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Foreword


From the very first time we hold our child (by which I mean any child we have undertaken the responsibility of parenting) we are typically struck by two thoughts: the awe-someness of that responsibility and, especially if it is a first child, how unprepared we feel for that task. It is indeed an awesome responsibility, and although it is a responsibility primarily to that child, it is also a broader social responsibility. We want our children not only to be successful people, but good people with good values who contribute to the betterment of our world and the lives of others. As a college educator, I know that behind every great student stands a parent and others, including teachers, who have nurtured in that child the values and behaviors that make those parents and us proud. How can we learn to be the parents we aspire to be?


One way is, of course, learning from the experiences of others, and one of the best ways to do that has always been through stories. The stories in this volume reflect many aspects of successful parenting. These include demonstrating through our own actions the values and behaviors we seek to instill, spending time with our children and truly listening to them, and giving them the space and appropriate autonomy to learn from their own decisions. We must be creative and flexible in our thinking, and learn from others, including our own children.


Families come in many configurations, from single parents raising children largely on their own to multi-generational extended families where parenting roles are widely shared. Grandparents and other relatives often play key roles, as heritage and values are passed across generations. For that reason, you will find numerous stories in this collection about the opportunity and responsibility that grandparents have as well, although in some families these roles will be played by other relatives or longtime family friends. Because these roles and relationships are typically quite different from those of a parent, children may sometimes find it easier to listen and value advice they receive from these sources.


Dr. Milton Boniuk is a father and grandfather and a man who believes strongly in the ability that all of us have to raise great kids, sharing our values with them and setting them up for wonderful, happy, productive futures. The stories in this volume were selected by him and the team listed in his introduction, and published with the support of The Boniuk Foundation. Dr. Boniuk and his wife Laurie are two of the most remarkable people I have met. They have generously devoted substantial resources to fostering religious tolerance in particular, but also improving the education of our children to instill broad values of tolerance and appreciation for diversity of all kinds. They believe that the education of our children is the foundation of a better society.


This work takes place not only as in this publication through the efforts of The Boniuk Foundation, but also through an allied endeavor at Rice University, The Boniuk Institute for the Study and Advancement of Religious Tolerance. The mission of the institute, founded in 2013, is “to understand and promote religious tolerance by using innovative methods” to undertake research, produce educational programming, and foster dialogue. It identifies religious intolerance as one of the root causes of war, discrimination, and violence in our world, and is committed to undertake those educational and research activities that will begin to eliminate such intolerance. (You can find more information at www.boniuk.rice.edu.)


While the goal of this volume is considerably broader, and it addresses many of the goals and techniques of successful parenting, almost all of them also affect the degree to which we practice and foster tolerant and, indeed, welcoming attitudes toward the differences we see in others. The Boniuks sincerely hope, as do so many of us, that through such efforts we can raise new generations that will end the hatred and violence that have ruined so many lives. This volume of stories can provide some of the inspiration and guidance needed to raise truly great kids who will do their part to achieve these goals in their own lives, and in the lives of others.


~David W. Leebron
President, Rice University
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Introduction


Many people will agree that raising children can be one of the most difficult jobs we face in our lifetime. Nevertheless, it is one of the most rewarding jobs there can be, as nothing is better than watching a young person develop into a happy, healthy, productive adult. It is also a huge responsibility. Parents and grandparents are helping to create the next generation of our society — and the next generation of parents.


Parents and grandparents are the first and most important role models for children. Tolerance, respect, compassion and other good values start at home, in healthy, strong relationships between the generations.


My wife Laurie and I were very fortunate to have spent a lot of time with our three oldest grandsons. We spent many weekends at our ranch, which is less than one hour from our home in Houston. We took them on vacations and cruises individually, together, and with their parents. This worked well for everybody — children, parents, and grandparents.


Having good relations with siblings, parents, grandparents, in-laws, stepparents and stepchildren produces a great environment and allows for healthy emotional, academic, and other forms of development. That is why the stories in this new Chicken Soup for the Soul collection provide great advice on how to have those conversations and how to form meaningful relationships with the children in our families.


An important part of raising children is setting expectations. What do you expect from your children and grandchildren in the way of behavior? How will you let them know when you are pleased and when you are not? The family disciplinarian can be either parent, or a combination of parents and grandparents. It seems that some children who do well academically, and who are very polite with strangers, end up being confrontational and have a poor relationship with their parents. This book is meant to help create those good relationships, with open dialogue that goes in both directions between children, parents, and grandparents.


I am the child of immigrants. I have always been impressed by how immigrant parents to Canada and the United States produced so many brilliant, motivated children. These children had the support and encouragement of their parents, many of whom had limited education and were unable to speak English fluently. Although in many families, it was customary to choose the same career as one’s parent — it was viewed as a sign of respect for that parent and a happy family upbringing — choosing a different career does not necessarily imply a strained relationship with one or both parents. It may also indicate a desire to pursue an independent career because of special talent or special academic, artistic, musical or other accomplishments.


It’s interesting that in the case of the children of immigrants, sometimes the first generation children did well but subsequent generations did not do as well for a number of reasons. One of those reasons may be the way some children are raised today.


In a New York Times Op-Ed piece on April 24, 2015, David Brooks wrote about the two defining features he sees in childrearing today. The first is that “children are now praised to an unprecedented degree,” by parents who may be overly concerned about boosting their kids’ self-esteem, and the second is that “children are honed to an unprecedented degree,” by parent who are more anxious than ever about their kids getting into good colleges and onto good career paths. Parents glow when their children study hard, practice hard, win first place, or get into prestigious colleges. These children tell their parents things that will elicit praise and hide the parts of their lives that won’t. They can be model students but suffer in the long run if they come to resent their parents, and then feel less worthy as adults. Brooks points out that parental love is meant to be unconditional support that cannot be bought and cannot be earned. The author Jane Haddam summed it up when she said, “In my day, we didn’t have self-esteem, we had self-respect, and no more of it than we had earned.”


We all want our children and grandchildren to become self-reliant, resilient, and responsible adults, ones who respect others, reject stereotypes, and demonstrate compassion. We also want to have honest, open, caring relationships with our children and grandchildren. I believe that the stories we have chosen for this book will help you accomplish just that.


You’ll read about being a role model for children and grandchildren, demonstrating the values you hope they will make their own. You’ll find a chapter about the importance of making time for togetherness, as a family and individually with each child. You’ll read stories about the value of listening to the next generation and learning from them, too. You’ll meet parents and grandparents who are advocates for acceptance, and who encourage independence and responsibility in their younger family members. And you’ll be impressed by how children are influenced by parents and grandparents who are kind to strangers, who use the power of forgiveness to repair relationships and move forward, and who use positive thinking to make better lives. You’ll read tales of gratitude and giving, sportsmanship and honor, and you’ll pick up some wonderful parenting tips — easy changes you can make in your own family that will make a big difference.


I am very grateful to Bill Rouhana, CEO, and Amy Newmark, Publisher, of Chicken Soup for the Soul, for allowing us to develop these books and educational programs with them. Bill and Amy share our commitment and dedication to these projects.


I would like to acknowledge the assistance of the following individuals who helped select the stories for inclusion in this book: my wife Laurie, my son David Boniuk and his wife Kelli, my grandsons Justin Sable and Ryan Sable, Yan Digilov, Dr. Silvia Orengo-Nania and her daughter Julia Nania, her nieces Anna Hanel and Marisa Rao, Lee Pelton, a sophomore at Rice University, and Gaby Barrios, Natalie Danckers, and Anjale Raghuran, all seniors at Rice University.


I would also like to thank David Leebron, president of Rice University for his continued support. I also thank the following members of the advisory board of The Boniuk Institute at Rice University for their unwavering support: Charley Landgraf, member of the board of trustees and current chairman of the advisory board; Malcolm Gillis, former president of Rice; and Bill Barnett and James Crownover, former chairmen of the board at Rice University.


~Dr. Milton Boniuk
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Be a Role Model





[image: Images]


Back to the Bank


To bring up a child in the way he should go — travel that way yourself.


~Josh Billings


“Why are we going back to the bank?” I asked my mother. The five of us — my mother, three brothers, and I — had just returned home from a morning of running errands. Packages were mailed, utility bills were paid and cash withdrawn from the bank. Trapped in the car with my younger brothers all morning was torture anyway, and besides that, it was a hot, humid day and the car’s torn seats were itchy and uncomfortable. Our little house, with the white bed linens hanging from the clothesline in the back yard, was a welcomed sight.


As a reward for good behavior all morning, my mother had promised to take us to our aunt’s pool for an afternoon of swimming. My brothers and I had bolted from the old black station wagon toward the house when we were brought to a halt by our mother’s voice. “Everyone back in the car,” she said. “We are going back to the bank.”


I had only two things on my twelve-year-old mind — lunch and swimming. Although my aunt and uncle lived down the street, it was rare that we were invited over for a swim. Since pools in this part of the country were a novelty, this was an opportunity not to be missed. I couldn’t wait to get in the water to work on what I called my water ballet moves and maybe get up some courage to dive off the diving board. All we had to do was eat a quick sandwich, wrestle on our bathing suits, grab our beach towels and go. And now, we had to get back in the car?


We lived in a small, rural town in New England. We drove nearly an hour on narrow, curved roads and routes to the services and businesses we had visited in the morning. I calculated the timeline in my head. This could take at least two hours, not counting the time in the bank. I pleaded with my mother. “Can’t we go back tomorrow? We can’t go today. Please? We want to go swim. Please?” My mother replied calmly, “We are going back to the bank.”


My mother herded us back into the hot, stuffy car. She brought some snacks — apples, cheese, and a rare treat — chilled bottles of Coca-Cola. I would have none of it. I sat in the back seat with my arms crossed tightly against my chest. I stared out the window, seeing nothing. I resisted the urge to physically communicate to my tired, noisy brothers how much their whining irritated me. My mother was driving and singing along to a Chet Atkins song, as if on a leisurely Sunday drive on a spring day.


My mother parked the station wagon in front of the bank. The bank was a grand two-story building constructed of granite blocks. Four tall columns flanked the brass-framed, glass door entrance. The brood tumbled out of the car and up the granite stairs. The polished stone floors and vaulted, painted and gilded ceiling echoed our noisy entrance into the bank. I stayed close to my mother’s side as we approached the tellers’ windows and then my mother paused. She looked from one teller to the next, and then with assurance she approached a teller standing behind the window at the end of the long, marble and mahogany counter.


The teller was a pretty and petite woman who looked nervous and tense. My mother told the young woman that she was the customer who had come to the bank in the morning and this woman had given my mother the cash she had withdrawn. Talking to this young woman in a kind, soft voice, my mother explained that she had returned to the bank to correct an error that had occurred earlier.


A worried look quickly replaced the teller’s smile. My mother reached into her purse with the broken clasp and pulled something out. Then, I saw my mother slide a one-hundred-dollar bill over the marble countertop to the teller. “You gave me one hundred dollars too much,” my mother said.


Trying to hold back the tears, the teller leaned forward and whispered, “I’m so sorry. I’m worried and upset and I have made several errors. I was told this morning that if I made one more error, I would lose my job. You see, my husband left me this week. I have two small children to support. Thank you so much for returning this money. I can’t thank you enough. Not many people would have returned this money. Thank you so much.” My mother simply said, “You’re welcome.” And gently patting the teller’s hand, she said, “Good luck to you.”


We filed out of the grandiose bank and into our dirty, rundown station wagon. It was raining now. Any hope of swimming today, or for the rest of the summer for that matter, was lost. As my mother drove the country roads for the second time that day, she said little. She treated this event as business as usual, nothing special. But I knew that something important had happened on that disappointing, swim-less day, though I could not have told you what it was at the time.


But fifty years later, I can tell you what happened on that one summer day. I had been taught, by my mother’s humble act, the lessons of honesty, integrity and kindness. Throughout my life, whenever I have been faced with the inevitable what-is-the-right-thing-to-do dilemma, the choice has been made easy thanks to my mother. I simply recall my mother’s voice and hear her say, “We are going back to the bank.”


~Elizabeth Greenhill
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The Greatest Lesson Never Spoken


Leaders don’t create followers, they create more leaders.


~Tom Peters


Sometimes, the greatest lessons taught by our fathers are those that they never so much as mention.


Growing up, I understood my father only as a man known for his business accomplishments: a leader of convention, an attorney and small business owner whose law firm had earned a respected reputation; and who had worked alongside important state officials, unions, and municipalities for decades.


In my youth, I understood my father, the attorney, to be an indistinguishable part of who my father was as a dad at home. I connected his distinguished, structured style of teaching my siblings and me as no different from the way in which he would formulate an argument in court.


He would often teach us lessons like, “You cannot judge your actions on the basis of what others do or don’t do,” and “The ways the world works cannot be separated into black and white.” I concluded that these parenting lessons were nothing more than results of his years of experience with the complexities of practicing law. In many ways, they were.


But, all the while, my father was teaching me a great lesson that I would not come to realize for decades. Remarkably, this lesson was never so much as spoken. I’ve only come to understand it now, after having realized that I inherited this quality from him as much as I have any physical characteristic or personality trait. The unspoken lesson that my father taught me was by his quiet example as a constant, selfless giver.


A product of my dad’s immigrant family’s impoverished history and the family’s general “lack” of everything throughout most of his young life, my father became a quiet giver, one who sought to provide beyond his means and at his inconvenience to both family, friends and strangers alike. In his career, giving took the form of upstanding moral integrity and public service as an attorney.


Much of his giving, I’ve realized, has been often without reason and without purpose. But thankfully, it has also been without limitation.


As if to counterbalance the utter deficit of material and emotional comfort that he had growing up, my father has strived to provide a surplus of both forms of comforts to his family and friends: to always open his home to others without question; to grant the foremost opportunities for his children through the best schooling and college education that he could afford; to provide an unquestionable amount of moral support and encouragement; to provide the means to alleviate any possible financial burden that might fall upon us; and truly, to allow us the means to follow our hearts and pursue our most sincere passions in life.


After years of witnessing his quiet but persistent giving, something dawned upon me: my own will to give beyond my means and at my inconvenience was a trait I inherited from my father, like any other. My father’s quiet example was a subtle side to him that I had felt and witnessed all of my life. But because this side to him was never advertised, discussed, or iterated, I emulated his example without so much as ever realizing it. And so it became as much a part of me as any other inherited quality.


My father, I now realize, has not been just a leader of convention as an attorney. He is also — and, perhaps, more importantly — a quiet leader who teaches by loving example. Whether he knew it or not, his quiet leadership was an integral component of his fatherhood and influenced his children perhaps more notably than any spoken lesson that I can recall.


The dualistic nature of his fatherhood is an integral component of teaching by example: on the one hand, to lead by traditional fatherly example, and on the other, by being a living example of an individual who his children naturally want to emulate.


Sons inherit much from their fathers. Physical characteristics, like body type and eye color, are easy to recognize. Personality traits, like one’s sense of humor, can be measured in laughter. But a quiet life lesson like the one taught by my father to be a constant giver and to give beyond one’s means and at one’s inconvenience — a lesson that was never spoken, and taught only by quiet example — can only be measured by the extent that others feel it, and oftentimes, never realize it.


~Dave Ursillo, Jr.
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Speak Up


Don’t be afraid to stand up for yourself, you should speak up even if you don’t get the answer you were looking for; it’s the fact that you said something that matters.


~Author Unknown


“No, I don’t want to go to school anymore. Anyway, I can’t find my backpack,” I protested.


My mom looked at me, puzzled. “What’s going on? Why don’t you want to go to school?”


“I can’t find my backpack. Besides, I don’t like school anymore! Can you teach me here at home, please?”


My mom remained adamant. “What is the real reason you don’t want to go to school? Is someone bothering you?”


“No! I just don’t like school anymore, and I can’t go to school without my backpack. That’s where I have my homework.”


Earlier that morning I had sneaked into the back yard and, attempting to hide my backpack, I’d thrown it on the roof. My mom walked straight into the back yard and pointed up to the roof.


“Maria, isn’t that your backpack?”


My heart sank. How did she know it was up there? My brilliant plan had backfired.


At the beginning of the school year I had been so happy to start second grade. I had a few friends and we were always playing and talking about school and planning new adventures for our weekends. I had my routine. Every day after school I would take off my uniform and get it ready for the next day. I had a jump rope that I took to school and only my friends and I could use it. School was fun. After school I would tell my mom all about my day and everything that had happened.


But now I didn’t want to go back. And Mom was trying to get to the root of the problem. I finally gave in and told her, “I don’t want to go to school anymore because the teacher pinches me on my arm and sometimes on my back.”


Very calmly Mom said, “Okay, let’s go; I’m going to have a talk with her.” At that moment I regretted telling my mom about the pinching. I pleaded with her to forget what I’d said.


I had the whole scenario down in my mind. I could see it. After the meeting my teacher was going to slap me and continue to pinch me and separate me from my friends. I was terrified, but my mom grabbed me by the hand and took me to school.


We arrived late. My teacher came to the door and said, “Good morning. What is going on?” I did not respond; I was paralyzed with fear.


Mom took charge by saying, “Good morning. I am Maria’s mother, and I’m here because my daughter does not want to come to school anymore. She says you pinch her arm and her back.”


My teacher glared at me with a piercing gaze that sent chills down my spine. She proceeded by saying, “What a little liar you are, Maria. When have I ever done those things to you?”


I wished the floor under me would open and swallow me. I wanted to disappear, but my mother courageously said, “I don’t think Maria has a reason to lie, but let me tell you something. My daughter does not come to school to be punished; she comes to school to learn. And if there is a problem with her behavior, you can send me a note. I need to make sure you understand that if this punishment continues I’m going to have a meeting with the principal, and if that does not give me good results, I will go to the district. Do you understand my concern?”


The teacher changed her tone and said, “I’m sorry for this misunderstanding. It will never happen again.”


My mother gave me a hug and a kiss and left. As I walked inside the classroom I heard a tender sweet voice directing me to my seat. It was my teacher saying, “Maria, take your seat. We are reading page 22.”


After that magical day my life at school changed. My teacher treated me decently, and I was not afraid to go to school anymore. She never pinched me or anyone else in my class that year.


That day I learned you don’t have to be a victim, and that when you speak up people listen. Even though this incident happened many years ago, that day my mom became my hero. This experience gave me the courage to speak up throughout my adult life whenever I encounter an injustice, which is something I’ve passed on to my children.


~Maria Calderon Sandoval


[image: image]




[image: Images]


My Mother, The Patriot


He loves his country best who strives to make it best.


~Robert G. Ingersoll


Rain, wind, cold sleet on my face… I will never forget standing there, chilled to the bone in my slicker and boots, handing out fliers to weary voters entering the red school doors that I passed through on a daily basis. Today these doors represented change and American principles.


Next to me, also being beaten by the weather, was my mother. Looking up at her, I saw her friendly smile as she was meeting, greeting and conversing with our neighbors and residents of the local community. As the rain ran down her face, dripping from her eyelashes, she never stopped working, promoting and talking political issues that her favored candidates represented. I didn’t understand any of the conversations; I just knew they were important, and that the whole process was patriotic.


Surrounding us were the local politicians extending handshakes to the hopeful people who wanted better for the community. Among them stood the principal of my school, who was running for an office of some distinction to improve educational policies. I also saw the neighborhood attorney, the local storeowner, the insurance man who visited our house to sell his policies to my dad; even our local doctor was there. There were also friends of my father, husbands of my mother’s friends, men with hopes to better their lives, and the rest of us living in a neighborhood that was falling apart and facing ruin from economic changes. I was young, the only child there, but I loved being part of making change and doing something that would make a difference.


Now an adult, as I handed out fliers this past presidential election, I reflected on why I was standing in the rain in my slicker and boots once again. The image of my mother — a daughter of immigrants, a child abandoned by her mother and later orphaned by her father, a victim of the depression, a mother so loyal to America that she made her children stand and salute when the President addressed the nation on TV, and a citizen who totally appreciated living in America — came to mind. The image of my mother, a stay-at-home mom trying to keep America strong in the only way she knew how, trying to protect her children, her home, and her community, flashed by. Why, I was just like her! She instilled patriotism in me at a young age, by setting an example, by showing love for her country and by working for what she thought was right.


Thank you, Mom, for giving me this passion, this drive, this enthusiasm, this willingness to do whatever I can to maintain the values that my country represents. Thank you for passing on to me the appreciation of being born in America, and the determination to do whatever I can to help preserve freedom for my children and my grandchildren. Thank you for making me a patriot, too.


~Terrilynne Walker
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Where’s Your Notebook?


One father is more than one hundred schoolmasters.


~George Herbert


I was thirteen years old when Dad called my two younger brothers and me into the game room of our house. I was excited! I thought we were going to play pool or pinball or maybe even watch movies together, just us guys! “Bring a notebook and something to write with,” my dad bellowed before we reached the game room. My brothers and I stopped dead in our tracks and stared at each other in horror! His request was unusual, and our excitement turned to dread as we became well aware that games or movies were not the reason we were pulled away from watching Fat Albert. This felt more official and tedious, like schoolwork, chores or worse, a family meeting.


As we each retrieved a notebook and pencil, we continued to ponder the reason for this summons. We ruled out a family meeting because Mom was still out shopping. We entered the game room to find three metal folding chairs facing a huge blackboard. Dad instructed us to sit in the chairs and NOT on the cushioned sofa just inches from us.


“I want your full attention. That is why I have you sitting in these chairs,” he stated, businesslike.


Immediately we began to pout and whine.


“Where’s Mom, aren’t we gonna wait for Mom?” my youngest brother asked.


“Is this gonna take long?” my other brother sighed.


I silently squirmed in the uncomfortable metal chair.


“Your mother won’t be back for hours, and if you must know, she has nothing to do with this,” he said calmly. “And how long this takes depends entirely upon each of you. The more you participate, the more you’ll learn, and the faster we can move on and be done. Understood?”


“Yes, sir,” we responded unenthusiastically.


“Now,” my father began, “we are going to have a weekly meeting with just us guys. We will have these meetings every Saturday morning, but if you have school or sports activities on Saturday morning, we’ll reschedule for Sundays after church. I’m going to teach you what I have learned about life. It is my responsibility, before God, to prepare you to be strong, proud, African American men who will be assets to the community and to the world at large. It is a responsibility I take very seriously.”


I just had to jump in, “You’re going to teach us everything about life?”


“Everything I can.”


“But that will take forever.”


“Maybe.” He turned to begin writing on the blackboard. “Maybe.”


For the next five years, rain or shine, in sickness or in health, Dad taught us about life once a week. He instructed us on a wide variety of subjects — personal hygiene, puberty, etiquette, the importance of education, racism, dating, respect for women, respect for those in authority, respect for our elders, Christian salvation, a good work ethic, what it means to be an adult, what to look for in a wife, landscaping, minor home repairs, auto repairs, budgeting, investing, civic duties and the list goes on. We begrudgingly filled notebook after notebook after notebook.


As I approached my eighteenth birthday, the weekly lessons became monthly lessons and then every other month, until they slowly drifted away. My brothers and I were older, we had girlfriends, school activities, sports activities and job responsibilities that became extremely difficult to schedule around. I’m not sure when it happened, but the importance of our weekly lessons and notebooks began to pale in comparison to our busy teenage lives. Soon the classes and the notebooks were mere memories.


It’s been years now since we had those classes with Dad in the game room. We are grown with careers and wives of our own. At every challenge in life, my brothers and I have frantically looked in attics, basements and storage sheds for our notebooks. We can’t find them anywhere.


At least once a month one of us has a situation where we need to call home and ask Dad for his advice or guidance. We hesitantly pick up the phone to call him, knowing good and well he’s going to laugh and say, “Where’s your notebook?”


~John W. Stewart, Jr.
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Neighbor from Hell


Today, give a stranger one of your smiles. It might be the only sunshine he sees all day.


~H. Jackson Brown, Jr., P.S. I Love You


She was determined to make our lives miserable from the moment we met. Edna Strom looked to be in her late seventies. She had a perpetual squint. Her lips curled sourly, as if she had mistaken a bottle of vinegar for soda.


We’d barely moved one stick of furniture into the lower duplex we’d rented next door to her converted two-story home when Mrs. Strom hobbled onto her upstairs front gallery. She glared down at my twelve-year-old son David and then at me, announcing, “You make sure you keep that child out of my yard!”


Since our buildings shared a communal six-foot-high privacy fence that separated our lots, I couldn’t understand her concern or hostility. Nevertheless, I replied curtly, “Don’t worry!” as I ducked into my entryway with the box I was carrying.


That encounter set the tone for weeks. The next day, while my son was laughing on the phone, we were stunned to hear a loud pounding from the other side of his bedroom wall, which connected our dwellings and ran the entire length of both houses.


“Stop that racket right this minute!”


Mrs. Strom’s furious voice filtered right into the kitchen I was painting. I rushed towards David to find him sitting on the bed, eyes wide with shock, his conversation forgotten.


“Mom, I was just laughing!” he protested.


“I know, honey,” I soothed, gulping back my own growing anger. “Listen, let’s just let this go until we’re a little more settled in. I’ll deal with it in a few days if it continues, okay?” I promised.


“Okay,” he agreed reluctantly.


That same afternoon, he and a friend went out front to play pitch and catch. Within minutes, they both returned, their expressions clearly indicating that they were upset about something.


“What happened?” I sighed, certain our neighbor had struck again.


“She yelled at us from her balcony to go play in the back yard,” David complained.


I handed each of the kids a soda, instructing them go out back. Then, I marched out the front door to confront the cranky old woman. This was our home too and I was going to nip this problem in the bud. There was no way she was going to continue scolding my child, especially since he’d done nothing wrong, nor been excessively loud.


I found her sitting ramrod straight in a rocking chair on her front porch, peering out into the street. Her summer dress was crisply ironed, her polished shoes gleamed, and every hair was in place. She wore a pearl necklace with matching earrings. When she saw me approach, she narrowed her eyes, pursing her lips even tighter.


“Is something wrong?” I asked her.


“My boy is coming to visit,” she informed me haughtily. “I didn’t want to get hit by your son’s baseball while I wait for him.”


“I’m sure he was being careful,” I told her stonily. “He’s not a bad kid, ma’am. In the future, if there’s a problem, please come to me so we can solve it instead of shouting at him.”


Not waiting for an answer, I turned and went back into the house. As I entered the common foyer, I almost bumped into the upstairs tenant who was checking her mail.


“I see you’ve met Edna Strom.” She smiled. “Pay her no mind. She sits out there every day the minute the weather turns warm and waits for her son to visit. He only comes when he needs money. Even then, he’s loud, rude and obnoxious, treating her like dirt!”


The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, I almost muttered, but bit my tongue. “Is she always that crabby?” I asked instead.


“Always. Just ignore her. Everyone does.”


Edna didn’t let up on her tyrannical behavior. She hammered on the walls if we so much as dropped a pot cover or raised our stereo or television to a decibel above a whisper. Even adjusting the ring of our phone to accommodate her couldn’t please the woman. We could almost feel her scowl sear into us as she kept her ever-present vigil on the balcony in the pathetic hope that her son might drop in.


Two months later, we were finally settled in and decided to have a cookout for friends and family. I prepared for the event, ignoring the persistent banging whenever I closed a cupboard or refrigerator door a little too hard. By that time, Mrs. Strom was becoming background noise.


The day of the barbecue, as people arrived, I noticed that Edna wasn’t at her usual post. Her son had dropped in two days earlier and was every bit as vocal and insufferable as I’d been told, belittling his mother and demanding money. I assumed she wouldn’t expect him again anytime soon and was taking a break from her lookout.


As the last guest arrived, we moved to the back yard. I was serving appetizers when a movement from her upstairs window caught my eye. I looked up to see her observing a laughing group of my visitors. Unaware that she could be seen, her usual bitter demeanor was absent. Instead, a combination of sad, wistful loneliness seemed to suffuse her features, and I felt a growing sympathy tug at my heart.


Seconds later, I was ringing her bell. She opened the door, shocked to see me.


“Can I help you?” she asked coldly, and I smiled.


“Mrs. Strom, I was wondering if you’d like to join us since we’re neighbors. I’m sure my family and friends would love to meet you.”


“Well, I — that is — I — I’m not really dressed to — ”


I noticed then that she was clothed more casually than I’d ever seen her.


“You look fine,” I assured her. “Everyone is in jeans or shorts. You’ll fit right in. Please come.”


For the first time ever, I saw her smile, catching a glimpse of the beauty that must have been hers when she was younger.


“Well, if you’re sure,” she said shyly, patting her hair nervously and straightening her blouse. “I have a fresh cheesecake I can bring — my late husband’s favorite. I made it this morning.”


“Why, that would be wonderful,” I gushed. “Come, let’s go.”


My husband and son hid their shock, welcoming our neighbor with warm smiles when I escorted her into our yard on my arm.


“Everyone,” I called out, “I’d like you to meet my friend and neighbor, Edna Strom.”


We never heard a harsh word from her again. In fact, we became close friends, forgiving and forgetting our rocky beginning, and embracing our friendship instead. She no longer sat on her balcony waiting tirelessly for her son’s sporadic visits. She was far too busy teaching me her favorite recipes, and joining us for family occasions where she was received with love and respect until she died peacefully five years later in her sleep. Only a week before, she had hugged me tightly and thanked me for being the daughter she never had. I mourned her like I would a beloved relative, grateful that I looked past the thorns to see the fragile flower within.


~Marya Morin
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Everlasting Lessons


A grandfather is someone with silver in his hair and gold in his heart.


~Author Unknown


While the women of our family slept in pre-dawn darkness, Granddad and I grabbed buckets and rods and slipped into his brown Zephyr station wagon. Rumbling up and down the hills of our Pittsburgh neighborhood, we were off on an adventure just for the guys. We sat side by side on the front seat as the music of Granddad’s oldies filled the car. When we pulled up to a creek behind a gas station, soft light spread across the sky. We were there. I stepped out and waited for the magic to start.


Wearing a trucker hat and overalls, Granddad transformed into a master fisherman. His face glowed as he dipped his worn bucket into the green water and slowly pulled it up. Like a kid in awe of a magician, I gazed wide-eyed at the hundreds of minnows that swam inside.


Back then I was just a nine-year-old boy happy to be spending time with Grandpa. But years later, memories like that one would mean much more. They were lessons in living and manhood. They were touchstones that anchored me in values and faith. And one day, those moments with Granddad would save me from myself.


Some boys look to their fathers for direction. I had my mom’s dad. Where my father’s presence was scarce, my Granddad was my rock. He imparted wisdom like he sowed seeds in his garden. He planted the knowledge and waited for it to sprout.


Any time we spent together was an opportunity to teach. He schooled me in the importance of learning new things. “You can play anytime,” he would say in the accent that revealed traces of his West Virginia childhood. “Crack open a book and learn something.” As I watched him work on car engines in the yard, he would tell me how important it was to learn a trade: “That’s something no one can take away.” When I would trail him around our backyard garden and help him tend to the tomatoes and green beans, he would tell me about enjoying God’s blessings.


Then Granddad got sick. His pecan-colored skin turned pale. His hair, always dyed jet black, showed its true silver. I watched his body weaken and his fight for living slip away. Ten days before my fourteenth birthday, my Granddad died of prostate cancer. Losing him was like losing my compass. Everywhere I turned, I was lost. Not only did I no longer have a father figure in my life, I felt abandoned and alone. Suddenly, I was left to be a man on my own. Or at least that’s what I thought.


I turned my back on the lessons Granddad taught me and started making bad choices. I stopped going to church. My birthdays, because they fell right after yearly anniversaries of Granddad’s death, were painful reminders he was gone. So I stopped celebrating them.


One day, I looked at myself in the mirror and saw someone I didn’t know. My eyes looked cold and hard. My heart was ice. I knew I was at a turning point. I could keep following the path I was on and end up defeated or dead. Or I could choose the road to hope. Right then, my grandma said something that shook me to the bone: “Your Granddad would be heartsick to see you like this.” Softly at first and then louder, I could hear his voice in my ears: “Learn a trade. Crack open a book. Be a man who makes his family proud.” The lessons Granddad taught me as a child returned to lead me when I needed them most.


Turning things around was a process. I stopped hanging out. I started learning an automotive trade. Slowly, purposefully, I started to find my way.


Today, I’m a husband and father. I own my home and work hard six days a week as a detailer at a car dealership. I dream of one day owning my own business. I know Granddad would be proud.


I go to his grave sometimes and thank him for filling me with lessons that live on like his memory in my heart. At my house, I have a picture of Granddad. His eyes crinkle with joy as he smiles. It’s my reminder to be the kind of man he was.


~Kevin Price as told to Kelly Starling Lyons
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“You Didn’t Quit, Mommy, So Neither Did I”


Don’t worry that children never listen to you; worry that they are always watching you.


~Robert Fulghum


I truly thought that I might die that day. Had I not seen three bears and a few wolves over the last couple of days near the road, I might have just laid down and called it quits. What in the world was I thinking, dragging my bike up to Yellowstone and thinking I could ride from West Yellowstone to Old Faithful — in the snow, no less! A year ago I would never have believed it.


I don’t know what made me decide to change my life. One day in March, I just woke up tired of being fat. I was tired of feeling like my weight defined my whole existence. I wanted to play with my children and to be the kind of mother of whom they could be proud. I convinced my husband that our family could stand to get a little healthier and just like that it began.


I threw myself into discovering better ways to eat. I got all of the sugar and junk food out of the house and replaced it with fresh fruits and vegetables. For the first time in my life, I started to exercise every day. At first it was absolute torture. I kept the phone right by me, just in case I had a heart attack on my stationary bike. I told everyone I knew that I was getting healthy — my pride ensuring that because everyone would be watching, I would try harder. Amazingly, just like it is supposed to, the weight started to come off.


The change spread through my whole family. My husband, who hadn’t cycled in years, bought a new road bike and soon convinced me to join him. By June, he had signed me up to do a twenty-two mile charity ride with him. I was scared to death, but I ended up having a fantastic time. It felt so empowering to be in good enough shape to not only finish the ride, but to finish before more than half of the people riding.


Soon I was getting up to ride my bike early every morning. On Saturdays, my husband and I would get a babysitter and ride for a couple of hours. Imagine that! The girl who hated walking a quarter of a mile to school was trading date night at the IHOP for hours on a bike.


By August, I was sixty pounds lighter and in better shape than I had ever been. I coached my daughter’s soccer team and ran around doing drills with them. They got winded before I did. I could tell that my daughter was proud of me, and that was inspiration to keep going. Later that month, I completed a sixty-eight mile ride in a little less than five hours total time. Completing that ride was a dream come true and I thought that I could now do anything. Then came Yellowstone….


Had everything gone perfectly, it wouldn’t have been so bad. However, besides the weather, I wasn’t feeling well and had not eaten properly for such an effort. We had planned this trip for more than two months, though, and I wasn’t about to give up so easily. The first few miles were beautiful. Ten miles in, I started sucking wind. Fifteen miles and my legs felt like they were made of lead. By twenty miles, my lungs were burning and I felt like there was nothing left in the tank.


That’s when I turned around and saw my three children cheering me on in the van behind me. I knew then that I couldn’t quit. I tell my children all the time that just because something is hard doesn’t mean that you stop doing it. I had to live what I’d been preaching. That thought and a lot of prayer got me up that mountain and to the end of the ride. It took everything I had and then some, but I made it.


The importance of that ride was apparent after only a week. My eight-year-old daughter Emalee wanted to ride in a twelve mile breast cancer awareness ride. We told her it would not be easy, but we thought that she could do it. That day was cold as well. She was the youngest rider and I was already proud of her for even trying. About four miles into the ride, she started feeling the cold. The chill was making her muscles cramp a little and she began to struggle. By six miles, she had tears running down her face.


It broke my heart to see her suffering like that. I told her that she didn’t have to finish, that we could stop and call someone to pick us up. She said that she wouldn’t quit. I told her how I had wanted to quit the week before, but that prayer and perseverance had gotten me to the end and I knew that she could do it too.


I don’t remember much more of that ride — I was too busy praying for my little girl and trying to keep her safe and inspired. The look on her face as she pulled into the finish was priceless. She threw her arms around me and said “You didn’t quit, Mommy, so neither did I.” Everything I’d been through for the last seven months was worth it for that one moment when I realized that my daughter wanted to be like me, and for once, that was okay!


~Kimberlee Garrett
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Tools for Life


A child enters your home and for the next twenty years makes so much noise you can hardly stand it. The child departs, leaving the house so silent you think you are going mad.


~John Andrew Holmes


It was December when my father had to live the moment every dad dreads — times two. I, with my bachelor’s degree in hand, was officially and permanently leaving the nest for Connecticut. My sister, clutching her master’s degree, was heading off to New Jersey to start her new life.


And to make matters even worse, there was a long-time boyfriend waiting for each of us. Not only was my father losing both of his girls at once, he was losing them to other men. He had us hostage for the holidays, but after that, all bets were off. The clock was ticking.
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