself had to work as a carpenter when he was just a child.  Most likely these would have been my father’s thoughts as well.  He is the hardest working man I’ve ever known.  

My mother though, who is also a hard worker but not a parental tyrant, wanted to gently ease me into this cold, unfeeling world.  She believed in play times, imagination, and coloring.  I would walk around the twelve acres aimlessly, with a dazed look upon my face, dreaming I was a Power Ranger, pirate, or knight.  Sure I was happy; a little bit bored now and then, but relatively happy.

But I still remember to this day, the person who brought me true joy on that farm.  He’d come down from his home in Nevada, with a beer cooler full of Coke, sitting in greenhouse number one (we had five greenhouses altogether but number one had chairs).  Usually, I was in town when I heard the news he was coming.  My mom would reach back while she was driving and tell me Papa would be waiting back at the farm.

I’d squeal with joy and immediately ask the age old question, “Are we there yet?”  My mom would say no and I’d quickly ask again.  She’d then sigh and point into the distance.  There, seeming miles and miles away, sat a thin, white water tower.  It sat just behind our property.  
“Papa’s waiting at the tower,” she’d say with a smile.
From that day on, I related that tower with my grandfather.  He would be there, helping my parents mow the never-ending grass or simply sitting down under the shade of our large trees.  Papa would pick me up and begin to tickle me.  Yes, even to this day I am ticklish, which somehow put me in the category of “girl-crazy”.  Still, my strongest memory of childhood would be those massive hands reaching down and tickling me.  I remember crying from laughing so hard.

Then, after he was done, Papa would take me inside and give me a big bowl of ice-cream.  It was always mint chocolate chip.  This was our favorite.  We’d each get a colossal bowl and throw in five or six large scoops of creamy mint chocolate chip ice-cream.  Papa, being Santa-shaped, would always try and sneak some of my frozen treat.  I would catch him most of the time and eat the rest of his, this being my personal form of revenge.


The only event that matched these delightful outings took place on Christmas.  I never realized that I lived in one of those dream families who actually liked each other.

As my Aunt Susan said once, “We do Christmas right around here.”

My cousins: Drew, Ryan, Alicia, Leah, J.R., Sam, Linley, Marlee, and I, along with my little sister Maria, would each drive from our respective homes to that old cul-de-sac in western Nevada.  There, both Papa and his loving counterpart, Mama, would be waiting with smile wrinkles etched upon their faces.  The house was decked out with Christmas trees, presents, mistle-toe, and mouth watering food.  Even I, being a picky eater, couldn’t resist the brisket and homemade rolls.  It almost made up for having to sit at the kids’ table.    

The cousins and I would each be wrapped in a bear hug by Papa and given a gentle kiss by Mama.  This was like the kickoff event of the holidays.  After we’d wiped off Mama’s lipstick, each of us, being led by Papa of course, would sneak down to the basement.  There, among the giant hallway, sat an ordinary-looking door.  Above the door’s frame was a sign that read “Papa’s Pub.”  Each of our eyes would light up in wonder as he opened that door.

In all truth, it wasn’t much of a pub.  Sure, it was poorly lit, smelled strongly of mildew, and had a bar on the side.  But what I liked most were the recliners, broken lamps and the prehistoric television.  It was Papa’s personal haven from the upstairs.  I think Mama had wanted to give him one last room where he could remain a bachelor forever.  

It was an honor to go down to Papa’s Pub.  The best part was the freezer in the back of the room.  Papa would look at each of us mischievously for a moment before opening that old rusty freezer.  To this day, I will tell you that a heavenly light comes off of that ice box.  The reason for this being the homemade ice-cream sandwiches sitting at the bottom.  Mama makes a batch once or twice a year.  My mouth still waters thinking about those dairy delights.  It was like a treasure chest and those frozen treats were our gold. 

Papa would pass the bag around, giving each of us a single ice-cream sandwich.  Then, after a minute of speedy digestion, the man would pass the bag a second time.  The tradition went on like this until we each rolled ourselves up the stairs, full of happiness and homemade ice-cream sandwiches.  The adults would just shake their heads at our angel-faces, now streaked with that creamy white substance.  Papa wouldn’t skip a beat.  He’d also throw around the innocent look and reach for his newspaper.

Later, on Christmas Eve, the entire family would gather in the living-room.  The television was turned off, Mama would set the dirty dishes down, and someone would wake Uncle John from his yearly hibernation.  My cousins, each older than me, are talented in every field and singing is not an exception.  We’d put on a show of Broadway proportions.  Christmas songs and dances were each displayed throughout the evening.  I, being one of the youngest, was usually in the back row, not wanting to steal the stage-light my cousins sought.  Usually though, at one awful moment in the night, the family would make me do a solo so I wouldn’t be left out.  Frankly, I was fine with sitting in the back row but that wasn’t a normal reaction in our family.  So, taking a deep breath of stress that no young child should be forced to endure, I would walk in front of the Television (this was the unofficial stage of the evening).


Cousin Sam, by far the loudest of the cousins, once told me to sing Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer.  I waited for a moment, giving myself time to gain a steady composure.  This Christmas story, which I firmly believed in at the time, needed to be reenacted with a certain class.  So I took a deep breath and began the tale of that unfortunate reindeer with a hyperactive nose.


I got through Dasher and Dancer and Prancer with ease, but Vixen and Comet started breaking away from my young memory.  It didn’t help the situation that all of those faces stared at me with longing eyes, expecting me to entertain.  By Cupid I was lost.  I stopped talking and just looked around, my eyes begging for help.  When I didn’t find any, I abruptly walked off the stage and toward the kitchen.  Tears burned in my eyes.  Rudolph would have been so disappointed.


Suddenly, from a wise, cracking tone came the words “Donner and Blitzen.”  I looked up and saw Papa smiling to himself.  He then broke into the song with a loud voice and the family quickly followed.  Soon the entire room was filled with the sounds of Christmas songs.  I walked over to my mom and sat down, still feeling a little embarrassed but not totally crushed.  Papa had saved the little bit of pride I still had.  And even to a young boy, that’s very important.


   After Christmas was over, we would all leave Nevada.  As we got in our cars, Papa would wave from the driveway at the end of the cul-de-sac.  We, in turn, would wave out our windows.  This soon became one of my favorite traditions.  He would always stand there, just waving goodbye, until we were out of sight.  It didn’t matter if it was hot or cold, he was always there and always waving.  He was the rock, the anchor, that helped make our family just that; a family.

And then, with such abruptness, something changed.  It all started with a simple knee surgery a few years back.  Papa was having a hard time walking and he had hoped this would improve his chances of mobility.  The surgery worked well but the anesthesia went horribly wrong.  The drug quick-started the leach that was trying to ruin my grandfather’s mind.  It was known as Alzheimer’s and it began to destroy my grandfather from within.  


I’ll say it now that I cried. And that’s not something I normally do.  It didn’t seem fair that a man so strong could be defeated by an earthly disease.  But that’s exactly what happened.  It started slowly, with forgetting simple things, but soon the pace quickened.  Before long, his very personality seemed to fade away.  Sure, he was still loving and caring but in an almost mechanical sort-of way.  Papa had gone to auto-pilot.


Now, a few years after the original surgery, the tables have completely turned.  It is now me, the grandchild, who must watch the grandfather.  He’s a child wearing my grandfather’s suit.  True, he’s still in a strong enough mental state to function but that’s also fading.  My heart breaks a little when he tells me the same story again and again.  I hate feeling helpless but that’s the only feeling I know to feel.  It’s not as simple as him finishing the words to my song or sharing an ice-cream.  I can’t fix this awful curse Papa has to now live with.  It’s like an Etch-n-Sketch very slowly shaking away the Mona Lisa.


And what’s worse, I can tell in his eyes that he’s scared.  There’s no peace, only confusion and fear in those wild eyes.  He tries to help, to love, to understand, but he’s losing even those most powerful characteristics.


I’d like to give an ending to this story.  But I can’t because it still continues to this day.  It will continue and it will get worse until his shadow fades away.  Papa, my rock and my anchor, will die in his mind before his body.  And I, still being a selfish greedy grandchild, worry most about the day when I leave that cul-de-sac and my Papa won’t be there, waving back.

