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G E N E R A T I O N S

“H ave you checked
the oil in your
car?”

I was at my
parent’s home in Waxahachie one
recent afternoon when my dad’s
question caught me off guard.

“What did you say?” I replied,
stunned.

He repeated his question.
It had been more than a year

since he asked.
When I bought my first car

while still in college 14 years ago,
my father never failed to inquire if
I was taking good care of my vehi-
cle. He would ask whether I’d
changed the oil, checked the tire
pressure or taken the car in for a
tune-up.

His concern seemed reason-

able. After all, driving a 5-speed
Geo Storm on the hilly streets of
Austin was tricky, if not downright
dangerous, since I didn’t know
how to operate a stick shift. A few
reminders from Dad didn’t hurt.

But I grew up, graduated col-
lege, got a job, bought a different
car and got married. Still, the
questions came.

Time and time again, I would
respond, “Yes, Dad” or, “Not yet,
Dad,” and sigh.

Then the questions stopped.
After his stroke in April 2005,

he stopped doing a lot of things,
period.

He stopped watching his favor-
ite television sporting events —
baseball, boxing, football and bas-
ketball — and reading the daily
newspaper.

There was a point when he even
lost interest in his favorite Span-
ish-language telenovelas. (OK, so,
maybe that’s not such a bad thing.)

But all of those quirky charac-
teristics and interests combined
made him my dad.

Because he learned English as a
second language, he would spend
evenings writing and spelling out
numbers, practicing for when he
had to write checks.

Today, my brother helps him
write the checks.

My father would also often ask
me what certain words meant as
he scanned newspaper headlines
or read an article in English. He’d
ask me how to pronounce the
words.

Now, he glances at the paper
and sets it aside.

When I was in college, and even
after graduation, my dad would
cut out articles he thought would
interest me and mail them. That,
too, has stopped.

On road trips, he’d often tell me
to pay attention to signs or license
plates to learn more about a place
or where people were traveling
from.

Today, it’s a struggle to even get
him in the car. Using a wheelchair,
he has lost a lot of mobility and
strength in his legs and arms.
Road trips are rare.

So, when he asked whether I
had changed the oil in my car the
other day, I didn’t give him my
standard answer, “Yes, Dad,” or,
“I’m going to, Dad,” and sigh.

This time, I walked over to him
and smiled. 

I told him I had recently taken
my car in for an oil change and
then followed up with my own
questions.

“What made you think to ask

me that?” 
He shrugged.
“Do you know it’s been more

than a year since you’ve asked
that?”

“No,” he said.
“Wow, Dad. It’s really great you

asked.”
I realized that when he asked

about the car, he was really asking
about me. That was his way of
showing concern for his youngest
daughter. And it was his way of
teaching me responsibility even if
I am an adult.

A lot of the old Dad I knew may
be gone. But on days like this, I’m
reminded that a bit of his old self is
still there.

Any small interest he shows,
whether it’s watching World Cup
soccer on TV or asking about the
car, is a small sign of hope.
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There’s a well-known commer-
cial featuring a couple looking
back wistfully on their cruise. They
were treated like royalty. Tea was
poured. Pillows were fluffed.

An at-home vacation is kind of
like that, or rather a mirror image
of it.

When you come back from va-
cation, people may ask, “Where’d
you go?” But more important is
where you didn’t go, the things you
didn’t do, the miles you didn’t put
on. That’s what you find out when
you stay home.

Having just completed an at-
home vacation, its joys are still
fresh in my mind.

Some people claim they are ex-
hausted by spending a week of va-
cation on the home shores, claim-
ing that they do too much work
around the house, run too many
errands. If you find yourself tired
and distraught after a few days,
you are doing it wrong.

Let me tell you how to do it
right. Consider these your guide-
lines for the AHV (At Home Vaca-
tion):

MAKE A LIST: Ideally, you
should accomplish few if any of the
items on your list. Actually, your
real goal is to complete none of the
tasks. Be firm in your resolve. (Al-
though in my case, I did do one
thing on the list, and it involved
the color of my hair.)

SAUNTER AROUND THE
YARD: This should be your chief
activity during the AHV. Ideally,
this will be done after rising late.
Saunter around the place. Pat
yourself on the back for not spend-
ing money.

GO TO A COOL, PRICEY
RESTAURANT: Go ahead, do it!
Didn’t you save a boatload of mon-
ey by staying home? It would be
lunacy not to go out to a fancy-
schmancy restaurant. You can go
out and splurge — you’d be a fool
not to!

READ A BOOK: This might
seem an obvious choice, but it is an
excellent move during the AHV.
When you are on a regular vaca-
tion, you are rushing about taking
in the sights or “relaxing” after tak-
ing in the sights, leaving little time
for reading.

One day, this will end. But after
a week or so of this sauntering,
reading and not doing, you will re-
enter the work world, and it will be
rough — as rough as if you’d been
on one of those cruises. 

So what have you gained?
It is true that you will be one of

the people rushing to work. You
must accept this. What else can
you do? Fluff your own pillow, get
some rest for the First Monday
Back.

Take comfort in a few facts: You
do not have to unpack, you don’t
have a vacation to pay off, and, yep,
you read a whole book.
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