
                        Forever Smile

                The art of love   .   .   .   is largely the art of

                Persistence.

     Albert Ellis


The dining room is filled with family.  We are well-orga-

nized for this yuletide gathering, all placing our gifts under the festive nine-foot Christmas tree.  In addition to the trad- itional decorations, a vacant chair remains in memory of Ann, my mother-in-law, who has since passed away.  The celebration begins with a moment of silence; I look fondly at her chair.  I bow my head.


Ann’s prayer is read aloud:

Our Father who art in heaven, we have gathe-

red at this table, humble, grateful, and glad.

We thank Thee for the great miracle of life, for

The exaltation of being human, for the capacity

To love . . .

I close my eyes and think back to when I met Ann.  She

Was my patient at a dialysis clinic where I worked.  She

Wore the sweetest smile I’d ever seen.  After over a year

Of treatments and just before Christmas, Ann turned to me

And said, “I would like you to meet my daughter, Connie.

She held out a wallet-size picture.


“Ann!  She has your smile!” I said.  “If I am lucky, I’ll 

meet your daughter, ask her out to dinner, take her to a mo-

vie, marry her, and give you grandchildren by next Christ-

mas!”


Ann quietly giggled.


A few days later, my boss, Charles, asked me if I would

work a few more hours to give a treatment to one of our

patients who had just been admitted to the coronary care

unit.  It was Ann.  Upon arrival, I saw her daughter, the

one in the photo, was with her.  Heat traveled all over my

body as if I had been struck by lightning.  There I was, tired

and unshaven and shaken – some first impression.


“Hi, I’m Ray Duarte, your mother’s nurse.”


Connie smiled with relief, “Oh, thank God it’s you.

Mother trusts you so much.”


It seemed that Connie knew a lot about me, even though

We had never met.  Evidently Ann had told her daughter

A lot about me, which made meeting Connie a bit easier for

Me.  Together we eased her mom through the difficult treat-

ment.  Later that day I approached my boss.  “Charles, every

time Ann needs treatment could I be her nurse?”


He agreed.


By God’s grace, Ann got well.  After weeks in the hospi-

tal, she was discharged and returned to the outpatient dialy-

sis center, where I normally worked as the charge nurse.

The day of Ann’s first treatment back from the hospital, I 

briefed the entire staff that if Ann’s daughter, Connie, call-

ed, to please forward it to me.


Soon after, Connie called to check on her mother.


“Oh, hello?  Yes, your mom is here.  I have started her

treatment and she is doing well.”  With an appropriate

segue, I popped the question, asking her out to dinner. 

There was a long pause; I started to feel uneasy.  Finally,

Connie said, “Yes. I would love to.”


Connie and I were both in our thirties.  She had never

Married.  With her concerns about Mom’s health, Connie

Had not made dating a priority.  But her cousin Lucille

Helped out by watching Ann while Connie and I spent 

many weeks courting.  We attended plays, dined out, and 

talked about all sorts of things.


I knew that Connie did not even want to hear the word

Love, so slowly and gently, after many weeks of dating, I 

told her how I loved her . . . smile.  It all started with that

wonderful smile of hers.  The one she got from her mother.


One day I said, “Connie, I love you.  Will you marry me?”


Silence stretched between us.  A little voice inside me ques-

tioned, My God, what did I do?

Finally she smiled and responded, “Ask me again later.”


She took my question seriously and, more important, did

Not say no.  Now I had to come up with clever ways of say-

ing “I love you. Will you marry me?”  I felt sure I was going

to need to repeat the question many times before Connie 

would say yes.


After several failed attempts, I blurted out one night,

“Connie, do you know that the word yes is like a smile that

will last forever?”  It worked!


Connie and I were married a year later.  Mom got her wish

and saw her only daughter marry.  I insisted that Mom live 

with us, so that Connie and I could care for her.


I loved Ann; she gave me the greatest gift of my life. She

gave her daughter to me as my soul mate.  A year after

Connie and I were married, Mom passed away.  Ann’s soul

Is always present with us.


The joyful screeching of children running up and down

The row of tables startle me from my reminiscing.  Cousin

Lucille calms the children. “Shoosh, Santa is near.”


I bow my head as Ann’s prayer is closed:



For the wisdom of the old



For the courage of the young



For the promise of the child



For the strength that comes when needed



This Family united here today,



Whom much is given,



Much is required.  May we and our



Children always remember this.



Amen.


The aromas of pine, cookies, and freshly brewed coffee

Permeates the air and adds a welcoming ambiance to a

family that is now gathered in celebration.  Twenty Christ-

mases have gone by, and I’m thankful for each day.  With

Ann’s vacant chair in close proximity, I hold Connie’s hand

And recollect with her that “the word yes is like a smile that

Will last forever.”

Ray Duarte
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