
The Valentine

It’s a bright and miserably cold morning. How can the sun be shining when my father is 
freshly dead? There is bustle already in the kitchen — people in dark suits, two limousines in 
the driveway.

The doorbell rings. “Special delivery for Pabla Shoket,” the postman says. I’ve completely 
forgotten what day it is.

It’s a Special Delivery letter with 35 cents postage on it, enough to reach me overnight. A 
valentine from Spicer. He’d typed it the night before last, after he’d heard the news.

February 12, 1964

Dear Pabla,

 When ever you get a typed letter from me it probably is going to be serious 
even if I can’t type very well. I mean everything that I am about to say with more 
feeling than I can express.

 YonYour father’s death was tragic. Any death is tragic. But It might help 
some to look for anything tothat is good which might be related. Now I’m not 
saying that there is some wonderful in everything which happens, and that not 
matter how horrible it is you should look for something good, but sometimes it 
helps.

	 When I said to you on the phone that I loved you, I have thought about it 
for several days now, Y and I think it true. You remeb remember how I define love, 
so in effect, what I am saying is that I like you an awful lot more than I have ever t 
liked before.

	 I really feel close to you right now. I am sitting at my desk and I feel that 
as as if I am talking to you and I can hear you answer, Queen Tut.

 I am enclosing the card that I got you for valentine’s day. Obviously, it 
won’t have the sme same meaning now but I mr mean what it says.

 Listen, I want you to kwo know that you may call me anytime day or 
night. I mean this. If your are awake at 4 in the morning and you want to talk to 
me - CALL. (WO. 8-2615). I will probably call you several times in the next few 
days. Don’t worry about answering this. I’ll wait until I see you.

 Please remember that I am with you. So is Gina. The typing in this letter is 
bad news. Sometime when I’xm in a better mood I’ll show you that I can really 
type without 2,000 errors. i

	 Please x give my regards to Your mother and to Matthew.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Love,

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Spicer



The words swirl around the page. I love Spicer, I know that, with his smooth skin that smells 
like a new bar of  soap, his thick dark hair, his bright green eyes, long, thin pointy nose. He’s 
the most interesting boy at school, the most different. I’ve just gotten my first real love letter 
but there’s nowhere to receive it. A Valentine from my new boyfriend is normal but going to 
my father’s funeral in a few moments is not.

The limousines are too long, too clean, too prompt and the relatives fight about who’s going 
in which one. I take my place next to my aunt, whose false eyelash is on her cheek.

There aren’t enough seats for everyone in the funeral home; many are standing in the back, 
around the sides, shoulder to shoulder around the front where none are supposed to be, a 
tight circle of  grief  and shock. A perfectly healthy one down, no warning, so young.

We’re ushered to the front row. My father’s casket is within arm’s reach and I want to rip it 
open and crawl in. Rabbi Morsch stands behind it.

“I loved to talk with Max,” he says in his accent thick with hchs and leftover Germanisms. 
“He vas hgreat conversationalist and vonderful storyteller. Also very generous man who gave 
gifts of  meaning. Several years ago he brought me this vhich I keep my desk.” He holds up a 
stone, twirls it in the painful light for everyone to see. “Vhen I look at it, I think of  Max. He 
vas strong and clear and he shone, like this piece lucite.”

The rabbi finishes his prayers and raises his hands, palms upward as he always does when the 
congregation is supposed to stand and adjourn. We have to press through the crowd to get 
out. The mind, always calculating, even in shock: If  I smile, will people think I’m unfeeling? 
If  I don’t greet them, will they think I’m rude? And still we have to go to the graveyard and 
say goodbye. How to be when the I I’ve been is suddenly rocketed unwillingly into dark 
space from its home planet?

It’s a small cemetery, just a few blocks from where I grew up. With only a few hundred Jews 
in the town, the plot doesn’t need much land. The rabbi leads us in Kaddish. Then someone 
puts a shovel in my hand. I ram it into the mound of  soil piled beside the grave, force it in, 
against all the life in me that wants earth’s purpose to be growth not burial of  my protector, 
then heave a shovelful into the pit. The dirt thunders down the tunnel to my father’s casket, 
crashing through my skull.

He dies on Wednesday, is buried on Friday, and I am back at school Sunday night.

Life has to go on, my mother says.

         —Jessica Lipnack
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