

[image: Image]



[image: images]





[image: Images]


Changing lives one story at a time®


www.chickensoup.com





[image: Images]





[image: Images]



Eccentrics R Us





[image: image]


That Crazy Squirrel Lady


Things aren’t often what they appear to be at first blush. But embarrassment is.


~Jarod Kintz


“Mom, look at this.” My daughter opened her hand, exposing a tiny ball of gray fur. “I found it on the road sitting beside its dead mother. When I went to walk away, it ran up my leg and across my arm into my hand.” Her face was a study of wonderment and delight. Although it was a heartwarming incident, there was the immediate question of what to do with a baby squirrel.


Our home had seen its share of babies over the years. We had five children, a Persian cat, a Samoyed dog, two chickens and a rabbit — all thriving under one roof.


Our youngest child was six months old, so I always had a small emergency bottle of formula in the fridge. We retrieved the bottle for the squirrel and warmed it a little in the microwave. The children gathered close to see what would happen. That fuzzy, little thing curled up on his back, clutched the nipple with both paws and sucked it dry. Amazing! Before I could warn the kids, they had already named him and made him a bed in a shoebox. Our fate was sealed, and Peanuts became a new member of the family.


For some reason, Peanuts liked to sleep in warm, dark places. Many times, we would be looking for him everywhere, and then see a slight bulge under the covers on our waterbed where he had snuggled down for the night. The other place he particularly loved to be was in my housecoat pocket. That way, he could run up my arm and sit on my head to watch the activity in our busy household.


With five kids, mornings were filled with changing diapers, eating breakfast, doing hair and packing lunches. The kids often left for school before I was out of my housecoat, and this provided Peanuts with a few hours of entertainment, as he ventured in and out of my pocket to check out what we were doing.


One particular morning, we had a new van being delivered. A delivery service dropped off the new van with the keys and left. It was lovely — dark red with a delightfully clean interior. In the middle of morning mayhem and still in my housecoat, I decided to try out the new car. Grabbing the keys, Peanuts and I headed to the garage. No matter how I tried to get those keys in the ignition, they would not go. I was frustrated and feeling short on patience. Marching back to the kitchen, I snatched up the phone and dialed the dealership. Some unfortunate soul answered as I explained that the wrong keys had been dropped off. I asked if someone could please bring the right ones immediately.


I must have sounded a little cranky as, minutes later, the doorbell rang. Opening the door to a gentleman, I was about to explain the situation again when Peanuts decided to see what caused the commotion. He scooted out of my pocket and nimbly climbed to his position on top of my head. Unlike other times, however, he managed to get perched in the wrong direction. With his head facing backwards, his tail dangled over my face, like a raccoon hat on backwards.


I was in the middle of a serious discussion with the man from the dealership and, without thinking, I pulled the squirrel from my head and stuffed him in my pocket. Within seconds, Peanuts had scampered back up to his lookout perch, backwards once again. Continuing my diatribe as to how they had left me the wrong keys, it just seemed easier at this point to hold the tail to the side and continue the conversation.


I realized mid-sentence that the man was no longer looking at me. His eyes were wide and fixated on the squirrel. He wasn’t listening to me at all and probably hadn’t heard a word I’d said. Had this man never seen a squirrel before? Quickly, I whisked the squirrel off my head and stuffed him in my pocket again.


“Come with me,” I told the man, and turned to lead the way to the garage. We marched past the passel of kids eating breakfast in various stages of dress, the toddler in the Tupperware cupboard, the dog cleaning the cat’s ears, and the piles of laundry waiting to be done, and then sidestepped the lunchboxes and rain boots lined up in the back hall. We still had to climb over a few bikes in the garage before standing in front of the new vehicle.


As I dangled the keys in front of him, the man’s eyes slowly slid from the squirming little mass in my pocket to the key ring. He stared for a moment or two, and I saw his mouth twitch in a peculiar way.


“Madam,” he said, “these aren’t the keys we brought. I think those must be the ones to your old van.”


I looked at them again, realizing my error. By now, the squirrel had scrambled back on my head, at least sitting in the right direction, and peering with beady little eyes at the man from the dealership.


“Oh, my,” I stammered. “I’m terribly sorry. I don’t know how I could have made that mistake.”


His glance took in my worn housecoat, the squirrel perched on my head, the dangling wrong keys, and my embarrassment. He smiled with every inch of his face and mumbled something about not worrying; it happened all the time. We found the new keys stuffed in a drawer. Within minutes, he was in his car and speeding away.


After the kids had left and with Peanuts back in my pocket, I sat at the now quiet kitchen table sipping a steaming cup of coffee and replaying the entire incident in my mind. Slowly, it dawned on my obviously overworked brain what that man must have been thinking of this bizarre, chaotic home and the crazy squirrel lady. Though it was a little embarrassing, I supposed if we caused even one man to go home that night with a new appreciation for his wife and children, all was not lost.


Peanuts stayed with us throughout that cold Quebec winter until the spring, when we released him again to the wild. The dog and the cat missed him most, and the kids watched for him out the window daily, but I was ever so glad to have my waterbed and housecoat to myself again.


~Heather Rodin
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Now That’s Cheap


Often, it’s tied to family tradition.


~Jack Dolan


“There’s a Christmas card from A.F. in the mail today,” said Mom. “I saved it so we could open it together.”


A.F. was our family’s abbreviation for our Great-Aunt Flora. Technically, she was Mom’s aunt and my great-aunt, but everyone just called her A.F.


Mom took the letter opener, slit open the envelope very carefully and retrieved the card. She placed the card on the table without opening it while we hovered over the envelope, something we did whenever we received a card or letter from our dear aunt.


“How does she do that?” I asked.


“She uses a pencil eraser,” Mom replied. “I’ve watched her do it.”


Great-Aunt Flora was one of the original “recyclers.” She turned every envelope inside-out, wrote a new address on the previous inside panel, and reclosed it with a small dab or two of clear stationery glue — the kind that came in an hourglass bottle with a pink rubber dauber on the end of it.


“She got this one from Cousin Pearl,” said Mom, squinting to read the handwriting on the new inside corner of the envelope. “I can’t quite make out the postmark, though.”


We finished marveling at the envelope and turned our attention to the card.


The Santa with the bulging bag of toys on the front panel looked a little haggard, but was otherwise intact. Inside, where someone, most likely Cousin Pearl, had signed her name, the bottom had been neatly cut off the card with a pair of pinking shears, leaving a jagged bottom above which Great-Aunt Flora had scrawled her name.


I laughed while Mom sighed. “I’ve given her boxes of new cards,” she said, “twenty-five to a box. But as far as I know, she saves them for God-only-knows-what-reason!”


When I left to attend college, I started receiving my own cards from A.F. Sometimes, she enclosed two well-worn, one-dollar bills, folded and smoothed numerous times, but I never received them inside a “new” card.


As A.F.’s health began to fail, she moved into assisted living, and Mom and Aunt Jo took on the onerous task of cleaning out the house where she’d lived for nearly eighty years.


“How are you set for greeting cards?” Mom asked me during one of our weekly phone chats.


“Let me guess,” I replied. “You found a dozen boxes of brand-new cards?”


“More like three dozen.” Mom sighed. “I just don’t know what we’re going to do with all the things she’s ‘saved’ over the years.”


“Umm…” I hesitated, but decided it was now or never. “Could I put in my bid for the pinking shears?”


There was a short pause. “Most of the black paint is worn off the hand grips,” Mom replied. “You’d probably be better off buying a new pair.”


“I don’t care about the paint.”


I waited through another short pause and another sigh. Finally, Mom said, “You’ll have to get in line. Aunt Jo and I are going to arm wrestle for them.”


Great-Aunt Flora was ninety-eight when she passed. Mom must have won the arm-wrestling contest because, right after A.F.’s funeral, I got a brand-new card from Mom with the inside bottom cut off with a jagged edge.


“Mom!” I gasped in disbelief. “You don’t need to cut the bottom off the card if it hasn’t ever been signed!”


“Family tradition,” explained Mom. “I wouldn’t want you to forget your roots.”


Mom was right. Roots are important. That’s why, when Mom passed nearly thirty years after A.F., the pinking shears were the first thing I claimed for my own. Today, they hold a place of honor on my desk, reminding me forever and always that I come from a long line of amazing women.


~Jan Bono
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Secret Family Language


The family — that dear octopus from whose tentacles we never quite escape, nor, in our inmost hearts, ever quite wish to.


~Dodie Smith


Most families have nicknames for each other. Little Billy is “Snoogles” or Grandpa is “Walleye King.” It’s an accepted practice and outsiders accept these monikers and know they likely have a charming backstory.


But some families take this shorthand beyond nicknames and also have a secret language that only their clan understands. Frankly, they don’t want the rest of us to become fluent anytime soon. At least that’s how my family sees it when it comes to our own secret language. It’s all about private family communication.


For us, it all started with a “bookenheimer.” You read that right: a bookenheimer. Your family never used bookenheimers? Are you sure? Even when your children were babies? Our private dictionary of words started with the lowly pacifier, when my oldest (now in her mid-twenties) had a health scare as an infant. At an ultrasound appointment, her father and I wanted to help calm her. We were instructed that she could not have a bottle, but pacifiers were allowed.


“Do you have the bookenheimer?” I asked him as our baby girl began to fuss.


“No, but I’m pretty sure it’s in the diaper bag. I thought I put an extra bookenheimer in there. Maybe check your purse, too.”


We searched through my purse and the diaper bag. The ultrasound technician and the doctor exchanged glances when the item was triumphantly produced. The technician cleared her throat and stated the obvious. “We hear a lot of names for pacies in here but bookenheimer might take the cake.” She raised an eyebrow.


We scoffed, “Pacies! What a goofy name for a bookenheimer!” A classic secret family language moment if ever there was one. But why stop there? We began, as I am confident many families do, to adopt words and phrases that had specific meaning to our family.


If you are ever with us and happen to hear any of us casually refer to cheesecake, just know it has nothing to do with cheesecake. It is that most sacred of family shorthand: emergency gastrointestinal alert. Many years ago, someone in the family had a dire emergency after an outing to the Cheesecake Factory. The person in question didn’t even have cheesecake, but cheesecake is taking the fall. Now, you’ll hear us say, “I forgot to tell you that Aunt Ethel needs us to bring a cheesecake to the picnic.” Or, “Did you happen to take that cheesecake out to thaw?” The point we all understand is: “I’ve got an emergency! Cover me!”


Our secret family language is often called into service at social gatherings. I suspect that many secret family languages are used at work parties, neighborhood gatherings, and school functions. We will now have to find some new secret substitutes because I am revealing our current favorites. Again, I have no idea how it started, but “Low Temp Alert” means, “I’m not having a good time and I want you to know.” This is not to be confused with one of us saying, “I could really use a glass of water,” which means, “We need to leave right now. Like this minute.”


Even though we like to think that we are fluent in our own family language, there can be some miscommunications. Last summer, we were at a gathering that was an obligation rather than a fun party. It was very hot, and when my husband said, “I could really use a glass of water,” I thought I was being a pal by going and getting him a glass of water. When he gave me the Stare Of Death (part of the Secret Family Body Language), I realized that he wasn’t thirsty. He was sending an SOS and I had motored right past him in a speedboat. Lesson learned and language remembered.


My now adult children have seamlessly gone with the flow, too. We were talking politics over the holidays (will we never learn) and my son said, “Remember the slide.” Our immediate family knew that he was saying, “Take it down a notch.” We have photographic evidence of the time he hurled himself down a multi-story waterslide. His tiny careening body is forever captured against the vertical drop of that mammoth structure. It’s a cautionary picture and phrase.


The bookenheimer has traveled the nation now. My daughter took the word with her from our home in the north to the East Coast. I was visiting her and we were walking around Brooklyn. On the sidewalk lay a tiny object. My daughter bent to pick it up.


“Someone lost their bookenheimer!” she exclaimed as she put it up on the corner of the nearest stoop.


“I hope they have a few backups,” I said. “Bedtime for babies is absolutely no good without a bookenheimer.” We walked a few steps and she added, “Not everyone believes in bookenheimers, Mom. Apparently they aren’t that great for your teeth.”


The bookenheimer is a controversial thing for sure.


~Lucia Paul
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Clean Living


Laundry… the never-ending story.


~Author Unknown


My great-aunt’s house, with clothes draped everywhere, made the Goodwill store look like Saks Fifth Avenue. We would visit her once a year, “often enough,” according to my father. It was a significant road trip from our Eastern Iowa farmstead across the mighty Mississippi River to Illinois, and what we found when we arrived, every year, was chaos.


The amazing thing about this aunt is that she never put away things she had laundered. Towels, bed linens, underwear, overalls — anything that had passed through the washing machine — were folded and draped over chairs and tables in her house. Her living room looked like the January white sale at JCPenney.


It wasn’t that we objected to drying laundry in full view. Although my mother would normally hang our clothes outside to dry, she would occasionally dry them indoors during the worst part of winter. But when they were dry, they were folded and sent to the proper drawer or closet.


So Mom was completely flabbergasted by her aunt’s laundry exhibit. No one, as far as I know, ever said a word about this mess to my great-aunt. Hence, every summer visit there would be the same. We were greeted by vast quantities of folded laundry, displayed as to render every piece of furniture useless. There were no chairs you could sit in, no tables you could dine at, and no sofas on which to lounge.


It seemed our summertime visits always coincided with favorable weather, allowing drinking and eating to occur outside. I think my dad prayed for a sunny day whenever we went to my great-aunt’s house. Before one trip, I heard him tell my mom, “I sure hope it’s a nice day so we can sit outside.”


He never elaborated on what would happen if it were a rainy day, but we youngsters always imagined that he was tormented by the prospect of squeezing himself onto the couch between various pieces of our great-aunt’s unmentionables.


~Dale Kueter
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It’s All About the Dogs


You can usually tell that a man is good if he has a dog who loves him.


~W. Bruce Cameron, A Dog’s Journey


“If anything ever happened to your mom, I’d be devastated,” my dad confessed. “But if something ever happened to Sadie Mae, I don’t think I could survive.”


“Dad, never tell Mom that!” I shrieked.


Sadie Mae was his German Shorthaired Pointer. I grew up knowing that it was all about the dogs. There was Pixie, Chrissy, Seymour, Brandy, Charlie, and, of course, Sadie Mae.


And somewhere behind the list of dogs were the kids: Sherrie, Connie, and David. Dad could never remember our names, but why should he? He knew all the dogs’ names. We knew where we stood — our pedigrees couldn’t measure up to those of our housemates. Our human plans were often altered to accommodate the “doglings” because they always came first.


According to my father, kennels were no place for “human” dogs. And pet sitters never lasted very long because the dogs made sure they trashed the house to remind all of us who was really in charge.


I remember when my parents drove me to Whitworth University — my freshman year — and dropped me off at my dorm at 5:00 a.m. so Dad could get home to his dogs. I knew then I was not my dad’s favorite “child.” After taking a few psych classes, I understood that my family was a “little” crazy, particularly my dad.


I married and had children, and it wasn’t all about the dogs. In fact, we never had a dog while our two boys were growing up. They had our full and undivided attention. And they bemoaned the fact that all their friends had dogs and cats and other pets (hamsters, rabbits, and goldfish).


When our older son graduated from Donegal High School in Mount Joy, Pennsylvania, in the year 2000, we sent out save-the-date invitations to our entire family. Since we lived on the East Coast and everyone else lived on the West Coast, it took some planning. We rented a venue, had the event catered, and all the family from my husband’s side and my side planned on attending. I could hardly believe it when I heard that my mom and dad were coming and leaving Sadie Mae in a kennel.


Due to a scheduling conflict, we had to have the party the day before graduation. It was going to be a combined family reunion/high school graduation. Everything went as planned: The food was delicious and everyone raved about the leather photo album that I put together of Jeremy’s childhood through high school years.


The next day, we planned a lovely brunch before we headed to the graduation, where Jeremy was to receive a scholarship award. That morning, I received a call from my mom. She said, “Dad won’t be attending the graduation.”


“What?” I questioned. “Is Dad sick or something?”


“No, nothing like that,” Mom explained. “Your dad needs to fly home to be with his dog.”


“But you’ll be staying for graduation, won’t you?”


“No, dear. I’ll be flying home with your father. I hope you understand,” Mom said apologetically.


I hung up the phone and sobbed until I realized there was no reason to cry. It had always been about the dogs, so what was my problem? I had grown up with this.


We said our goodbyes, Mom and Dad got on the plane, and Jeremy graduated with honors. And we had a great time anyway.


There are things in every family that one has to either accept or reject. I chose to accept the fact that my dad would never change, and I had to make a decision to accept his behavior as crazy, but normal for him.


It’s been seventeen years since Jeremy’s graduation. We have another family reunion coming up and, again, it’s all about my father’s dog — Charlie — who doesn’t like children.


So we’ve arranged for my other son and his wife and toddler to stay at a nearby hotel. That way Dad won’t have to kennel his beloved “Charlie Girl.” At eighty-seven, that’s out of the question for him.


It will always be about the dogs.


~Connie K. Pombo
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Classically Driven


I don’t care how much money you have, free stuff is always a good thing.


~Queen Latifah


Aunt Dorothy’s penny-pinching may have set a new standard for thriftiness. Yet while she was tight with her cash, she was generous in her willingness to spend time, creativity, and persistence in the pursuit of something she highly valued. And what she valued most was good music.


She had been a schoolteacher, and although she was retired and in her eighties, her passion for music education had not diminished, particularly when it came to classical composers and the artists who performed their works. I was always impressed with her astounding ability to attend dozens of concerts a year on a fixed income, and even fund her friends’ experiences. After all, culture isn’t cheap. I once asked her how she did it.


“To attend the really good concerts,” she answered professorially, “you have to use your imagination.”


Aunt Dorothy was imaginative, no doubt about it. As I discovered, her level of invention raised the pursuit of the musical freebie to an art form in itself. Her methods ranged from the intuitive to the outlandish. She joined the arts organizations in her city, at least the ones whose benefits included cut-rate concerts with big-name conductors and soloists. Moreover, she diligently watched her mailbox. Having her name on the subscription lists of countless musical newsletters reaped almost limitless rewards when it came to finding classical shows for a song. She got in on members-only performances, dress rehearsals, even presentations for school groups.


“Why not?” she reasoned. “I was a teacher for more than forty years.”


But Aunt Dorothy had even more innovative methods. “Stalking” is probably too strong a word for it, but she did volunteer at the nursing home where the mother of the local symphony’s first violinist lived. Extreme perhaps, but it was good for a couple of complimentary center-section passes now and then.


I once confronted her. “The idea of free music is really a compulsion with you, isn’t it, Aunt Dorothy?”


She was indignant. “I merely take advantage of opportunities as they present themselves,” she retorted.


Some opportunities posed more of a challenge than others, however, even for such a maestro of marked-down music. For example, one day an advertisement from a local car dealership came in the mail. It contained a coupon for two free tickets to an upcoming symphony concert for anyone coming in to test-drive a new Mercedes-Benz. Anyone, it read.


Aunt Dorothy drove a car, a big Oldsmobile. But she never drove it far and rarely at night. Somehow she managed to get a friend to drive when they attended the evening concerts. As a result, her automobile stayed in immaculate condition. The original tires were hardly worn. The speedometer never ventured above fifty. She had her oil changed every six months or every two hundred miles, whichever came first.


Aunt Dorothy admitted that the thought of test-driving a new Mercedes was a little scary for an octogenarian, even one as independent as she. “But I just can’t take my mind off those symphony tickets,” she confessed.


The thought of that no-cost concert continued to intensify, until finally a crescendo of mounting bravery reached fever pitch. It happened while the two of us were running errands at the shopping center a few blocks from her home. Aunt Dorothy had just been to the hairdresser and was feeling a little reckless. She checked her purse. Yes, the coupon was still there. The Mercedes dealership was not far. “One more stop to make,” she said decisively, as she pushed down the accelerator halfway.


Inside the dealership, a grinning salesman greeted us. “What can I do for you today?” he chimed.


Before I could speak, Aunt Dorothy blurted out breathlessly, “I’d like to test-drive a Mercedes. I’m here for the symphony tickets.” She thrust the document at the salesman.


“Oh,” he said, taken aback. Glancing suspiciously at the coupon, then at the like-new Olds she had parked outside, and then down at its gray-haired driver, he finally turned to me and asked, “Do you plan on buying a new car in the near future?”


“Actually, she’s the one in for the test drive,” I explained feebly, pointing to Aunt Dorothy.


“I see,” the salesman said, even more feebly. He looked at the flyer. “Is this promotion still going on? I thought that ended already.”


“No, not for a few days,” Aunt Dorothy insisted, purposefully pointing to the expiration date.


The salesman looked worried. “Could you wait just a moment, please? I need to show this to my manager. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Tea?”


“No, thank you,” Aunt Dorothy replied, her thin frame sinking into a cushioned leather chair.


While we waited, I could sense Aunt Dorothy’s boldness begin to wane. “How far do you think I’ll have to drive the car?” she asked me. “Do you think I’ll have to drive it on a busy street?” Suddenly, she looked horrified. “What if it has a clutch?”


I assured her that the car probably didn’t have a clutch.


“Are there any age limits for test-driving a luxury car?” she asked to no one in particular. “Oh, I wish I had checked with AAA.”


“It’s going to be okay,” I said, trying to calm her, while at the same time trying to convince myself.


Suddenly, Aunt Dorothy steeled herself, and with renewed courage, she declared, “You’re right. I’ve come this far; I’m going to see this through.”


Just then, the salesman returned. He looked relieved.


“Ma’am,” he said to Aunt Dorothy almost apologetically, “it won’t be necessary for you to test-drive a car unless you really want to. You’ll receive the tickets in the mail in about a week. Is that all right?”


Aunt Dorothy stood and beamed with an air of confident satisfaction. “That would be fine, young man.”


On the slow drive home, I asked Aunt Dorothy, “Would you really have driven that car to get those tickets?”


Aunt Dorothy chuckled. “You know the answer to that,” she said.


“You simply take advantage of opportunities as they present themselves, right?” I laughed.


Aunt Dorothy just smiled, never taking her eyes off the road.


~Barbara Walker
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The Sighting


Families are like fudge — mostly sweet, with a few nuts.


~Les Dawson


Mom’s voice was at such a frenzied pitch that I barely recognized who was calling. “Cindy, run outside and look up into the sky toward our house. There’s a flying saucer!” Click.


I froze in place, staring into the receiver.


“Mom? Are you there?” The line was dead.


The kids and I were stirring up a batch of fudge in the kitchen, which was our tradition on quiet Sunday evenings when their dad was away working. It was good bonding time with Holly and Brian, ages eight and six respectively.


“That was Grandma Betty on the phone. She says there’s a flying saucer going over their house,” I said to the kids, trying to remain calm.


Both kids shrugged their shoulders and exchanged what’s-the-big-deal glances with each other. Neither of them seemed to think there was anything odd about a flying saucer hovering overhead.


“Let’s pour the fudge into the pan. While it’s setting, we’ll go outside to see if anything looks unusual in the sky,” I said.


It was a rare evening in the Pacific Northwest. The stars hung low in a semi-darkened blue sky. The kids asked me to point out the Big and Little Dippers.


“Do you see anything that resembles a flying saucer?” I asked the kids.


“Not a thing,” Holly said flatly, showing little interest in a possible UFO sighting.


“I can’t wait to tell Dad that we saw the Big Dipper!” Brian remarked.


“If you’re ready, let’s go back in the house. I need to call Grandma,” I said, directing them inside.


Our house sat on a hill overlooking the valley where Mom and Dad lived, which was about nine miles southwest of us. A small, local airport was situated in the valley midway between our homes, so we often heard the sound of small, private planes and the wop, wop, wop of helicopters. If anything significant flew over, it would be easily distinguishable by sight and sound.


“Mom, we couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary up in the sky, just lots of twinkling stars,” I chuckled, trying to lighten the subject.


“Don’t bother me now. Your dad’s on the roof with his rifle,” she screeched into the phone. Click!


Once again, I stared into the receiver as if to find an answer to the craziness. She’d hung up on me again. I didn’t know what to think other than my down-to-earth parents had suddenly gone stark raving mad.


We went outside again and scoured the evening sky. I reasoned that maybe a falling star could resemble a flying saucer, but surely my parents would know the difference.


I tried to speak slowly and clearly when I called Mom again. “Mom, tell Dad to get off the roof and not to fire his rifle!”


She squealed into the phone, “Go back outside and look again. They have slowed their speed, so you might get a glimpse. You can’t miss it.” Click!


I loaded the kids into my Volkswagen Beetle and headed down the hill. I fully expected to see my parents’ house surrounded by flashing emergency vehicles. I also feared that I would see Dad handcuffed and taken to the police station for booking. Mom would be secured in a straitjacket screaming, “But we all saw it! We can’t all be nuts!” My imagination had gone as crazy as my parents had.


The scene was quiet when we arrived. A few neighbors had gathered on the front lawn and were discussing the UFO. Apparently, they’d all seen it.


Much to my relief, I learned my dad wasn’t trying to shoot the alien craft out of the sky. He wanted to use the scope to get a closer look, but by the time he found his gun and climbed onto the roof, the saucer had flown out of sight. Couldn’t Mom have told me that over the phone so I wouldn’t think they’d gone completely berserk?


Several hours later, the kids and I were back home, enjoying some fudge and talking about Grandma and Grandpa seeing a UFO. Although we made light of the sighting, I secretly feared Mom and Dad’s recent retirement was making them a bit wacky. What was it going to take to convince them their sighting was somehow explainable, especially considering that the neighbors backed up the entire incident?


After the kids went off to bed, I sat in the living room scanning the clear, inky sky, which was much darker than it had been earlier during the sighting. Suddenly, I saw the glimmer of a narrow strip of twinkling lights. They floated like a ribbon through the gentle breeze. The lights became clearer as they drew closer, and a side view of the ribbon formed what appeared to be a perfect saucer shape. It was trailing behind a low-flying, light aircraft to announce “GRAND OPENING… TOM’S TIRES!”


~Cynthia Briggs


[image: image]




[image: image]


Give an Inch, Get a Mile


Never compete with someone who has nothing to lose.


~Baltasar Gracian


It all started with the candy bar. Kristen, my husband’s young cousin, brought a box of candy bars to a family gathering. She explained that her school choir was having a fundraiser. I have quite a sweet tooth, so I handed her a dollar and chose a chocolate bar. Aunt June, standing behind her daughter, beamed.


Soon after, our son came home with an order sheet for wrapping paper. His baseball team was trying to earn money for new equipment.


“Ask the relatives at Grandpa’s birthday party next week,” I told him. “Maybe you’ll get some orders.”


I didn’t think about it again until a week later when it was time for Brian to turn in his order sheet to the coach. I scanned it quickly, smiling at the small orders from Grandma and Uncle Don. Then I saw June’s name. She had ordered seven rolls. At eight dollars per roll, that was quite a hefty order.


At the Fourth of July picnic, Kristen was selling potholders she had made. They were very nice quality. I complimented her and chose two that would match my kitchen. Aunt June came over and thanked me for my purchase.


Two weeks later, it was our daughter Amy’s birthday. Aunt June arrived with an enormous present — a two-story dollhouse. Amy was thrilled. For the next twenty minutes, she gushed to Aunt June about how much she loved it. I felt guilty, remembering the small art set we had given Kristen as a birthday gift.


When Kristen rang our bell and asked if we’d like to buy some Girl Scout cookies, I only ordered three boxes since my daughter was also selling them. When Amy called Aunt June to inquire if she would like to order any, she hung up the phone with a big smile. “Aunt June ordered ten boxes!” she announced as I cringed.


This went on for almost two years. For some reason, Aunt June was being extremely kind and generous to our family. When I tried to repay the kindness, she would “up the ante.” If we gave Kristen a gift card, our children would receive one for double the amount. We sent Aunt June a card for Mother’s Day. She had flowers delivered to me.


The last straw was the enormous box of candy that was delivered on Labor Day. “A little back-to-school treat!” was written on the enclosed note. “Why is she doing this?” I asked my husband in despair. “This is crazy! Who sends Labor Day gifts? She’s not fighting fair!”


My husband threw back his head in laughter. “It’s our turn, I guess. Aunt June does this to everybody. If you do something nice for her, she becomes obsessed with paying you back. When my sister lent their family a tent, Aunt June returned the tent along with a camping stove and three new sleeping bags. It’s just a weird quirk she has. Don’t worry, she’ll move on to another family soon. The key is to let her win.”


I was puzzled but took my husband’s advice. We started buying nice but affordable gifts for June’s family again. We sponsored Kristen in her school’s Fun Run, but kept our donation reasonable. It took a while, but slowly the competition and stress faded away.


On Christmas Eve, I breathed much easier as our children each unwrapped a game from Aunt June. One game. One simple, delightful game. My husband caught my eye and nodded his head toward Grandpa, who was scratching his head as he studied an enormous package with his name on it. On the side was written “All my love, Aunt June.” My husband leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Grandpa fixed her sink….”


~Marianne Fosnow
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Starstruck


A cousin is a little bit of childhood that can never be lost.


~Marion C. Garretty


My cousin was absolutely starstruck. If she saw a movie star or rock star in person, she would go bonkers. The bigger the star, the more bonkers she went. She was already an adult, not some impressionable teenager, but she lived in a small town in the middle of Kansas so the probability of seeing a major star — or even a minor one, for that matter — was slim to none. On the other hand, I grew up in Los Angeles. Seeing stars wherever we went was no big deal. I went all through school with some stars or the kids of stars. My father worked for some of the major studios in Hollywood, and he was always taking me “on the lot” for one reason or another. A pretty major recording star lived a few doors away from us, and another lived a few blocks away. Seeing stars was no big deal for me. I mean, it was interesting, but not earth shattering.


But for my cousin, it was the biggest deal of her life. If she saw a star, she didn’t just look at him or her and then go on with whatever she was doing. Oh, no. She would point and gasp, and then start squealing like a pig, jumping up and down. How embarrassing. The people who lived in Los Angeles knew not to act like that because we saw stars all the time — at the market, picking their kids up from the same schools we went to, at the doctor’s office, etc. — but my cousin didn’t have a clue. She thought that seeing a star could change her life.


My cousin was older than me by more than a few years, pretty opinionated and obnoxious, and she liked to boss me around. But when she visited me in Los Angeles, I was the one she looked up to. I was the one who had all the information she wanted. I was the one in charge. She would ask to go for drives into the different neighborhoods where the stars lived, so that I could point out their houses.


“See that house?” I would say.


“The big one with the iron gate?”


“Yes. Do you know who lives there?”


“Who?” And I would tell her. She would almost faint with excitement. Then we would drive on. When it was time for lunch, I always took her to a restaurant where I knew at least one star might be dining. And if no stars happened to be there, I would point to some poor, unsuspecting person who had never been in a movie or on the stage and tell my cousin that he was a star — a very minor star and one whom she probably didn’t recognize — but a star nonetheless. It was a harmless lie, but it made her day.


The best star sighting that ever happened was when we went to a black-tie charity event. The room was full of stars. Although I told my cousin she couldn’t make any of those squealing noises and jump up and down, she was in her glory. She did try to behave for the most part.


My husband and I, along with my cousin and some of our friends, were seated at one table, and my parents were at an adjoining table. Because my parents were directly involved with the charity putting on the event, they were at an important table that included a few stars. My cousin was gaga with excitement!


One star in particular got my cousin’s attention right away. He was seated right next to my father. My cousin was facing that table while my husband and I had our backs to it. I heard some gasping noises coming from my cousin, so I gave her the look that meant “stop that and behave!” She looked at me and swallowed… hard. Once, twice, three times. She was sputtering and stuttering and flustered. She looked like she wanted to talk, and her mouth was moving, but no words came out. A blessing, for sure! Then my father called me over to his table. He and the gentleman he was seated next to stood up as I walked over.


My father introduced me to his friend. His introduction went like this: “Paul, I would like you to meet my daughter, Barbara. Barbara, this is my friend, Paul Newman.” We shook hands.


Paul Newman! You had to tell me who he was? Really, Dad? Like his blue eyes wouldn’t have given away his identity? Duh! (And, oh my, they were so blue!) Like I said, my father worked at the major studios and was friendly with many stars. He had worked with Paul Newman on different occasions, and he just wanted to introduce his daughter to his friend. It was as simple as that. How nice for me! Now I am not starstruck, but I must admit that meeting Paul Newman made my heart beat just a little bit faster. The three of us talked for a few minutes and shook hands again, and then I went back to my seat.


My cousin was paralyzed. Her eyes were as big as saucers. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t talk. Dinner was served. She could hardly eat. She just sat there with her mouth open, staring at my father’s friend Paul. She wanted to hold my hand — the hand that had held the hand of Paul Newman. She told me I could never, ever wash my hands again. Before dessert was served, she got up and walked around in back of his chair so she could say she had been within three feet of Paul Newman. Later, after he had left the event, she jumped up and ran back to his table to steal the napkin he had used. Too late — someone else had already taken it. His glass was gone, too. I think she would have tried to take the tablecloth or his chair if she could have figured out how to do that without making a scene.


My cousin never forgot that evening, and she told many people about the night she had dinner with Paul Newman. I guess you could say she did, technically, have dinner with him because she was in the same room. But maybe I’m being too critical. Just recently, we went to dinner at a little restaurant in town. The hostess seated us, and when I looked around, I saw that Rod Stewart was sitting at the next table. Rod Stewart! Right next to me! I could have reached out and touched him — we were that close to each other. I was having dinner with Rod Stewart! Well, technically, we weren’t having dinner together — or maybe we were. My cousin got some things right.


~Barbara LoMonaco
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A Honey of a Christmas


The manner of giving is worth more than the gift.


~Pierre Corneille, Le Menteur


As a young bride, I learned that I was in big trouble if I showed up at Aunt Honey’s without a bag of trash. We’re not talking about the coffee-grounds-and-eggshells variety, but the kind made up of boxes, bags and labels from name brand products. Honey, who never shopped, managed to obtain gifts for the family by clipping and mailing product “qualifiers” from the packages to turn this rubbish into mounds of Christmas gifts.


Aunt Honey and Uncle Joe were quite a pair. I don’t know how to describe them. How can I make all the love, pettiness, squabbling, originality, meanness, kindness and humor shine through without making them into either a pair of cranks or an affable Mr. and Mrs. Claus? They drove everyone a little crazy.


Our family party took place on Christmas Eve at the home of Honey’s brother, our Uncle Harry. Once we were all assembled, we were led into the basement, blinded by the lights from Uncle Wayne’s omnipresent movie camera. There, amid the washer, dryer, water pipes and furnace, was Honey’s little workshop. She had once again worked her yearly magic on the family trash, turning discarded packaging into free products and cool gifts.


Honey lived for Christmas Eve, and she began clipping and mailing labels every December 26th. She’d keep it up for an entire year until everyone could count on a newspaper-wrapped stack of crazy, sometimes useful, gifts. We’d sit in our little family clusters tearing at the wrapping to discover toothpaste, laundry detergent, shaving cream, macaroni and cheese, shoe polish, and more.


In 1974, for example, she provided the first two babies in the family with stacks of disposable diapers in a variety of sizes. Each box had the product stamp carefully removed, saved for some future magic. As struggling young teachers, we found her gifts a godsend.


Since Honey was aunt to seven nieces and nephews and their families, she tried to be evenhanded about her gifts, making sure that everything was equal. If she couldn’t get enough of a particular gift, she would hold what she had until the next Christmas when she might have obtained more. One year, she had a huge fiberboard playhouse for each family with kids. At the time, there were four of us. She forced Uncle Joe to assemble them — right there in the game room. As if that were not enough, she topped each house with a little doll in a crocheted dress with its legs neatly tucked into a full roll of toilet paper. The doll held the reins to a huge, inflatable dog the size of a Volkswagen. We could barely move to open our other gifts — and there were other gifts!


Each of us remembers a favorite silly gift, like the Sprout dolls from Green Giant, or the Lucky Charms T-shirts in sizes infant to XXL. There were radio hats advertising beer, nightshirts proclaiming the cleaning power of Tide, toys of every imaginable product mascot, and cookbooks featuring everything from creamed corn to crème de menthe. Not every gift was silly; there were Timex watches and silver napkin rings, tea towels, ornaments, cereal bowls, golf balls, jewelry and games. If it had an advertising slogan or product name emblazoned across it, there was a good chance it was under our tree.


We always brought stacks of gifts for Honey and Uncle Joe, but nothing we ever gave them could equal the pleasure they derived from watching us and our children open the presents they had been gathering all year long. We tried, though. We bought them TV sets and nativity sets, clothes and food. We lovingly made things for them: blankets and potholders, crayon pictures and embroidered pillowslips, homemade jam and nut bread. Honey and Uncle Joe were the heart and soul of our family Christmases, and we wanted them to feel as loved as we did year after year.


I’d like to say that they stayed in the bosom of their loving family until they died at a ripe old age, but it didn’t quite happen that way. Uncle Joe, always suspicious of everyone who had the children he did not, quit coming to the family parties after an imagined slight. We tried to bring him back into the fold, to no avail.


Honey continued to enjoy opening gifts on Christmas or any morning — one morning became like another to her in her final days. I put a tube of toothpaste in my grownup children’s Christmas stockings every year to remind them of Christmases past, when she and Uncle Joe were the cornerstone of our family Christmas Eves.


~Rosemary McLaughlin
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Mom Did What?
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Swipe, Don’t Tap


I realized something on the ride. I realized if I wait until I’m not scared to try new things, then I’ll never get to try them at all.


~Marie Sexton


My phone buzzes. “I have something to tell you,” she texts, “but it’s a secret.”


She knows I am powerless against clickbait. “What kind of secret?” I ask.


Moments later, I hear clunking on the stairs.


She shuffles to my door and pokes in her head. Her face glows with mischief, and she is unable to mask her glee. Mom makes a show of checking for eavesdroppers, though we both know it’s only us.


“I’m going to drive for youber!” she exclaims.


Her smile is practically wrapped around her head.


“Oh… you mean Uber?”


I am bemused. My mother is great at making sales, packing snacks and cussing out retail managers. But driving competently and using technology? Not so much.


I am half-expecting her to abandon this idea before it fully percolates, like her foray into jewelry sales or the time she tried to make a scrapbook. But then she asks me to help her download the app.


Mom has sworn me to secrecy because she thinks my dad and sister will judge her. She is probably right. Under the cover of midday, while the rest of the family works, we download the app, watch the training videos, and talk about how to pronounce the “U” in Uber.


We practice driving on Tuesday morning. I order the ride to our house while we sit in the car one block away. We go through the motions of picking up a rider and dropping her off in our neighbourhood. It does not go smoothly.


The navigation system is too quiet. The screen is distracting. The GPS doesn’t know the best route. The destination requires a U-turn. The button is a slide instead of a tap. It is confusing. It is stressful. The ride ends in tears.
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