
GRANPS 
 

Granps was a man of few words. When he did speak, it was often undirected and tossed 

out toward...well, the universe in general I suppose. “Why the hell did they invent this 

crap anyway!” he’d argue, though I’m not sure with who. Occasionally, and a bit more 

directed, he’d aim at groupings of people or things— “Damn Phillies! When are you 

gonna learn how to play baseball!”; “Damn sidewalks! How can a anyone walk on them 

like this!” Most of what Granps said bounced into oblivion off of old walls, stained 

furniture, and ears tuned elsewhere-- especially the green ears of a teenager filled to the 

rim with his own unanswered questions. Still, I hold on to something Granps said to me 

just a few months before I turned 19. 

 

Granps sat across from me in his usual spot by the front living-room window smoking a 

filter-less Pall Mall, and for some time now, not noticing the ashes falling to the floor. I 

had just finished cleaning his basement and sat down across from Granps to wait on any 

further requests. Normally, Granps wore an empty, distant face and when I tried to speak 

to him my words rarely made it. More often, they fell at his feet somewhere among the 

ashes. This time was different. Granps wore a sadness in his face and though his eyes 

looked out the window they were glossy and close by, holding on to something the way 

a tear holds on to the corner of an eye. I was uncomfortable. Until that day, I never saw 

Granps get emotional.  

 

After some moments that mimicked hours, I managed enough courage to ask what was 

wrong. The words missed again. Granps continued to stare out the window and straight 

through the row of brick homes across the street, toward some imaginary distant point 

or place. Where he went was hard to say, but it was somewhere else, a place far away, or 

long gone. Wherever his mind went, it took his heart and body along for the ride. His 

composure changed, his head and shoulders slumped, his eyes welled up. A cigarette 

struggled to hang on to trembling fingers, as memories seemed to flood Granps the way 

an old engine floods and can’t start anymore.  

 

Feeling that the situation left us both uneasy, I stood up, said goodbye and headed for 

the door. I didn't get far. As I walked past, Granps grabbed my arm the way a child grabs 

his mother that first day of the first year of school when she tries casually to walk away. 

I stayed. Granps looked up at me with gray swollen eyes. This time the tears couldn’t 

hold on as they rolled down his face. Some of them fell into wrinkles and were lost, or 
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perhaps absorbed back into his heart the way a sea absorbs a river after its long journey. 

His voice was low and trembling. 

 

"Neil...I fee…feel so...soo bad"  

 

Each word choked a little harder on its way out. Granps kept hold of my arm, but his 

head dropped and whole body sagged toward the floor as if his bones gave up and 

decided not to hold the weight any longer. He held on for dear life. He was sinking and 

I had to do something, say something so I gathered all the teenage enthusiasm I could 

muster.  

 

"But Granps, you have nothing to feel bad about. What could you have done to feel so 

bad about?". 

 

Granps didn't look up. His head leaned further toward the floor and I could see tears 

falling onto the cigarette ashes, dissolving them. Maybe only now, maybe at the time I 

thought it was beautiful, poetic even. But Granps truly felt bad, the kind of bad that takes 

a lifetime to feel, the kind of pain I knew nothing about, nor could even imagine. So I held 

him. As gently as I could, I held him. After a while, Granps fought to regain his 

composure. He sat up and looked right at me, this time with more present and heartfelt 

eyes, ready to speak his peace, and I, not so ready to hear what were perhaps the most 

honest words I've ever known, or ever felt.  

 

"I don't regret anything I did...it's what I didn't do that hurts so bad."  

 

Granps held me tight until the last word. Then, he held on some more until everything 

inside of him spilled out. Eventually, Granps let go of my arm. A month later, the rest of 

him let go.  

 

At his funeral, I talked with family I hadn't seen in a long time. I found out more about 

Granps that day. Granps came to America from Poland with his new bride, my grandma, 

when he was still young. That was all I really knew.  I found out they were dirt poor and 

it was hard to put food on the table. I found out he grew up with strict parents who 

believed punishment was the best way to keep children in line. I found out he punished 

his own kids severely (my Mom, 2 Aunts, 2 Uncles), and mostly when he was drunk. I 

found out he never played with his kids, never laughed with his wife. I found out he 
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liked to gamble and drink to the point Grandma had to hide money and booze. At times, 

he would disappear for whole weekends and show up on Monday morning still drunk. 

Grandma would sober him up, tidy him up, and send him off to his job at the sugar 

factory four blocks away. I found out many things about Granps that day, most of them 

not flattering. No matter. They didn't mean much to me then and they still don't. They 

weren't a part of the Granps I knew.  

 

The Granps I knew taught me how to play Pinochle and Poker and “Quarters”, and how 

to bluff my opponents. He taught me about baseball and took me to my first Phillie’s 

game. The Granps I knew made me fried egg or Bologna sandwiches whenever I wanted! 

And when I was little, he always left a light on for me at night, even pretended it was for 

him. The Granps I knew always wore old shoes with holes in them leaving the new ones, 

gifted by family, still in their boxes. He complained about the price of everything, asked 

for nothing, and always answered the phone with "It's your dime" even years after the 

price went up to a quarter. Even with old age and weak bones, the Granps I knew walked 

over a mile to our house for Sunday dinner because, "I still got two good legs don't I!"  

 

That’s the Granps I know and remember. A stubborn man. A proud man who walks miles 

in worn out shoes. A simple, quiet and gentle man. The best bologna sandwich chef in 

the world. The card shark I could never beat. My mentor. My family. My friend. A man 

who opened his heart to me, who cried out to me. An honest man truly sorry for all the 

bad things he’d done, and more importantly, for all the things he wanted to do, but 

somehow couldn’t. My mom’s dad. My grandpa. My Granps. This letter is for you…  

 

Dear Granps, 

 

I wish I had more than 18 inexperienced years when you opened your heart to me. Maybe 

I could have said more, done more, been there more for you. I guess like you, it's those 

things I don't do that I regret most-- things I never get around to because the time is never 

right; things I don’t feel strong enough, smart enough, or good enough to do; things I find 

easier to put off and never deal with. I'm still learning Granps. Still learning to confront 

my fears, and hopefully, still learning from the mistakes you warned me of, mistakes I 

suppose we all make. Only now, do I begin to understand you. Only now Granps, can I 

sincerely say thank you.  
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Perhaps I’ll be a “Granps” myself someday and have the opportunity to make up for all 

the things I put off. And when that day comes, I’ll teach my grandkids a card game or 

two, take them to their favorite ball games, and make them “special” fried sandwiches- a 

recipe handed down from my Granps. I’ll complain about the price of everything and try 

hard to ask for nothing— except for Sunday dinners with family. In that case, I’ll be 

waiting on their call. And don’t worry Granps, whether it costs $5 or nothing, I’ll be sure 

to answer the phone, “It’s your dime.” 

 

Take care Granps, and please, leave the light on for me. 

 

Your loving grandson, 

Neil 
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