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Foreword


Every family seems a bit dysfunctional when you get to know it well. No one seems to think his or her own family is “normal.” So if we are all a bit abnormal, then that becomes the new normal. Every family has its unusual members—the ones who make holidays so interesting, who make funerals a minefield, who have to be “managed” at weddings, and so on.


Family matters. And there are always lots of family matters to discuss in any modern family, especially mine. In my sixty years, I have sure experienced a lot of family, and my family is the most important, most rewarding, most challenging, and most wonderful part of my life.


I have had my share of family ups and downs, including the loss of my brother at age eighteen, but I am happy about the journey I have taken. My childhood was happy and in my adult years I’ve been married three times and I have ten children. The most exciting thing in life and the most difficult thing in life is family. With ten children, it does get complicated! Not only do I have to deal with being a husband to a strong and accomplished woman, but I also have to deal with the massive personalities of the children. When you’re dealing with this many people your life is very full. Dealing with a large family and large personalities makes the decathlon look simple.


It is amazing how different each kid is. There is a debate about genetics versus upbringing. The kids in each family were brought up the same way as each other and yet they are all so different. I believe that it’s genetics that really determine who we are, with a little sprinkling of “upbringing” on top.


With my first wife, Chrystie Crownover, I had my first son and my first daughter. Burt, who is thirty-two, has grown up to be one of those kids who is going to do it on his own. I respect him for that. He is not afraid to work but only if it is for himself. He only lasted three months in the one office job that he had, selling telecommunications services over the phone. At least he learned not to take rejection personally, which is great because this hardworking kid has now combined his love of auto racing and his knowledge of the Internet in a new business that he has been working on for years. In the meantime, being an entrepreneur, he pays the bills with his dog training and boarding business. His sister, my beautiful and very smart daughter Casey, is thirty, and is married to a great guy she first met at Boston College. They gave me my very first grandchild, Francesca Marino, who is a year old now.


With my second wife, Linda Thompson, I had two more sons. Brandon is twenty-nine and has the most talent in the family. When he was a teenager he banged himself up on a Motocross bike so he decided to learn the guitar while he was recuperating. It turned out he was really good. When he quit college in his junior year to pursue his passion, music, I was okay with that. I believe that you have achieved success when you can’t tell the difference between work and play. Brandon is one of those kids who doesn’t tell you anything as he goes along. Even though I am a pilot, he didn’t tell me that he was getting his pilot’s license until he already had it. He did the same thing with his music. One day he casually mentioned to me that he was performing his first live gig at the Malibu Inn. I didn’t even know he had a band. It was one of those great nights as a father. Brandon got up there and sang and played his own songs and he was phenomenally good.


Now Brandon and his girlfriend, Leah Felder, whose dad Don was the lead guitarist for the Eagles, are engaged, and are recording their first album for Warner Bros. Brandon grew up with a recording studio in his house. His stepfather was producer David Foster, an icon in the music world. Brandon and his brother Brody, who is twenty-seven, appeared with their mother in an early family reality show called The Princes of Malibu, which featured them living with their stepfather. The show didn’t last long but it is funny that my two sons were in a reality show about family long before Keeping Up with the Kardashians. It must be in our genes. That early TV exposure launched Brody’s career on MTV and he is now on the reality show The Hills, and is also well known for dating beautiful women!


Now with my new bride of twenty years, Kris, I have an even bigger family and I have had to learn a new set of rules—how to be a stepdad. Being a stepdad is very difficult. You’re living with the stepchildren more than with your biological children, but you’re not their real dad and they don’t let you forget it. Although I got along very well with Kris’s first husband, Robert Kardashian, my oldest stepchild Kourtney had a hard time accepting me as her stepfather in the beginning. She wore black for the first year of our marriage! Kourtney, who is now thirty-one, was just entering adolescence at that time, which helps explain it, although she continues to be tough and stubborn about what she wants. As time went on, Kourtney and I developed a very good relationship and it has improved even more now that she is a mother. We welcomed a new grandchild into the Kardashian side of the family almost a year ago, Mason, who is the son of Kourtney and Scott Disick.


These three Kardashian girls are very smart businesswomen like their mother, and I look forward to them all out-earning me. Kimberly, who is twenty-nine, is the most motivated of the three. She never stops working. She was a little younger when I became her stepfather and she and I have always had a good relationship. Khloe is the youngest, at twenty-six, and she was so young when I joined the family that we always got along really well.


That leaves one more Kardashian to discuss, Rob, who is twenty-three, and who we finally got out of the house recently, although he moved in with Khloe and her husband, Lamar Odom. That kid has lived a very cushy life with a doting mother and three older sisters. But he is very smart, and majored in business, and I expect him to do very well with our business partner who is teaching him the ropes as they develop the family’s PerfectSkin line of personal care products. Rob was devastated by the sudden loss of his father to cancer in 2003, at only age fifty-nine, so he is still overcoming that. And he is quite a perfectionist—he lines up his shirts by color—so we’ll see who he ends up with.


This brings me to my little angels, Kendall, who is turning fifteen, and Kylie who is thirteen. Kris and I had children with people we didn’t even want to be married to anymore, so it made sense to have kids together. These girls are really growing up in the public eye, between the TV show and their other activities. Kendall is already modeling for the Wilhelmina agency, and Kylie is waiting for her turn, but I told her she has to wait until she’s fourteen, which doesn’t make her happy. I’ve learned not to take her displeasure personally—I’m a professional father when it comes to young women and their hormones. But Kylie has a closer personality to Kourtney than anyone else because of her tough independence, so she will be fun to watch.


They are all fun to watch. And I know many of you enjoy watching them too. Kris and I have been starring on the ultimate family TV show, Keeping Up with the Kardashians, on E! for the last four years, along with all six of Kris’s children and guest appearances from my older children. Many of you have been watching the ups and downs of our very colorful lives. By the way, it is all true. We really do act that way!


I think I am viewed as the stable guy in this mix of families and ex-wives and children. The Jenner/Kardashian household certainly swirls around me every episode, with so many bizarre events that you can see why that old adage “truth is stranger than fiction” is so wise.


Being in the show does not affect how the family operates. We really are who you see. We love each other, fight with each other, and stick up for each other. The bottom line is we all love and respect each other. We are a tight family and we have been through a lot together—divorces, the controversy over the OJ Simpson trial when Robert Kardashian undertook OJ’s defense. His attitude was that someone had to represent him, no matter what he thought of his guilt or innocence, and Robert had been his friend in college. Robert’s death was a terrible blow to the family. And then there is all the media furor. The show has actually made the family tighter. It’s not really a show about three crazy girls running around and having high-profile lives, but about a real family… a tight family. You see that at the end of every episode—the show always ends with the family making up and enjoying each other once again.


Everyone makes mistakes as they grow up. As a parent you just have to keep an open mind, lead by example, and give kids room to grow up. Kim, for instance, snuck off to Las Vegas when she was just nineteen and married some guy and then didn’t tell anyone. Kourtney figured it out after a while and went online and found the marriage record in the Las Vegas court. That marriage lasted a couple of years and ended badly. And just to show you that kids do listen to us, back then I told Kim that it was okay to get this first marriage out of the way while she was young and she told me I was an idiot. Then Khloe, who we thought was the least likely to get married, met Lamar and married him in two weeks, and I overheard Kim telling Khloe that it was good to get the first one out of the way while young! By the way, Khloe’s marriage seems to be working well, so we’re happy about that.


Khloe, who is so sweet, made her own mistake recently, had a couple of drinks with friends and then drove home. She was pulled over and got a DUI. It has been a year and a half of hell for her, between the media and all the consequences for this in California. It was a big mistake, but it was a good mistake: no one was hurt; there was no accident; and she learned a valuable lesson. I wasn’t mad, although she would have a problem with me if she did it again.


It could have been a lot worse. Three months after I won my gold for the United States in the Olympic decathlon in 1976, my younger brother Burt was killed in an auto accident that was his fault. He was only eighteen. You never get over something like that. I still have two sisters. Pam is older than me. She was always perfect—a great student and athlete who studied seven hours a night. She married a tax attorney and they live in Florida and Wyoming, having quite a nice life. Lisa is sixteen years younger than me, so we didn’t really grow up together, but she and my mom live in Idaho now so I see them there. My mom, by the way, is in her eighties, and she got remarried a few years ago to a ninety-year-old guy. So now I have a stepdad too.


Growing up, I was dyslexic and had low self-esteem. Everyone could read better than I could. So sports became my refuge, a place where I could excel and where I could bash into smart guys on the football field. My parents never encouraged me to do sports—they were just there for me. Back in those days, parents didn’t routinely attend their kids’ sporting events the way they do today. But I would look over at the stands during a basketball game and the only parents in the stands would be mine. My dad was a real hero. He was in the Fifth Ranger Battalion and landed on Omaha Beach. He got a Purple Heart and is buried at Arlington. He was a great example for me. I try to be a good example to my children as well. Kids watch everything their parents do.


Family is what really counts in our lives. My life is all about my family, first and foremost, so when I was asked to write the foreword for Chicken Soup for the Soul: Family Matters, I jumped at the chance. No matter what hurdles your family puts in front of you, no matter how tough the ups and downs, no matter how unpleasant the discourse they throw at you, raising a family and being a part of a family is a race worth running. Chicken Soup for the Soul has always been a great source of inspiration, comfort, understanding, and humor about family life, and I loved their first book on this subject, Chicken Soup for the Soul: All in the Family. This new volume of stories that you hold in your hands really resonates with me—the stories are so funny, so outrageous, and so real. I hope you will enjoy these great stories as much as I did. They certainly rival the ones I live every day.


~Bruce Jenner
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Nothing is so soothing to our self-esteem
as to find our bad traits in our forebears.
It seems to absolve us.


~Van Wyck Brooks
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A Guy for All Seasons



To solve any problem, here are three questions to ask yourself:
First, what could I do? Second, what could I read?
And third, who could I ask?


~John Rohn


If you’ve got a problem, my father’s got just the guy for you. After representing alleged organized crime members in court for most of his career, my father likes to think he’s connected. When he can’t be the “go-to guy” himself, he will settle as the “go-to-go-to guy.” Among his army of consultants, there’s his Doctor Guy, his Directions Guy, his Business Guy, his Fireworks Guy, and his Upper East Side Restaurant Guy. He’s a Guy-necologist.


His Interior Decorator Guy is a large Italian man named Val. Before meeting Val, my father’s decorating style could be described as “post-modern bachelor.” He was content to cover his walls with sports memorabilia and paintings of clowns. Now, his apartment is furnished with gaudy Italian furniture and esoteric framed artwork. These include black-and-white photos of ornate vases, and prints of ink drawings of horse sculptures and Corinthian Greek columns.


When his stepson, Sean, was kicked out of college for academic deficiency, my father contacted his Admissions Guy at a local community college not known for its academic integrity. I think its motto is “We Take Discover Card.” The guy came through, and Sean was quickly matriculated. Anytime I ask about Sean, my father says, “Did I tell you how I got him into college?”


The first time I called one of my father’s Guys, I was fifteen years old and looking for a summer job. I had a vision of working at the local park, passing out basketballs and scheduling tennis court reservations. A city job like that, my father told me, required some kind of inside connection. “I think I may have a guy for that,” he said.


The next day, my father called me, beginning the conversation with “Write down this number.” These four words always signaled that my father had found his connection. “Ask for Lou. He knows about summer jobs.”


I called the number, and then nearly hung up when I heard the greeting. “Chicken and Ribs. This is Lou. How can I help you?” Chicken and Ribs was a fast food restaurant located a few blocks from my home that displayed a permanent “Help Wanted” sign in the window, since most teenagers have enough acne problems without subjecting their pores to gaseous chicken grease.


“Hi. I’m Bernie Rubinstein’s son. He mentioned that you may have some information about job opportunities at the town park.”


“I don’t know nothing about the park, but we have a part-time opening here if you want.”


This was the first of many disappointments with my father’s Guys. Most were not experts at all.


When I have a relapse of my hypochondria, my father insists that I call his Doctor Guy, my Uncle Dennis. Uncle Dennis is a talented, but minimalist physician. He rarely prescribes antibiotics because everything sounds to him like nothing. When his wife, Aunt Emily, was having trouble breathing, he wasn’t alarmed. A few weeks later, she nearly died of pneumonia. Knowing my uncle’s history of conservative diagnoses, I’d sometimes upset my father by challenging the ability of one of his Guys.


“Your Uncle Dennis is a brilliant doctor,” he’d argue. “He read Hawaii in one night.”


At college, I got an urgent call from my father. “My friend David’s daughter has a problem,” he said. “She has to write an essay or something for freshman English. I told her that you’re a writer, and I gave her your number.” If my Bar Mitzvah made me a man, this phone call had made me a Guy.


A few hours later, David’s daughter called. “Your dad said I should call you. I have to write an essay on how I could use an ordinary object in an unordinary way.” Only able to think of vulgar ideas, I told her I wasn’t very creative with that kind of assignment. If she wrote it, however, I’d be happy to check her spelling.


Eventually, I was my father’s Theater Guy, Movie Guy, Writing Guy, and French Dessert Guy. Half the time that people called me for advice on my supposed specialty, I had no idea what they were talking about.


Sometimes, my father’s Guys could have been, just as easily, my Guys. In these cases, my father still insisted on acting as the Guy liaison. A few years ago, I wanted to take a date to my cousin Mark’s wedding. I asked my father what he thought, and he said that he’d take care of it. My cousin became his Wedding Invite Guy. “I got you an extra invite to the wedding,” my father proudly reported.


When I was ten, my parents divorced, and my mother started seeing Jerry, one of the stars of her theater group. Jerry quickly became my father’s understudy when he took over his role as man of our household. He acted as my unofficial stepfather for almost ten years. In many ways, he was as much of an influence on me as my father was. It was Jerry who taught me about movies, theater, and writing—three of the things for which I eventually became my father’s Guy.


My father resented that Jerry lived in our house, in direct opposition with the alimony agreement. I was somewhat shocked, therefore, when my father called our house once and asked to speak with Jerry. He had a job for him.


Using his theatrical directing abilities, Jerry worked with my father’s clients to help them act more innocent on the stand. Jerry had made the transformation from Homewrecking Guy to Acting Coach Guy. By getting divorced, my father didn’t lose a wife; he gained a Guy.


~Gary Rubinstein
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The Day Dad Shot Conan



The nightmare is you spend the rest of your life being funny at parties and then people say “Why didn’t you do that when you were on television?”


~Conan O’Brien


“Come quick, your dad just shot Conan!” my mother screamed into the phone.


“Conan who?” my brother asked.


“You know… Conan, the red-headed guy on the late show.”


“Huh?”


“Conan O’Brien—you know…”


“What do you mean he shot him?”


“He shot at the TV with a shotgun.”


“Holy cow, I’ll be right there!”


•••


My phone rang about 12:45 in the morning. It was my brother.


“Carol, we’ve got a problem at Mom and Dad’s. Can you come over?”


“What’s wrong?”


“Dad just tried to shoot Conan.”


“Who’s Conan?”


“The red-headed dude—Conan O’Brien.”


“Conan O’Brien?”


“Yep, and he almost shot Mom in the process.”


“Leroy, have you been drinking?”


“No, but I wish I had a drink right now. He didn’t like the way Conan laughed, so he got out of his recliner and found a shotgun behind the kitchen door. He found some shells, loaded the gun, and shot a hole in the kitchen floor. He reloaded and headed for the den to shoot the TV. He fired the gun, but he shot a hole through the den floor instead.”


“Oh, my gosh! I’ll be there in about ten minutes.”


As I raced to my childhood home, I knew things had gone from bad to worse. Dad’s Alzheimer’s was getting nearly out of control, almost to the point Mom could no longer deal with it without some help. My brothers and I had begged her for several months now to let us find someone to help her, but she had steadfastly refused. After all, Mom and Dad had been married for sixty years and she’d married him “for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health.” She wasn’t about to let someone else come in and take over her duties for the man she loved. Maybe, just maybe, this shooting event would make her change her mind.


As I pulled open the screen door and stepped up onto the back porch, I heard Dad say, “You are not taking my gun, and that’s that! Don’t think you’re too big for me to whup!”


“Dad, you don’t need a gun in the house. It’s dangerous. You could have killed Mom,” my brother tried to reason with him.


“I wasn’t even close to her. You think I can’t shoot any better than that? Who do you think taught you to shoot a gun?” Dad insisted.


At that point I opened the door and let myself into the kitchen where the heated conversation was taking place. Dad turned and stared at me, but his eyes were blank. After a few seconds, he turned to my brother and said, “Why didn’t you wake up the whole neighborhood?”


“What’s going on?” I asked as I pulled up a chair beside him. His weathered face and deep blue eyes looked tired. His white hair was tousled. The red and black plaid flannel shirt over the dark blue Dickies looked dirty and worn—it was his favorite. Where has my father gone? I thought to myself.


“Ask your brother what’s going on. He’s got all the answers,” he replied. This was so unlike him. The man I knew years ago would never have gotten his feathers ruffled like this and would never have talked in this hateful tone to anyone. Alzheimer’s is a terrible thing for those on the outside to deal with.


“Why’d you try to shoot Conan?” I asked.


With that question, he looked me straight in the eye as a wicked grin overtook the contours of his mouth. “Because I don’t like the way he laughs.”


I let that sink in a minute before I replied. “Why didn’t you just change the channel?”


Quickly and without having to make up an answer, he replied, “Because I shouldn’t have to change my channel, that’s why. He has no right to be in my living room laughing like a hyena.”


I had to turn my head away to keep him from seeing me smile. Even though we were dealing with a serious matter, I found it somewhat amusing that he thought he could eliminate Conan O’Brien by shooting him through the TV. I finally got my thoughts under control and asked, “Where’d you get the shotgun, Dad?”


“Behind the kitchen door.”


I looked at my brother. Supposedly all the weapons in the house had been removed months earlier. How did we miss the shotgun behind the kitchen door? My brother shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.


As I looked around the kitchen, I saw the hole in the floor from Dad’s first shot. “Looks like you missed, Dad,” I said.


He was silent.


I walked into the den to survey the damage to the floor in front of the TV. I noticed the position of his and mom’s recliners, hers perilously close to the second hole in the floor. Dear God, this could have been a disaster, I thought to myself, while Conan O’Brien continued to laugh in the background.


More than a dozen years have passed since Dad’s attempted shooting of Conan O’Brien. After a thorough search, all the guns and ammunition were removed from the house—again. The floors were repaired. Eventually, though, Dad and Mom had to be removed from the house, too, as his Alzheimer’s condition worsened. We moved them to an assisted living facility where Mom continued to care for him until his death two years later.


Late at night sometimes as I flip through the channels in search of something worthwhile to watch, the laughter of talk show hosts finds its way into my den. The older I get, the more annoyed I’ve become with this form of canned laughter for entertainment.


As I change the channel, I think, “Sorry you missed, Dad!”


~Carol Huff
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Generationally Challenged



It’s hard for me to get used to these changing times. I can remember when the air was clean and sex was dirty.


~George Burns


Another trip to visit my parents, another milestone as I notice their even slower walking and the increasing focus on their meals. With each visit, their delight to see me is progressively underlined by their awe at the adult I have become.


There is something new on this visit, though; I have brought my laptop computer. Every AOL robotic chant “You’ve got mail” brings them rushing in. They stand mute, their faces disapproving, as though the computer defies God in some mysterious way.


I am chatting with a friend at a café when my cell phone rings. My mother interrupts to report that the power in the entire building is off.


“Call the electric company,” I say.


“It’s your computer.”


“What about my computer?”


“You know,” she says. I used to hear her voice not through my ears but through my skin. Now it is breathless, flustered. “The computer has burned up the switches.”


“Mom, my computer will go up in smoke before it burns the switches for the entire building.”


“So how come we have no electricity?”


The next day, as I am nursing a late morning cup of coffee in the kitchen, my mother pulls out the chair across from me. The resolved squeeze of her lips tells me something serious is about to be discussed. Maybe her living will.


“We got a wake-up call this morning,” she says. “At five o’clock.”


I look at her, waiting.


“The phone rang funny. Ding… ding… ding….” When I seem to have turned into a dimwit, she explains, “It’s your modem.”


I sip my coffee, my eyes registering the faint remains of the cheekbones of her youth, the cheekbones I inherited, and which one day, too, will be no more.


“I don’t understand,” I say.


“We didn’t order a wake-up call.” Her tone means it is all self-explanatory.


“What does this have to do with my modem?” I ask.


“Isn’t it connected to the phone line? It made the phone ring!”


Slowly, I put down my cup. I count slowly. One, two, three. “My modem doesn’t make your phone ring. It only dials out for data.”


“So why would our phone ring at five o’clock in the morning?”


“I’ll disconnect the modem whenever it’s not in use. Okay?”


But the solution rattles my father. He picks up the end of the phone cord—his phone cord—its plug loose on the desk. Fumbling for the context in which to frame his question, he examines the small, clear plastic tip, turning it around for a better view.


“This wasn’t meant to be plugged in and out,” he finally says. “It will break.”


“All over America, every day, plugs are being plugged and unplugged,” I say. “These plastic thingies are sturdy little creatures.”


“It will break.” Gently, he lays it down and turns to leave. But the room—with his books, with his lemon-scented after-shave—is still filled with his presence.


I follow him out and touch his shoulder. “Tell you what; I’ll stop in the hardware store and buy my own cord.”


The next evening, while I’m out visiting a friend, my cell phone rings. On the crystal display I identify the number of my parents’ joint cell phone, the one that is for “emergencies.”


My mother is agitated. “We told you,” she says. “Now our home phone is dead.”


“At least you won’t get any wake-up call at five o’clock in the morning,” I say.


“You really have to do something about your computer. Since you arrived it has given us nothing but trouble.”


“Okay, Mom.” I sigh. “I’m sorry. I’ll put it away.”


For the next several years, when visiting, I stay with friends whose building electricity, phone service—and wellbeing—remain unaffected by my laptop.


This year, when I arrive at my parents’ apartment, they lead me to the study. There, on a polished oak stand, a new computer greets me, its large monitor gleaming through a clear vinyl protective cover.


“What happened?” I asked.


My mother replies in the no-nonsense, purposeful tone I haven’t heard in years. “Oh, on the way back from another funeral we stopped at the computer store. They gave us a good deal.”


“I’ll e-mail to the grandchildren,” my father interjects. The creases on his cheeks bunch up with pride. “And it will cost nothing. Your sister’s son will show me how.”


My nephew is nine years old. I could ask how the electric power and phone lines will withstand the extra traffic, but something swells up in me. In my head I hear the drum beat of time receding. Unexpectedly, unknowingly, my parents have made it turn around, go someplace else. I don’t remember ever being so proud of them.


“I want to improve my bridge game.” There is a new spark in my mother’s eyes as she points to a stack of software packages. She fumbles behind the computer and plugs it into the electric socket. “Just install these games and show me how they work.”


But as I lift the monitor cover and turn on the power switch, I can’t read the screen. My eyes are misty.


~Talia Carner
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Try It, You Won’t Like It



It isn’t so much what’s on the table that matters, as what’s on the chairs.


~W.S. Gilbert


My kids act like I’m trying to poison them if they see anything in the kitchen that contains high fructose corn syrup. So I read labels, and buy only organic products when I know they are coming to visit. My sister’s nutritionist has an ever-changing list of food prohibitions for her—right now it is bread, dairy, and chicken. Chicken? My stepdaughter doesn’t like meat… except bacon. Her boyfriend doesn’t eat animals… except ones that swim. My stepson doesn’t eat strawberries, his dog must have organic pumpkin once a day, and his girlfriend can’t eat dairy or gluten. One of my kids hates raisins. They both loved raisins until I hired a really weird nanny when they were little. She didn’t like raisins and she convinced the kids they didn’t like them either. A dislike of raisins eliminates a lot of things that are usually served to small children—very inconvenient. Now one of them eats raisins again, too late for me.


My father-in-law must have white bread and plain lettuce at every dinner. So I have to make sure we have a head of iceberg lettuce and some plain white rolls when he comes. My sister-in-law and niece don’t eat dairy or gluten. After trying many stores, they have found the best salmon at one particular seafood shop in our town, but I never remember which one, so I always worry I am serving salmon from the wrong place. And what if my salmon was in the same truck as the salmon that ended up at the wrong store? Do they separate families?


Sometimes, I would like to separate from my family, especially when I am hosting a large family event and have to juggle the conflicting and ever-changing needs of so many people. I frankly think this is all ridiculous. There are lots of foods I hate—olives, cherries, avocados, sushi—but I just keep my mouth shut. That’s right—I don’t eat the offending items and I don’t say anything. Once I had a hard time keeping my cool during a business lunch as I sat in a very authentic Japanese sushi restaurant in midtown Manhattan watching Japanese businessmen scarf down slithery slimy sushi. I kept drinking Cokes to soothe my stomach, as I was nauseated just from looking at the sushi. And this is the Iron Stomach that did not get sick in India, Turkey, Bolivia, or the Amazon.


But my entire family’s list of dislikes added together is nothing compared to those of my father. He has never tried any kind of soda or any alcoholic beverage, but he knows he doesn’t like them. Can you imagine he has never had even a sip of wine? And he didn’t drink beer in college or in the Air Force? He has never tried a bit of Indian food, Chinese food, Japanese food, Thai food, Mediterranean food, or any ethnic food whatsoever. He is eighty-one years old, but he has never in his life tried pizza or pasta or rice. He knows he doesn’t like them. His face goes pale at the sight of salad dressing, even oil and vinegar. He orders plain steak at restaurants and if they bring it to the table with a little butter sauce on top, he looks stricken and sends it back. The amazing thing is that his sister has the exact same taste in foods. She has never tried any of the foods that he has never tried. They were raised back in the 1930s, when many Upper East Side New York families had cooks, but they have never tried ninety percent of the foods that the rest of us eat. What did the cook actually cook?


When Dad traveled to China for a week, despite the fact that his group was being feted all over the country as visiting dignitaries, practically with state dinners, he brought an entire suitcase filled with Sara Lee coffeecakes to subsist on. Basically, he doesn’t like any dish in which different types of food are touching each other. I have joked that I should serve him his dinner on one of those compartment plates, like we use for little kids, so that each food is walled in, safely protected from the other foods.


The most stressful family event for me is Christmas Eve. We have been hosting Christmas Eve at our house for the last ten years or so, and we usually have more than twenty people, seated at three tables in three different rooms. It is chaotic, but lots of fun. Promptness is not my family’s forte, and multi-tasking in the kitchen is not fun on a holiday, so I plan a menu that does not require precise timing. That usually means stews, beef and peppers, or pasta sauce, since I can cook them for four, five, or even six hours without worrying.


Every Christmas Eve I have to go through the list of food issues and prepare accordingly. I need iceberg lettuce for my father-in-law, a steak ready to broil for my father, something gluten free for my sister-in-law, niece, and stepson’s girlfriend. Bread without raisins for one of my children, I forget which one. No strawberries in the dessert. Something besides chicken for my sister. Something that swims for my stepdaughter’s boyfriend. The list goes on….


But despite the extra planning for the finicky tastes of my family, we have a great time and the “afterglow” from Christmas Eve lasts throughout the season. With my parents getting older, I am just thankful to see them around the table. And last Christmas Eve, in an act of great paternal love and sacrifice, Dad announced that he would not require a separate steak, but would eat my beef stew, even though the beef and the carrots and the onions and the potatoes were touching each other and he had never tried beef stew before in his life. I think my mother convinced him that since he liked the four items that were in the stew, he should give me a break from broiling the steak-for-one while trying to feed twenty other people. I watched him that night and saw that he did manage to get some of it down, which I really appreciated. I didn’t tell him that I had poured a little red wine in the pot!


~Emma Dyson
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The Optimist



Safety never takes a holiday.


~Author Unknown


Most parents stress safety to their kids, but my dad was a maniac about it. He was convinced disaster had us in its crosshairs. By the time we were six, he’d told us that pinworms, ringworm, and tapeworms devour children who aren’t careful. During a thunderstorm, he’d describe how lightning blasts the roof off houses. At supper, we heard tales of deadly flu, TB, rickets, hemorrhoids, cancer, blindness, and accidents that would leave us amputated, blind, deaf, and drooling.


Dad had been badly wounded as a soldier, his father had died in an accident, and Grandma had cancer, so I understand as an adult today that he was even more terrorized than we were because he loved us. But as a child, I ran out the door to avoid a loose slate falling from the roof that would decapitate me, and I ran past alleys in case a rabid dog lurked there. He lectured us about puncturing our eardrums when cleaning our ears, about becoming “impacted” if we didn’t eat spinach, and about being hit in the head while playing baseball and becoming brain dead.


So by age twelve, I wished he cared a little less. The holidays, especially, seemed to bring him to an even higher state of alert, if that were possible. One Christmas, Dad brought home the usual scrawny New Jersey pine tree. Dad, Mom, Grandma, my little brother Stevie and I decorated it with all blue bulbs, balls and tinsel until the holes were filled in, and it sparkled and filled the house with warmth and joy.


“It looks so pretty!” Mom said.


Dad nodded. “But we have to make sure it’s watered every day and the lights don’t stay on too long.”


“I know,” Mom sighed. “I’m not one of the children.”


“Why can’t we leave it on all day, Dad?” I said. Geez, I thought, we get something beautiful like this, and five minutes later he wants to turn it off.


“You want to know why? I’ll tell you why. Come here.” He pulled me to the tree, and I knew I shouldn’t have asked. “Here. Touch this bulb.” As I reached out my finger, he barked, “Carefully!” I tapped my forefinger on the hot bulb. “Aha!” he crowed. “Think of it! All that heat—a hundred bulbs pressed against ten thousand dry pine needles. One needle’s just a little too dry or one bulb just a tad hotter. The heat builds up. Hour after hour. Hotter and hotter. The needles start to smoke. Then—poof!” He clapped his hands so I jumped out of my skin. Dad’s face shone with horrified exhilaration. “Poof! The whole tree goes up. Tree resin is like gasoline. One giant ball of fire. Flames licking the ceiling. The whole house will be gone in minutes.”


“Shouldn’t we turn it off?” I asked.


“Not yet. I’ll keep an eye on it.” Then he whispered to me, “When I’m not home, you just remind your mother to water it to keep it moist. Can you do that for me?”


“Suppose it catches fire when we’re not looking?”


Dad was pleased that I saw the danger. “You’re right! You’re 100% right! That’s why we’re going to have a family fire drill! Right now. We need an emergency escape plan. We never should have put it off. Our lives are at stake! Stairway here. Hmm. The windows. Porches.” His mind clicked as he surveyed room after room. Finally, he nodded. “Come on, Stevie. Dot, too. We’ll go upstairs to our bedrooms and pretend there’s a big fire down here.”


I was excited. This was interesting stuff. I loved escapes. One thing about Dad’s stories: They were horrible, but there was always a way out.


Mom sighed. “I have supper to start.”


“No, no, come on. We have to think this out before the emergency happens. Suppose the stove catches on fire when you’re cooking dinner?”


“I’d turn it off?” Mom suggested. But he was already shooing us upstairs.


“Now,” Dad said, “when I yell ‘Fire!’ we’ll see if you boys can open your bedroom window and get ready to crawl out on the porch roof, okay?”


I said, “Why don’t we just run downstairs?”


Dad stared at me like I was an idiot. “Because the hallway will be a sheet of flames! The stairs will be crackling like the pit of hell, and when you step on them, they’ll collapse and you’ll fall into the basement. Burning wood will cover you and sizzle you like a pork rind. That’s why!”


When I could breathe again, I gasped, “How will you and Mom get out?”


Dad held up a forefinger. “We go out the window to the porch from our bedroom. See? Then we’ll meet out there and all climb down the wrought iron porch posts.”


Climb down the porch posts? Wow! This was great! Just like commandos or burglars. At the word “Fire,” I’d be out there like a weasel. Mom was not happy. She didn’t figure to be a good climber, but Dad didn’t notice because he was pondering something. “That’s the four of us. Now we have to figure out how to evacuate your grandma.”


As he mulled this over, I could see his problem. Her bedroom was on the other side of the house—no porch roof there. And she had that bad leg. I pictured her trying to stump away from the flames, moaning and throwing up her hands. I could tell everybody else was thinking the same thing. Stevie began to cry. “Gramma’s gonna burn up!” he wailed.


Dad, ever resourceful, said, “Why, there’s only one answer. We’ll carry her out!” He clapped my shoulder. “You and me, son. The men will do it!”


Right, I thought. We’ll dash through the flames of hell in the hallway, lift fat Grandma from bed screaming and fainting, stagger back through the flames to my bedroom, then shove her out the window onto the snowy roof and make her and Mom climb down the ironwork. Whew! This was an unexpected turn for Christmas. I didn’t ever remember Dad doing anything so daring. I was ready to give it a try, though I was pretty certain if Mom didn’t object to the rehearsal, Grandma sure would. She’d whack me with her cane if I ever tried to shove her onto the porch roof.


“Okay,” I said, “let’s go!” I unlatched my window, shoved it up, and started to crawl out.


“What are you doing?” Dad grabbed me by my belt and yanked me back inside.


“Sorry. I forgot to wait for your signal.”


“Are you crazy?” he said. “There’s ice out there. You’ll slip and break your neck!”


~Garrett Bauman
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The Cooking Lesson



Recipe: A series of step-by-step instructions for preparing ingredients you forgot to buy, in utensils you don’t own, to make a dish the dog wouldn’t eat.


~Author Unknown


It was time to learn the family secret. The particulars had never been recorded on paper or even shared verbally. The silence needed to be broken, and I gathered up my courage to confront my mother.


I was nineteen years old and engaged to be married. The eldest of three daughters, I would be the first to leave the nest. However, I was not about to leave without the top-secret information. So I sat my mother down, took a deep breath, and blurted, “I want the recipe for your spaghetti sauce.”


There, the words were out. Still, the worst was yet to come. I dreaded her response, because I knew what she would say.


“There is no recipe. It’s in my head.”


We set a date for the information transfer: Thursday night. While this event did not approach the level of national security, it was certainly important in my world. Ready-made sauce was not good enough for the love of my life. He was special, and that meant he deserved special meals—homemade meals—with such ingredients as my mother’s world-renowned spaghetti sauce. This was an event worthy of clearing my calendar and bearding the lioness in her den.


I wished it were a matter of simply watching Mom while she cooked. Mom is a fantastic chef, but she did not like interlopers in her kitchen. She preferred to be left alone, and we girls knew better than to bother her while she was cooking up her culinary achievements. Even Dad steered clear when she was at work. My plan to sit in the kitchen and carefully document each step as she prepared her sauce meant that I would be entering uncharted and dangerous waters.


Thursday arrived accompanied by rising anticipation. I rushed home from work, quickly changed my clothes, and sat at the kitchen table with pad and pen. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll stay out of your way. You won’t even know I’m here.”


Mom gave me a look that said, “I already know you’re here.” She set an empty pot on the stove and began chopping an onion. I watched her and asked my first question. “How big is that onion?”


“What do you mean, ‘How big?’ It’s an onion.”


Her back was to me, but I was sure she rolled her eyes.


“I know it’s an onion, but is it a small, medium, or large onion?”


She sighed. “Let’s just say it’s a medium one.”


I wrote that down: one medium onion, finely diced.


Then she reached for the garlic, broke off a couple of cloves, and crushed them.


“How many cloves was that?”


“Two… unless of course they’re large, then you only need one.”


I wrote that down as well.


Mom poured some olive oil into the pot, and then added the onion and garlic.


“Wait! How much oil did you use?”


“I don’t know. Enough for the pot.”


I ignored the growing annoyance in her voice. “Well, how much is that?”


“It depends on the size of the pot. Just enough to coat the bottom. Use your judgment.”


I didn’t want to use my judgment. I wanted a recipe.


Mom emptied a can of pureed tomatoes into the blender. Then she added the blended mixture to the onions.


I grabbed the empty can and noted the size. “But why did you bother to blend tomatoes that are already pureed?”


“Because this is the way I make it. Are you here to tell me how to prepare my sauce, or to learn?”


Next, she poured one can each of tomato soup, tomato sauce, and tomato paste into the blender. I wrote down the size of each empty can when she finished.


While I wrote, Mom took a bunch of parsley and began chopping. Scooping up a handful of the chopped parsley, she moved toward the blender.


“Wait!” I jumped up and reached for her wrist. “How much parsley is that before you add it to the tomatoes?”


“A handful.”


“But, Mom, how much is a handful? Your hands are smaller than mine!”


I grabbed a large measuring cup and had her empty the parsley into it, noting the amount. After blending the parsley and tomatoes, she added the mixture to the pot. I could see she was beginning to get a little rattled, but thankfully we seemed to be near the end.


“Mom, I forgot to ask. How long were the onions cooking before you added the other things?”


“Once the oil begins to bubble, simmer for about five minutes.”


Then she sprinkled some oregano into the palm of her hand and walked over to the stove, only to be intercepted by me once again. I carefully emptied the contents of her hand into a measuring spoon. “Aha. Just about one teaspoon.” I dashed back to my pad and wrote it down.


“That’s it. Simmer the whole thing for about an hour.”


“Uh… Mom? That’s the second time you said ‘simmer.’ Exactly what does that mean?”


She counted to ten before she answered. “It means cook over a low flame.”


The sauce was simmering, and so was Mom.


I waited a few moments before venturing to ask my final question. “Are we done?”


“Yes, we’re done. Now it just cooks—simmers—for an hour. There’s nothing more for you to write down, so please get out of my kitchen before you drive me completely crazy!”


An hour later, we all sat down to dinner. My sister was the first to speak up. “Mom? This sauce doesn’t taste like you usually make. Did you do something different?”


“Of course not. It has the same ingredients I always… wait a minute.” Mom grimaced and shot me one of her patented looks. “I forgot the sugar… and the salt and pepper.”


The rest of the family laughed as I shrunk down in my seat.


I learned an important lesson that day. We’ve now been married more than thirty years, and my very special husband has always been served a very special spaghetti sauce.


Ragu.


~Ava Pennington
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Answer the Phone



An amazing invention—but who would ever want to use one?


~Rutherford B. Hayes


In this day and age, it’s hard to believe a person doesn’t own an answering machine; my mother is that person. She has never really grasped the concept of the answering machine. When she calls and leaves a message, it goes as follows: “Hello, anybody there? (This is followed by a short pause.) Hello! It’s me (which is followed by a second short pause). Anybody? Alright! Don’t pick up the phone! Well, if you’re really not there, give me a call when you get in. Remember, I can always change my will.”


To my mother, leaving a message is equivalent to a game of hide-and-seek when the kid looking chants, “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” She’s under the impression we’re all hiding from her, and she’s got to smoke us out.


Sometimes, her messages are longer than our conversations. The following is an example of a typical conversation with my mother.


Mother: “Hi. How are you?”


Me: “I’m fine.”


Mother: “Still breathing?”


Me: “Yes, still breathing.”


Mother: “Good, then you have nothing to complain about.”


Me: “No, I can’t complain.”


Mother: “How’s the family?”


Me: “Everybody’s fine.”


Mother: “Good. So, nobody can complain, can they? Good talking to you. Talk to you soon. Oh, one thing before I go. You may want to get that damn answering machine of yours fixed. The last time I called and started talking, nobody picked up. Find out what the problem is.”


Me: “I’ll look into it.”


Should my mother have company, our two-minute conversation will be cut down to one as I’ll be resigned to chat with whoever’s visiting at the time.


Mother: “Your aunt’s here. Want to talk to her? Of course, you do. Hold on. She answers her phone when I call, unlike some people.”


Just as I’m about to say, “Had I really wanted to talk to so-and-so I would call them,” my aunt gets on the line.


Aunt Ann: “Hello, Cindy, how are you?”


Me: “I’m fine.”


Aunt Ann: “Still breathing?” (She’s my mother’s sister.)


Me: “Yes, I’m still breathing.”


Aunt Ann: “Good, then you can’t com… hold on a second, Cindy, your mother’s yelling at me. Oh, your mother says I have to hang up now as this is the second time she’s called today. The first time she got the machine, and nobody picked up. Oh, Cindy, that’s not good. You really should find out what the problem is and get it fixed.”


Me: “I’ll look into it. Bye.”


As I bang my head against the wall, I think—one phone call—double the aggravation.


~Cindy D’Ambroso-Argiento
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Cotton Balls



The trouble with always trying to preserve the health of the body is that it is so difficult to do without destroying the health of the mind.


~G.K. Chesterton


My mother calls from Florida every day. Today she asks, “Are you okay? Are the kids okay? Where are they?”


I make the mistake of telling her the kids are playing outside. Now she calls every five minutes. “Are they back yet?”


“No, Mom, they’re still outside.”


“Can you see them?”


“No, but they’re fine.”


“You can’t see them? They’re in the woods? With the bears?”


“Yeah.”


We hang up. I am trying to read, but it’s hard to concentrate when I’m constantly interrupted. The phone rings. I sigh and put the book away.


“Are they back YET?”


“I can see them, Mom. Sophie is by the pond. Max is on the swing.”


“The pond? She’ll fall in! Go get her.”


“Mom, she’s fine.”


My kids are ten and twelve. Not likely to fall in ponds, get lost in the woods, or eaten by bears. But she worries. She worries about us, but even more, she worries about herself.


“I ate a banana!”


“That’s great, Mom. Hold on.”


Now I am trying to help my daughter with her math homework while holding the phone and stirring a pan of veggies.


“I can’t remember how to do that long division, Sophie. You’ll have to ask Daddy when he gets home…. Hold on, Mom. Max, no computer until you finish your spelling. What was that, Mom?”


“I said I ate a banana!” Her voice is high, like it gets when she is anxious.


“Yeah,” I say, “a banana. And the problem with that is…”


“I’m allergic to bananas!”


I want to say, “Then why did you eat it?” But I bite my tongue and say, “Are you okay?”


“I don’t know. My stomach hurts.”


Her stomach hurt for a week after that, but I am pretty sure she isn’t really allergic. She just scared herself into believing she was.


The next week, it was a peach. “I ate a peach!”


“Are you allergic?”


“No, but the peach was on the counter, and I had just washed dishes. I think some dish soap got on the peach. Do you think it will hurt me?”


“Dish soap on the peach?” Now she’s caught us in the middle of a rip-roaring game of Monopoly. I’m beating the pants off the kids, and I want to keep it that way, but I just landed on Kentucky Avenue and Max has a hotel on it.


“Hold on, Mom.”


“Ha! Pay up!” my kid says. I don’t want to, but I hand him the money.


“You’re not listening to me!” my mom yells. “I ate a bottle of dish soap! I’m going to die!”


“You ate the whole bottle? Sophie, your turn.”


“You’re not taking me seriously! I’m going to call Poison Control.”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Ghicken Soup
e Soul.

Y&mﬂyj
M&W@rg

101 Unforgettable Stories about
Our Nutty but Lovable Families

Jack Canfield,
Mark Victor Hansen,

Amy Newmark and Susan M. Heim
Foreword by Bruce Jenner

.






OEBPS/images/fm01.jpg
\

Oulelsen 1,§J_J.)

ol









OEBPS/images/p01.jpg
N
Emﬂg
M&ﬁr@rg






OEBPS/images/common3.jpg





OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch08.jpg
(41 e"g
SO

S ol





OEBPS/images/ch06.jpg
(41 e"g
SO

S ol





OEBPS/images/ch07.jpg
(Ja e"giﬁg‘g)

Miﬁg_ﬂ





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Ghicken Soup

for the(s)oul

Emb
M&t’[erg





OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg
Gt m@&y‘u

u_)smﬂ





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg
Gt uﬂgéy‘u

u_)smﬂ





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg
0t uﬂu@&g_!,)

B





OEBPS/images/9781611591361.jpg
ﬁliCken S oup
- ff"}“eS oul.

Stories ab ;v"«'n??
Our Nutty 4
but Lovable. .

Families; H.Hf ‘ HE
vy "F}ﬁ% AL sie
R | |

......

Jack Canfield,
Mark Victor Hansen,
Amy Newmark and Susan M. Heim

Foreword by Bruce Jenner





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg
HORe n SONp
—
S





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
7 nL»Q&w
um\\SguJ





