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“ The universe is made of stories, not of atoms. ” 

 –   Muriel Rukeyser 

“ Inside each of us is a natural-born storyteller, 
waiting to be released. ” 

 –   Robin Moore

“ Wear gratitude like a cloak, and it will feed every 
corner of your life. ”

–   Rumi 



Introduction

“The moments we share are the moments we 
keep forever.” 
           –   Unknown 

From the very beginning, Gratitude has been an 
honest and enlightening glimpse into the lives of the  
lives of the Storytellers in Life Story Club’s “Create 
a Memory Book with Photos and Life Stories” group 
through Brooklyn Public Library. 

Over the past few months, this group of creative 
individuals have shared countless memories, both 
new and old, as well as philosophies, and nuggets 
of wisdom. As time went on and more and more sto-
ries were shared, it became increasingly aparent to 
the group just how interconnected all of us are. 

The majority of the stories in this collection have 
been transcribed from the spontaeous, oral musings 
of the authors.Through this, we capture something 
unique and wonderful from each and every partici-
pant. It is with our great honor that we present this 
beautiful collection of works from older adults from 
the Brooklyn area and all over the United States.

Thank you to all of the wonderful, talented storytell-
ers who participated.
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Story of My Nanny

Alaska Casey

“Nanny, did you ever go out with any guys besides 
grandpa? I mean, when you were younger.” I have 
to project to be heard above the noise of the airport. 
I stab a chunk of watermelon with my fork and lean 
forward. How have I never asked my grandmother 
this before? She smiles under her tea mug. “I did. 
Yeah, a few.” 

“So why, grandpa? What made you choose him?” 
I meet her eyes with mine and hold the stare, so 
she knows that I’m really asking. “Well…” There’s a 
pause. She swirls her milky tea with a spoon, and 
for a few moments, there’s nothing but airport noise 
and the rhythmic clink of metal and ceramic. She 
looks down at her hands. “He was tall.” She says 
slowly. 

The fact that this is the first good quality of my 
grandfather’s that she can produce after 56 years of 
marriage is not lost on me.

“He was funny. He made people laugh sometimes, 
and we used to go dancing.” She closes her eyes the 
way she does when she’s remembering something. 
And finally, her face softens into a smile. Some-
times he made people laugh, not her but other peo-

ple. Sometimes. “We used to dance at this joint in 
Brooklyn. It was run by a couple of Norwegian guys 
Pete knew in the Navy. And well, I liked it so much, 
I invited my sisters to come, too. We’d get dressed 
up nice, all of us. Us four girls: Darby, Rosie, Lucy, 
me.” She pauses to count her siblings on her fingers 
to make sure she’s getting it right. She pops a grape 
in her mouth, a small smile dancing at the corners 
of her lips as she mutters almost to herself. “I loved 
to dance.”

Apparently, so did her daughter. My mother met my 
father at a dance joint in New York City. Funny how 
these things happen. I take a slow sip of water to 
wash down the words rising in my throat because 
I don’t have the heart to remind her what I asked 
about. She hasn’t forgotten. She leans back in her 
seat, silent, and remembering. I do that too some-
times, remember him. The way the sunlight dappled 
the floors, I sat into his feet, painting the years into 
rainbows on the backs of seashells sold to the man 
himself at the grandpa rate of 50 cents a piece. The 
way he would look at me with awe in his smile. One 
little girl, one tiny finger.

My grandfather wrapped tightly around it memories 
of hugs, laughter. Weekly lunches “on the town.” His 
gravelly voice describing his faith in me, my intelli-
gence, and my future. Crisp, rolled up bills to soft-
en what would pass his discipline. My heart beats 
like a child does to remember him, but all I know 



3 4

Alaska Casey Alaska Casey

of my grandmother’s memories are narrated by my 
mother. So I let her words flood in today. I want to 
remember like my grandmother this time.

My mother’s voice sounds strained in this memo-
ry. “He never really took her anywhere. I mean, no 
trips, no vacations, Nanny loved to travel, but she 
wasn’t allowed. Unless it was camping, of course. 
She hated camping, but we went every month until 
I was in college.” It opens my mind’s photo album 
to old photos of my mother and her siblings in the 
backseat of a huge RV, of my grandmother young 
and tired. Dutifully bent over a hot grill, arms cov-
ered with mosquito bites when she hates bugs. The 
tent is cold, and she is profoundly unhappy.

Grandpa rolls up the window on his son’s face as 
punishment for sticking his head out of the van win-
dow, and my grandmother screams for him to stop. 
A napkin falls to the floor. Somewhere in the termi-
nal, a flight to Haiti has been delayed. She had to be 
able to account for every penny that she ever spent. 
Every service, every bill. The day my mother finally 
told him that it wasn’t Nanny running up the water 
bill, I thought he couldn’t punish her for something 
that wasn’t her fault.

He told her that he hadn’t wanted kids anyway. 

I studied the lines around my grandmother’s mouth. 
She’s as striking as she was at age 35. A classic 

Italian beauty, her raven features blur from how fast 
she’s moving in this memory. In her hand are crum-
pled receipts, the transgressions of her children, and 
she is alone. Moving room to room, his voice kicking 
down doors before he ever raises his hand. This is 
how she escapes him. An immigrant like her father, 
a stranger in her own home. She lowers her head 
and moves silently, with apology. Seeking asylum 
in the shadows of her own home, her coat pockets 
stuffed with bills that she cannot pay without him. 
She wants her kids enough for the both of them and 
the walls are shaking again.

My words tumble into each other. This was a clumsy 
mistake. I should never have asked. But here in the 
terminal, there he is. Entering my memory with a 
ladder, ready to climb into the attic for a godforsak-
en computer mouse in the middle of the night, all so 
that I could finish the last level of a computer game. 
And yet behind my grandmother’s eyes, the final 
memory veiled and powdered as the years wind 
back. Head bowed on her wedding day, a Catholic, 
humbled before God and her husband. My beauti-
ful grandmother, a vision in white, and my grandfa-
ther, tall and sometimes funny. Wearing his military 
dress blues to commemorate his most successful 
conquest.

Her eyes shine with the kind of hope that doesn’t 
yet know that it will stop by years to check-in, only 
to find the entire place has been boarded up. Today, 
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he has a sense of humor. Today, he is tall and in the 
Navy, and she has porcelain skin and a future. The 
1950s say that my grandfather is a good man, and in 
this moment, their hearts flutter with hope that that is 
the truth. “You got a lot of questions, kid.” I’m called 
back to the present by Nanny changing the subject. 
She’s remembering herself now, not just the past, 
and the conversation is covered in cobwebs.

She pulls the kind of face one might make if offered 
a root canal without anesthesia, and another heap-
ing spoonful of sugar goes into her tea. I’m just cu-
rious. Reeling actually. The movie is over, and the 
complexity of humans strikes me as grossly painful. 
I want to kick my chair over and run until my chest 
is heaving for the right reasons, but she cuts me off. 
“You’re nosy, like your mother.”

“My mother protects you.” I almost say. Since she 
was old enough to stand, she has always protected 
you. My chest aches to remind her, but instead, I 
twist the burn into a hollow smile that doesn’t quite 
reach my eyes, and my mouth softens around the 
words, “So she got it from you then huh? Must run in 
the family.” I stick out my tongue playfully and nudge 
her leg under the table. My mother’s fire burns from 
the same source. This, I know. “What, me?” She 
laughs and kicks me back. “No sir. I mind my own 
business.”

A u d i o  A t
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The Family’s Thanksgiving Table 

Chris Malcher  

 I’m going to tell a story about our Thanksgiv-
ing table, and then, I’m going to read a Thanksgiv-
ing poem. So, here is the story.

I am going to tell you a story about our Thanksgiv-
ing table. I live in our 100-year-old family home. 
Throughout these years we inherited family furni-
ture, which I still have today. One of the pieces that 
belonged to my father’s mother was an old wood, 
round table. The top of this table consisted of two 
half-circles, and when separated and leaves added, 
the top would become a long, oblong shape. The 
night before or the morning of Thanksgiving, we 
would pull the sides and base of the table apart, go 
upstairs in the attic, bring down the leaves, place 
them on the wood extension slats, and then close 
the table up.

White padding was laid on it to protect the wood. 
Then we took out the navy blue tablecloth, ironed 
it, and laid it down on the table. Each place setting 
consisted of my grandmother’s heavy (and I mean 
heavy) yellow ceramic plates, as well as, old silver-
ware, napkins, and cups. It was the kids’ jobs to pre-
pare each place setting and to put the chairs around 
the table. 

At times, there were 17 family members who attend-
ed our Thanksgiving feast.

The kitchen was filled with many aromatic smells. 
After the relatives arrived, we loaded up the table 
with the delicious food. There was turkey, mashed 
potatoes and gravy, sweet potatoes with marshmal-
low topping, green bean casserole, corn, rolls, cran-
berry sauce, pumpkin pie, and of course, black ol-
ives. All the kids loved these black olives. They were 
so delicious.  All the food was delicious.

When it was time, everyone sat down for the tasty 
meal. My dad and then later my brother would say 
grace.  All the dishes were passed around the table 
for this family-style meal. Conversation flowed with 
loads of laughter while we all ate. It was a wonderful 
time. Today, it brought back many fond memories. 
After the dinner was over, we would remove the 
dishes and wash them.  There would be card/board  
games playing outside, or just relaxing. 

Although the leaves of the table have not been used 
for a very long time, we continue to have Thanks-
giving feasts together at other relatives’ homes, ex-
cluding this year. I hope we can get back to this fam-
ily tradition soon.  Here is a Thanksgiving Poem that 
I wrote to reflect on this special holiday.
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Thanksgiving Poem

T is for the traditions we hold dear in our hearts. 

H is for good health we strive to maintain and cher-
ish in every way. 

A is for our attitude and appreciation for the things 
we have today.

N is for the neediness of people during this time of 
the pandemic. How can we support them? 

K is for the kindness we spread to everyone: to 
family, friends, and strangers we do not know. 

S is for the simple gifts that God has given us on this 
Thanksgiving Day and always.

G is for the grief for our loved ones that we sorely 
miss. 

I  is for the inspiration of God’s love and for the 
beauty of this season.

V is for the valued doctors, nurses, scientists and 
essential workers who work tirelessly during this 
trying time, We pray for them every day.

I  is for the images of thanksgiving days of old.
 

A u d i o  A t

N is for nature and the foods that nourish us. 

G is for the gratitude that we have for life.

Let’s count our blessings. I count my blessings for 
Linnea, the Life Story Club, all the participants of 
our group, and the Brooklyn Public Library. 

Thank you!
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My Ode to Gratitude 

Joanne Koralesky 

 I’m grateful for Life and all of my senses, in-
cluding my sense of intuition. I’m grateful for the 
sight of my darling daughter, Gabrielle, who brings 
me such joy. I’m grateful for the sound of music, es-
pecially soothing instrumental music. I’m grateful for 
the scent of gardenias. I’m grateful for the taste of 
dark chocolate-covered Bing cherries. I’m grateful 
for the touch of a loved one’s hand. I’m grateful for 
the feeling of movement in dance. 
 
I’m grateful for the opportunity to truly know my fam-
ily and my friends. I’m  grateful for the opportunity 
to grow spiritually. When I was a little girl in Catholic 
school, I learned that the reason we are here on 
Earth is to know, love, and serve God in this world 
and the next.  In this world, I can choose to see God 
within everyone I meet. I am grateful for this oppor-
tunity.
 
I’m grateful for community. It came to me recent-
ly that the word community can be divided into two 
words: come and unity. Come … unity is a call to all 
of us on Earth. There is great beauty and power in 
our diversity. We can choose to include one another 
in all of the joys and riches of this passing life. 
 

I’m grateful for the opportunity to choose what I 
think, what I believe, and what I do in each moment. 
Sometimes I sing a little tune to remind myself that I 
have the power to choose what to do and how to be. 
Do-Be-Do-Be-Do, da,da,da, Do-Be-Do-Be-Do
 
I’m grateful for a spiritual path to follow. I’m grateful 
for the grace of resilience in challenging times. I’m 
grateful for my belief in the goodness of humankind 
and for my power to do good while I am here. I’m 
grateful for the words of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, 
Jesuit priest, who said, “We are not human beings 
having an occasional spiritual experience. Rather, 
we are spiritual beings immersed in the human con-
dition”. I believe this is true. It helps us to accept what 
otherwise might be intolerable experiences on this 
earth plane. We can choose to hover above these 
experiences in the realm of presence and prayer. 
We know that all is well on our spiritual plane. We 
can choose to be grateful.

A u d i o  A t
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To Mom and Dad, With Love

Judith Conway 

 During all of these weeks that we have shared 
are cherished memories, when so many times, I 
mentioned poverty growing up in a household of 
13 children. I never mentioned the richness of my 
life story through my parents’ acts of love. My dad 
wrapped our gifts in newspaper. It was brown paper.

My mom, who always said she added love to her 
delicious cooking. My beloved Titi, who showed us 
unconditional love. The reflections, family gather-
ings, life experiences, so many happy and some-
times wistful memories. The traditions, beautiful as 
memorable, so memorable, so profound.

I would like to thank our gifted facilitator Linnea, a 
warm, exceptional, easygoing, fun, and caring per-
son, and all of the wonderful co-presenters and 
members who have enriched my perspective. As I 
traveled with them in thought and heart, they opened 
doors to me and told me of places and adventures. 
They had gone all over the world, creating so many 
life memories. With gratitude, Judith.
 

A u d i o  A t
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My Family’s Roast Duck Recipe

Nancy Eder 

 Tradition was transmitted in my family, stem-
ming from a very orthodox Jewish grandmother who 
was a cook. She raised seven children, including 
my mother. And she was my inspiration for what be-
came my tradition, which was cooking. As a young 
child at age three, I remember sitting by her side 
and watching while the Kosher butcher slaughtered 
the chickens and showed us the eggs inside.

And I went home with my grandmother and plucked 
the feathers off those chickens and learned about 
the anatomy of a chicken at quite a young age. My 
grandmother used those chickens and made chick-
en soup with the unborn eggs that most people don’t 
even know exist in a chicken and used the chicken 
feet also to add flavor and make a wonderful base 
for a chicken soup for maybe 7 to 10 people.

The other meal that she made which I still make 
was roast duck, and roast duck is the kind of spe-
cialty that Hungarians make with Hungarian paprika 
and garlic, which filled the kitchen with its odiferous 
smells, and stayed with me all my life. So that when 
my own children grew up, as they were growing up, 
I made the same kind of ducks that my grandmother 
did.

And though my children have not shown any inter-
est in following those recipes, they do enjoy it when 
I make a duck for dinner to celebrate certain hol-
idays, which were not generally celebrated in my 
family such as Christmas and Easter, or any Jewish 
holidays for that matter, because I grew up in a very 
left-wing kind of family.

But today, I would make a duck very readily and 
hope that someday they will ask me for the recipe or 
else they will establish their own traditions and con-
tinue on from there. Meanwhile, raising children and 
having duck for dinner has been a wonderful aspect 
to my life. Thank you for listening.

A u d i o  A t
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Interview With Momo 

Sheila Merle Johnson 

 This is a story about my late husband and I 
interviewing his grandmother before she passed 
away. My one marriage which happened late-ish in 
life, at age 37, was to the last of my many Jewish 
boyfriends over the years. My husband’s name was 
Michael Stuhlbarg, which is translated from German 
as chair hill. I always joked that his family invented 
the ski chair lift.

The family immigrated from Russia through Ger-
many to the U.S., and his grandparents came in 
through Ellis Island. On one trip to New York, we 
found their names there, and it was quite moving. 
Michael’s grandmother and grandfather were nick-
named Momo and Popo. I don’t even remember 
their real names. After Popo had died, we made one 
trip to Cincinnati, where Michael was from, to inter-
view Momo, who was very old and frail but still quite 
bright in her mind.

We brought a little tape recorder, for this was many 
decades ago, with a small handheld mic, into her 
rest home. He went through questions about the 
family, how they immigrated, their experiences in 
the early days, the prejudice they lived through, his 
parent’s upbringing, etc.

At the end of the interview, Michael asked, “Momo, 
do you have any wisdom for your progeny?” Of 
course, we were awaiting the great wisdom of life 
that comes with age. She was in her late 80s or 
maybe early 90s. We were hoping to learn from it 
ourselves and translate that wisdom into something 
we could apply to our lives. 

She sat back in her rocking chair, eyes closed, rock-
ing, and thinking deeply.Then she opened her eyes 
and leaned forward. Both Michael and I leaned for-
ward as well, in breathless anticipation. He held out 
the microphone towards her, and she opened her 
mouth and said, “Buy real estate.” 

While we may laugh at the incongruency of this re-
sponse and our expectations, it is really the story of 
immigrants who came here, having had their fam-
ilies wiped out in the pogroms in Russia, going to 
Germany under duress, and then leaving Germany 
because of the Jewish persecution there.

So having built their wealth, such as it was, here 
through real estate, it was a very important piece of 
wisdom for her to give. This is the familial wisdom 
from a past generation, but so far, none of the fam-
ily has really followed it, including Michael and his 
brothers. In fact, I’m not sure any of my stepchildren 
or their children even know this story. So it’s my job 
to transmit it. 
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Sadly, I have no idea of where the recording of that 
interview with Momo is. I’ve never come across it in 
all the moves I’ve made since Michael died. 

A u d i o  A t

The Power of Prayer

Wayne Johnson

 My stories are about the power of prayer and 
how it’s been in my life in significant ways. The first 
story I have was in 2018, when I was very sick, 
short of breath, with a heart murmur, and I was full 
of water gain. I had a heart murmur that developed 
into being a situation where I had to get surgery 
and to get my mitral valve repaired. I had a seven 
to eight-hour surgery, and at which time, of course, 
I was on a heart-lung machine type thing. And they 
took eight liters of water from me.

When I was wheeled into surgery, I was sure that 
Jesus was going in there with me, and I’m sure that 
he also left with me. Because the operation was a 
complete success, the doctor was able to take the 
irregular afib heartbeat away, which was nice, made 
life more comfortable for me. So, the recovery was 
more than a year, but it was well worth it. The doctor 
did a good job. So that was the power of prayer that 
I wanted to tell you about, the first one.

Now the second one I wanted to tell you about was 
just recently, December 7th, 2020. I had been in a 
parking lot, actually a McDonald’s parking lot, and I 
returned home from there, and I noticed that I didn’t 
have my wallet with me, which had credit cards in it 
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and money, driver’s license and everything. When 
after I got home, I was about seven miles from where 
the parking lot was. So I decided well, I’ll go back to 
the parking lot. But before I did that, I prayed before 
going back to the parking lot that somebody would 
find my wallet and give it back to me very soon. I 
was hopeful that somebody would find it soon, so I 
wouldn’t have to wait for, like, a year to get my wal-
let back. Because when you lose certain things like 
your credit cards, everything, it can really cause you 
a lot of problems.

So, I went back to the parking lot. I drove back to 
the parking lot. And when I drove into the parking 
lot, I noticed a pickup was sitting not too far from 
where I had been parked before. There was a man 
inside the pickup, and he looked at me. It looked to 
me like a look of recognition because he, kind of, 
put his head out a little bit. And he looked at me and 
just like he knew who I was or something. I drove 
around his pickup and just a couple of spaces down 
and parked.

The next thing I knew the man walked up to my car, 
and he said, “Did you by chance lose something?” 
And I said, “Yeah.” And he said, “What? Could it 
have been a green wallet?” And I said, “Yeah, it 
was.” And he said, “Well, what’s your name?” I said, 
“Wayne Johnson.” And he said, “Well, you know, 
I’ve got your wallet in my pickup.” He says, “Let me 
bring it over to you.”

Well, I was really ecstatic about that. I was really 
happy because I wouldn’t have to go putting in for 
a new driver’s license and credit cards and every-
thing and, oh boy, does that cause you problems? 
So anyhow, he brought the wallet back to me. And 
it’s just like a miracle because the guy, he could 
have just eaten his food, drove off, or not even said 
anything about it or hand it over to a police depart-
ment. Who knows which police department? And I 
might not have seen those items at all or for a long, 
long time. So, I was really grateful that the power of 
prayer helped me out in that time also.

There was another time too, that I was on I5 at a 
rest stop and I’d lost my wallet and I had prayed 
about that. And lo and behold a policeman brought 
my wallet back to me to that particular place. It was 
just amazing. 

A u d i o  A t
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About Life Story Club

The Club is a nonprofit dedicated to promoting 
healthy aging, combating ageism, and reducing 
social isolation amongst older adults.

We organize social groups for older adults 
to exchange life stories and develop deeper 
connections with their peers. Participants become 
part of our community committed to meaningful 
socialization and legacy building. 

Visit us at lifestoryclub.org for more information.
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