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Introduction

We fashion children’s values one story at a time, one experience at a time. Knowing this, it’s my choice, while I’m still around, to spend the time with them that I can and not leave it to chance or television to teach them what’s important.

Violet George 

She’d heard it once too often—or so she thought. Your teenage daughter rolled her eyes as you launched into that story about when you were little. Now her little daughter sits on your lap and seems to actually want to hear the story! That’s one of the magic moments of being a grandparent. In fact, sometimes you are allies “against” that intervening generation. Those stories you tell are the repository of your family’s history, your family’s values and beliefs. Without you and your stories, families would be cast adrift, not knowing anything about themselves that would make them feel special, unique, valuable. Those stories allow each family member to become part of something bigger than themselves—a tradition. So, even if your children still roll their eyes as you begin yet another  story, persevere! Tell that story!

For centuries, people of all faiths often wrote two wills: one, a “real-estate” will, which detailed how someone’s tangible goods and properties would be divided, and the second, an “ethical” or “spiritual” will, which discussed the beliefs, traditions, rituals, practices and family values that person wanted to impart to those left behind.

Spiritual wills from medieval times often ran forty or fifty pages, filled with the minutiae of everyday life and with exhortations to pray daily for the soul of the departed.

In today’s world, we are more concerned with the well-being of our families and the continuance of the ethnic, religious and familial heritage, which we wish to pass on to them.

So many times we’ve heard regret, after the passing of a family member, that we “didn’t ask them more about our family background, about our family tree.” We need to capture those sweet stories, those family treasures, now, while we have a chance.

We’ve made it a practice in our families to videotape family members telling stories about family history. We discovered that they loved telling those old stories with great relish, often revealing aspects of themselves we had never known. Their storytelling reconnected us and reminded us of the value of our whole family and the many treasures hidden in their history.

Grandparents are the axle of the wheel of the family. So many people have told us of grandparents around whom their family seemed to coalesce: No holiday was complete unless the family gathered at the grandparents’ home. And many told us of missing grandparents and how, in their absence, the family struggled to find its center. For many families, grandparents are the “true North” by which the family’s moral compass finds its direction: We expect that our grandparents represent the values we  believe are most lasting, most dear and most dependable. 

Grandparents are alive and well in America. They are allies for grandchildren and have the time to really pay attention to little ones’ concerns. They provide child care that enables their sons and daughters to work to support their growing families. We had the opportunity to meet or hear about some really remarkable grandparents—for example, the Rodeo Grandmas of Ellensburg, Washington. These four ladies, aged sixty-five to eighty-nine, ride and rope and yodel their way into people’s hearts all over the West. During our research, we heard of Grandma Bonnie, the center of the Longaberger family, famous for their handmade baskets sold all over the world. It is her example, her values, the lessons about quality, self-reliance, building good relationships and building humor into every day that helped make it possible for her son, Dave Longaberger, to create a billion-dollar company and for her grandchildren to continue to build its success.

As we put this book together, reading the stories about countless grandparents, we found that children and grandchildren wrote about the values, the experiences, the humor and wisdom, the courage and surprising resilience of their grandparents. They did not write us about the size of their inheritance checks, or the estates of land and buildings and furniture that they had received. Instead, it was the humanness, the insights, the modeling of living by one’s values that filled their letters to us. Grandparents and grandchildren wrote of sweet experiences, of treasured moments, of key events that represented a summation of all that their family meant to them.

In preparing for this book, we read each story with grandmas’ and grandpas’ eyes and hearts. We were touched and enlightened by stories that opened up pictures in our minds of loyalty, honor, faith and the keeping of life’s commitments. We were inspired by stories of quiet  courage and wisdom acquired through toil and struggle. We were moved by stories of love expressed through being there, stepping up to the plate and doing what was right.

There are many kinds of grandmas and grandpas, from the kind we read about in stories with Norman Rockwell illustrations to incredibly active grandparents, flying all over, doing jobs they’d never consider retiring from, conquering the Internet and e-mail, and performing essential, irreplaceable services for their communities. Grandparents are living longer, doing more and refusing to accept any limitations. But they still make a difference, one at a time, for their grandchildren. In our highly mobile society, they may live far from their grandkids, but they so often serve as the anchor, the steadying point that helps give meaning and safety to those children’s lives. Some grandparents are courageously parenting their grandchildren— and we celebrate them.

Join us in celebrating grandparenthood through the power of a story. Let each story touch your heart, tickle your funny bone and open new topics to talk about in your family. Let these stories be the start of your own storytelling with your children and grandchildren.

Read them, savor them, one at a time. Read them aloud to family and others you love. And then pause and tell your own stories, one at a time.



1

THE JOYS
OF GRAND-PARENTING

It is remarkable how, overnight, a quiet mature lady can learn to sit cross-legged on the floor and play a tin drum, quack like a duck, sing all the verses of “The Twelve Days 
of Christmas,” make paper flowers, draw pigs and sew on the ears of severely-injured teddy bears.

Marlene Walkington Ferber 



Orange Cheeks

The reason grandparents and grandchildren get along so well is that they have a common enemy.

Sam Levinson 

Willie was six years old. He lived in the country. The phone rang, and Willie picked it up. He had a habit of breathing into the phone instead of talking.

“Hello, Willie,” his grandmother’s voice said to the breathing.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“I just knew, Willie. Willie, I want you to spend the night.”

“Oh, Grandma! I’ll get Momma!”

His mother took the phone, talked a while and hung up.

“Willie,” his mother said, “I never let you spend the night at your grandmother’s because you get in trouble.”

“I won’t get in trouble,” Willie burbled. He shone with excitement so his mother spoke quietly, seriously, “I don’t want to get a call tonight and have to drive thirty miles to pick you up.”

“No troubllllllllle,” he said.

“I’ll tell you this: Your grandmother can be difficult late in the day,” she went on. “She can be a bit of a grump.”

“I’ll be good. I promise.”

“Well, if there’s any trouble you won’t go overnight again for a year. Go up and pack your bag.”

Willie had won. He ran upstairs and put six T-shirts and a toothbrush in his bag.

He and his mother drove all the way into Cambridge. Willie loved Cambridge because all the houses were squeezed together. They drove around Harvard Yard, down Trowbridge Street and took a left on Leonard Avenue. The houses were all wooden triple-deckers, and his grandmother lived at number nine. They parked and Willie ran up the outside stairs, pushed the outside door open and pressed the buzzer inside.

Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzttt! The door wouldn’t open until his grandmother pressed another buzzer from the inside. It made a click, then the door unlocked. It was magic. Willie pushed the door in and stood at the bottom of the stairs. The stairs were narrow and dark and filled with the wonderful smells of his grandmother’s house. He could have spent the whole weekend right here, but his grandmother was standing at the head of the stairs calling him.

“Come on up, Willie.”

“Here I come, Grandmaaaaaaa,” he sang out.

He rushed up to the top and his grandmother leaned down for a hug. He kissed her on those wrinkled, crinkled cheeks. He loved those cheeks, but never said anything about them.

“You’ll be in the guest room upstairs,” his grandmother said. “There’s a prize up there for you.”

“Thank you, Grandmaaaaa,” he said, hurrying up the stairs. His mother’s voice caught up with him, “You remember what I said, Willie.”

“Don’t worry. No troublllllle.”

When Willie ran into the guest room he saw his grandmother had done something wonderful. She had pasted six large silver stars to the ceiling. He loved those.

The prize lay on the table. Two pieces of orange paper, a small pair of scissors, glue and a sharp pencil. Willie took the scissors and cut two circles from the paper and put glue on the back of the circles. He pasted the circles to his cheeks. Now he had orange cheeks.

Looking out the window he saw his mother driving off.

“Good-bye, Mommaaaaa,” he shouted with a victorious grin.

He ran downstairs and his grandmother said just the right thing: “Wonderful cheeks.”

“Thank you, Grandmaaa,” he smiled, jouncing his shoulders.

“We’ll have tea in the dining room, but first I’ll hang out wash and you’ll go on an errand to Mr. Murchison’s. You know him.”

“The fruit man.”

“Yes. He’s right next door. He’s expecting you. Get four pounds of bananas. Here’s a dollar. Do a good job.”

Willie went down the dark narrow stairs, the secret stairs, and on outside to the fruit store. He had never gone on an errand by himself before. He bravely stepped into the old-fashioned fruit store. Dark. The floor was dark and wooden and oily. Mr. Murchison stood there. He was older than the bananas. And he was curved like the bananas. “Hello, Willie,” he said in a long, dark voice. “Your grandmother told me you were coming. Nice to see you again.” He reached to the top of the banana rack. “I’ve got four pounds of bananas for you.”

Willie shook his head back and forth. “I don’t want those.”

“What’s the trouble?” Mr. Murchison asked.

“They’re rotten.”

“They’re not rotten,” moustached Murchison insisted, laughing. “They’re ripe. Best way to have ’em.”

“I want the yellow ones,” Willie said.

Mr. Murchison replaced the bananas and took yellow ones from the rack. “Someday you’ll know better,” he growled.

“Think I know better now,” Willie replied.

Mr. Murchison seemed to be chewing something distasteful. “I like your cheeks,” he finally grunted.

Willie looked up, “I like your cheeks, too.”

“Arrrrrrr.”

Willie took the bananas to the backyard where his grandmother was hanging clothes on the line. “Good for you, Willie. You’re a regular businessman. You go up and play till I finish, and we’ll have tea.”

Willie was a businessman! To him a businessman was someone who made pencil marks on the walls. Secret ones. But they were real. Willie went up and down the back stairway making small pencil marks. Then he decided to make a secret mark in the dining room.

He pushed a chair against the white wall in the dining room, stood on the chair, reached way up and started to make a tiny dot. Willie heard something. Terrified, he turned, “Grandma!” In his panic he made a scratch mark two feet long on the wall. “Oh, no. I have to go home now.” He tried to erase it, but that made it worse. He spat on his hands and tried to wipe the mark off. Now it was all over the wall. It was horrible. Now he was in trouble. He jumped off the chair and ran to the window. His grandmother was hanging the last few socks. He had to do something or he’d have to go home. Willie opened the drawer in the pantry and saw a hammer and two nails. He took them into the dining room. He pulled the dining-room cloth off the table and climbed onto the chair. He nailed the cloth to the wall. Now you couldn’t see the  scratch mark—but you could see the dining-room cloth.

His grandmother made the tea and put everything on a tray.

“Come on, Willie. We’ll have tea in the dining room.”

His head seemed to be sinking into his shoulders. “Let’s have the tea here,” he said.

“We always have tea in the dining room,” she said and went into the dining room alone.

“Willie, the dining-room cloth is not on the table,” she said curiously. Then, “Willie, the dining-room cloth is nailed to the wall.”

After a silence Willie said, “Which wall?”

“You come in and see which wall.”

Willie came slowly in. His head sank further into his shoulders. “Oh, that wall,” Willie said. “I nailed it to that wall.”

Suddenly, he began to shake. His whole body trembled, and he burst out crying. “Now I have to go home.” He was crying so hard the tears ran down onto his orange paper cheeks. He began to rub the cheeks, and the paper was shredding. That overwhelmed his grandmother. “Willie!” she said, rushing over, kneeling down to hold him. She was crying now, and her tears were falling onto his orange paper cheeks. She held him close, then breathed deeply, saying, “Willie, look at the two of us; this is absurd. It’s all right.”

“No, it isn’t,” Willie sobbed. “Now I have to go home. I can’t come for a whole year.”

“You don’t have to go home,” she said, standing and straightening her dress. “It’s perfectly all right.”

“No, it isn’t,” Willie persisted. “Momma says late in the day you’re a grump.”

His grandmother’s eyes opened rather wide. “Hmmmmm, she does, does she?” His grandmother’s lips pursed in thought for what seemed forever. “Well! I’ll tell  you this, Willie, your mother’s no prize either.”

They sat down at the table. “Now we’ll have tea, and then we’ll take care of the wall. How many sugars, Willie?” 

“Five.”

“One,” she corrected.

The tea seemed to calm his whole body.

His grandmother took the hammer and pulled out the nails. She put the cloth on the table, saying, “I’ll sew the holes up another time. For now we’ll put a bowl of fruit over one hole and flowers on the other. Your mother will never know.” Then his grandmother put putty in the nail holes, and she and Willie painted over the scratch mark.

In three hours, the paint was dry and the mark gone. “Now your mother won’t know about this,” she said with assurance. “It’s our secret.”

“She’ll know,” Willie pouted. “She always knows.”

“She’s my daughter. She won’t know.”

“She’s my mother. She’ll know!”

The next morning Willie was scared to death as his mother came up the dark, secret stairs. The three of them would have tea before leaving.

They sat at the dining table drinking tea. Willie was quiet as long as he could be. Finally, he looked at his mother and said, “Don’t pick the bowl of fruit up.”

“Why would I pick the bowl of fruit up?” she asked.

An extraordinary look of total innocence filled his face, “I don’t knoooow.”

Tea continued, and Willie was staring at the wall.

“What are you staring at?” his mother said.

“The wall,” Willie replied. “It’s a nice wall.”

“Ahh!” his mother sighed. “There was trouble. What was the trouble?”

Defeated, Willie said, “Tell the trouble, Grandma.”

“Well, there was trouble. The trouble was we didn’t have enough time. Is that what you mean, Willie?”

“That’s what I mean,” he bounced.

A few minutes later his grandmother stooped over at the top of the stairs, and Willie kissed her on those wrinkled, crinkled cheeks. And then he and his mother went down the dark, narrow stairway with the wonderful smells. His mother didn’t know what had happened. It was a secret.

When he got home Willie ran up to his room, unzipped his bag and took out the orange paper. He cut two circles and put them in an envelope with a note saying, “Dear Grandma. Here’s orange cheeks for you. Love Willie.”

Jay O’Callahan 



I Love You, Grandma

“I love you, Grandma,” said the child, 

Grandma said, “I love you, too.”

“I love you more,” said the little child, 

“I love you more than you.”

“Well, that’s an awful lot of love,”

Said Grandma then, and smiled.

“I love you, Grandma, most of all,”

More loudly said the child.

“Well, I love you back as much and more,”

Grandma smiled again.

“No, Grandma, you don’t understand, 

I can’t love you the ‘mostest’ then.”

Two tiny arms reach out to squeeze, 

Grandma had no further words.

Such love directly akin to God’s, 

Unconditional and unreserved.

Virginia (Ginny) Ellis 



Everybody Knows Everybody

If you look for a way to lend a hand, you will be lifting yourself as well.

Source Unknown 

Today was a special day, the type of day that restores a faith of sorts.

And in that faith I found a lesson, taught to me by my six-year-old son, Brandon.

I watched him at the kitchen table carefully packing his lunch bag. I was going to take him along with me to work. As he put it, “I’m going to be a worker-man.”

Carefully laid out before him was an arrangement of everything he required to get him through the day—a small coloring book, crayons, a small box of Smarties, a blueberry muffin, an egg-salad “samich” (as he called it) and three small Easter eggs.

To know Brandon is to understand that time has no meaning. I was running late and implored Brandon to “hurry up!” (I’m sure he feels the watch is a confidence trick, invented by the Swiss.)

Hurry he did. In fact, he forgot his well-packed lunch, a mistake I was painfully aware of on the forty-minute drive  to town. He admonished me several times, saying, “Dad, you made me rush. Now I have no lunch.” He changed the words over the duration of the scolding, but the meaning remained the same, “I need a lunch because you made me forget mine.”

I purchased a sandwich and another muffin at a restaurant in town. Satisfied, he carried the bag to the van, and soon his mutinous thoughts of “no lunch, no work” vanished.

We arrived at a small bungalow in the suburbs of Kingston (Ontario, Canada). Our job: to install indoor-outdoor carpet on the porch and steps.

I rang the doorbell. I could hear the deadbolt being released, then the handle-lock and security chain. The door swung slowly open revealing an old, thin man. He looked ill. His white hair covered his head in patches. The powder-blue shirt hung from his shoulders as though on a hanger—his belt, several sizes too big.

I smiled, asking if he was Mr. Burch.

“Yes. Are you here to do the porch and steps?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Okay, I will leave this door open.”

“Okay, I will get to work.”

“Do you have a ‘flidge’?” blurted Brandon. The old man looked down at Brandon, who extended his lunch.

“Yes, I do. Do you know where to find the fridge?”

“Yes, I do,” said Brandon, walking past the man. “It’s in the kitchen.”

I was about to suggest to Brandon that he was being too bold by walking in, but before I could, the old man held his finger to his lips, gesturing it was okay.

“He’ll be all right. He can’t get into anything at all. Does he really help you?”

I nodded yes. Brandon returned, asking, in his most elf-like voice, “Do you have a coloring book?”

Again, I was about to suggest to Brandon that he was perhaps being bold. I extended my hand, beckoning him outside. The old man grasped my hand feebly. He looked at Brandon.

“Your father tells me you help him.”

“Yes. I’m a worker-man,” Brandon replied with pride.

I looked down, adding, “Apparently his job today is to keep the customer busy.”

The old man looked at Brandon and released my hand, a faint smile appearing.

“Maybe you could do some work and show me how to color?”

With a most serious look, Brandon asked, “Dad, will you be okay?”

“Will Mr. Burch be okay?” I answered.

“We will be fine. We will be right here at the table. Come help me get out the book, worker-man.”

I walked to the truck, returning with material and my notepad in time to hear Brandon comment, “You have already colored in this book. You are a good colorer.”

“No, I didn’t color these pictures. My grandchildren did.”

“What are grandchildren?” Brandon asked curiously.

“They are my children’s children. I am a grandfather.”

“What’s a grandfather?”

“Well, when you grow up and get married, then have children of your own, your dad will be a grandpa. Then your mother will be a grandma. They will be grandparents. Do you understand?”

Brandon paused. “Yes, Grandpa.”

“Oh, I don’t think I’m your grandpa,” the old man suggested.

Brandon rubbed his hair from his eyes. Studying the crayons, he selected one and continued to color.

Brandon said, “Everybody knows everybody, you know?”

“Well, I’m not sure they do. Why do you say that?” The old man looked curiously at Brandon, who was diligently coloring.

“We all comed from God. He made us all. We are fambily.” 

“Yes, God made everything,” the old man confirmed.

“I know,” said Brandon in a lighthearted voice. “He told me.”

I had never heard Brandon talk of such things before, other than one time when we had gone to church to watch a Christmas play. While waiting for the play to start, Brandon had asked which door God would be coming through and if he would be sitting with us.

“He told you?” The old man was clearly curious.

“Yes, he did. He lives up there.” Brandon pointed to the ceiling, looking up with reverence. “I b-member being there and talking to him.”

“What did he say to you?” The old man placed his crayon on the table, focusing on Brandon.

“He said we are all fambily.” Brandon paused, then added logically, “So you’re my grandpa.”

The old man looked to me through the screen door. He smiled. I was embarrassed that he saw me watching them. He told Brandon to keep coloring; he was going to check on the job.

The old man made his way slowly to the door. Opening it, he stepped onto the porch.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“It’s going okay,” I said. “I won’t be long.” The old man smiled slightly.

“Does the boy have a grandfather?”

I paused. “No, he doesn’t. They were gone when he was born. He has a nanny, you know, a grandmother, but she is frail and not well.”

“I understand what you’re saying. I have cancer. I’m not long for this Earth, either.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Burch. I lost my mother to cancer.”

He looked at me with tired, smiling eyes. “Every boy needs a grandfather,” he said softly.

I agreed, adding, “It’s just not in the cards for Brandon.”

The old man looked back to Brandon, who was coloring vigorously. Turning back to me, he asked, “How often do you come to town, Son?”

“Me?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“I come in almost every day.”

The old man looked back to me. “Perhaps you could bring Brandon by from time to time, when you’re in the area that is, for thirty minutes or so. What do you think?”

I looked in at Brandon. He had stopped coloring and was listening to us. “Could we, Dad? We are fliends. We can have lunch together.”

“Well, if it’s okay with Mr. Burch.”

The old man opened the door, returning to the table. Brandon slid from his chair and walked to the fridge. “It’s lunch time, Grandpa. I got enough for both of us.” Brandon returned to the table. He removed the contents from the paper bag. “Do you have a knife?” asked Brandon.

The old man started to get up.

“I can find it. Tell me where to look,” instructed Brandon.

“The butter knives are next to the corner of the counter, in the drawer.”

“Found it!”

Brandon returned to the table. He unwrapped his muffin. With the care of a diamond-cutter, he cleaved two perfect portions. Brandon placed one portion on the plastic the muffin was wrapped in. He pushed it toward Mr. Burch.

“This is yours.” He carefully unwrapped the sandwich  next and cut it in half. “This is yours, too. We have to eat the samich first. Mom says.”

“Okay,” replied Mr. Burch.

“Do you like juice, Brandon?”

“Yep, apple juice.”

Mr. Burch walked slowly to the fridge. He removed a can of apple juice and poured two small glasses. He placed one in front of Brandon. “This is yours.”

“Thank you, Grandpa.” Brandon punctuated his eating with questions to Mr. Burch and fits of coloring.

“Do you play hockey, Brandon?”

“Yep,” said Brandon, studying the end of his sandwich before biting into it. “Dad took me, Tyler and Adam in the wintertime.”

“Years ago,” Mr. Burch started, “I used to play for a Senior-A-team. I was almost ready to play for the NHL, but I was never called up. I did play once with a man who was called up, though. He was fine player. Bill Moore. That was his name.”

My heart leapt to my throat. “Tutter Moore?” I asked through the screen.

The old man was startled. He looked at me. “Yes, that’s him . . . was called up to Boston a few times. You’ve heard of him?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice cracking. “You’re eating lunch with his grandson.”

The old man looked back to Brandon. He stared for a few moments. Brandon looked innocently at Mr. Burch.

“Yes . . . I see now. He looks very much like Tutter. And the nanny is Lillian?”

“Yes,” I replied.

The old man clasped Brandon’s hand.

“Brandon, I owe you an apology. You were right, and I was wrong. Everybody does know everybody.”

Lea MacDonald 



The Antique

My six-year-old granddaughter stares at me as if she is seeing me for the first time. “Grandma, you are an antique,” she says. “You are old. Antiques are old. You are my antique.”

I am not satisfied to let the matter rest there. I take out Webster’s Dictionary and read the definition to Jenny. I explain, “An antique is not only just old; it’s an object existing since or belonging to earlier times . . . a work of art . . . a piece of furniture. Antiques are treasured,” I tell Jenny as I put away the dictionary. “They have to be handled carefully because they sometimes are very valuable.”

According to various customs laws, in order to be qualified as an antique, the object has to be at least one hundred years old.

“I’m only sixty-seven,” I remind Jenny.

We look around the house for other antiques besides me. There is a bureau that was handed down from one aunt to another and finally to our family. “It’s very old,” I tell Jenny. “I try to keep it polished, and I show it off whenever I can. You do that with antiques.” When Jenny gets older and understands such things, I might also tell her  that whenever I look at the bureau or touch it, I am reminded of the aunt so dear to me who gave me the bureau as a gift. I see her face again, though she is no longer with us. I even hear her voice and recall her smile. I remember myself as a little girl leaning against this antique, listening to one of her stories. The bureau does that for me.

There is a picture on the wall purchased at a garage sale. It is dated 1867. “Now that’s an antique,” I boast. “Over one hundred years old.” Of course it is marked up and scratched and not in very good condition. “Sometimes age does that,” I tell Jenny. “But the marks are good marks. They show living, being around. That’s something to display with pride. In fact, sometimes, the more an object shows age, the more valuable it can become.” It is important that I believe this for my own self-esteem.

Our tour of antiques continues. There is a vase on the floor. It has been in my household for a long time. I’m not certain where it came from, but I didn’t buy it new. And then there is the four-poster bed, sent to me forty years ago from an uncle who slept in it for fifty years.

The one thing about antiques, I explain to Jenny, is that they usually have a story. They’ve been in one home and then another, handed down from one family to another, traveling all over the place. They’ve lasted through years and years. They could have been tossed away, or ignored, or destroyed or lost. But instead, they survived.

For a moment Jenny looks thoughtful. “I don’t have any antiques but you,” she says. Then her face brightens. “Could I take you to school for show-and-tell?”

“Only if I fit into your backpack,” I answer.

And then her antique lifted her up and embraced her in a hug that would last through the years.

Harriet May Savitz 



Magic Snowball Time

If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement and mystery of the world we live in.

Source Unknown 

Every fall, when the frost first played freeze tag with the grass, Papa would come to our house. He would shuffle in, his soft, shiny leather shoes dancing across Momma’s sunflower-yellow-tiled kitchen floor. All six of us kids knew why he was there. First frost meant magic snowball time.

Papa only came to our house once a year. He and Granny lived in an apartment upstairs from an old neighborhood corner store in the big city. Papa said they lived there to be close to the old-fashioned penny candy counter in the store.

We went to see Papa, Granny and that penny candy counter every Saturday. Unless, of course, the first frost fell on a Saturday. The first frost always meant that Papa was coming to see us.

Papa would bring an old battered coal shovel and an old-fashioned ice chest with him. He’d hustle all six of us kids out to the backyard. Then, he’d start digging and talking. He always worked as he talked.

Papa would tell us how he’d lived with the gypsies before he’d met Granny. He’d tell us about life on the road with the carnival. He’d show us magic tricks and tell us strange but true tales of gypsy powers. Then, Papa would start talking about the importance of the magic snowbank. 

We’d gather around him and listen like we were supposed to, but never did, in church. He would tell us how some folks believed that if you wanted a good snowy winter, you always had to save a little snow from the winter before and put it into the magic snowbank. Then, he’d let us each have a turn digging.

The dirt would fly, as we steadily took turns digging down into the earth. We could smell the last barbequed breezes of summer, and the newly fallen leaves of autumn. Sometimes, we’d all swear that we’d smelled the peppermint, candy cane, gingerbread house and poinsettia fragrances of Christmas wafting out of that hole.

Papa would tell us how some folks believed that you have to give to the earth if you want it to give to you. He’d talk about how any good farmer knows that you can’t expect to reap a harvest without planting seeds. Our snow seeds were in his old ice chest.

Soon enough, Papa would open that old ice chest. We’d crowd around it with the same amount of wonder every year. Inside, Papa would have seven perfect magic snowballs. There was always one for him, and one for each of us kids.

We’d wait politely, but impatiently as he passed them out. We could never hold them for long, as Papa said it wouldn’t work if we were selfish. We didn’t want to melt the snow and have nothing to offer the earth.

We would solemnly place our snowballs into the hole, quickly, if still a bit reluctantly. There’s not a child I’ve ever known that didn’t want to throw a snowball once it was placed into his or her hands. We weren’t any different. We just knew that we had to give our snowballs to the earth. Our snowballs were magic. Our snowballs were the seeds for the magic snowbank.

Papa would cover our magic snowbank with the dirt that we’d shoveled out of the hole. We’d all hold hands and sing Christmas carols, as Papa buried our magic snowballs.

Then, Papa would wipe his hands on his pants and smile.

“Well, we’ve planted our magic snowballs on the day of the first frost, kids. It’s up to the magic snowbank now,” he’d say.

When the first snow came, as it did every winter, all six of us would run out into the yard and catch snowflakes on our tongues and in our mittens. We’d taste the tickly, shivery delight of falling ice stars. We’d examine the crystal beauty of bright white, frosty flakes on dark, warmmittens.

It was all Papa’s magic, and we were a part of it. We would dance and hug and giggle and grin and sing, all six of us together. We never quarreled or argued on the day the first snow fell. We were too pleased with ourselves.

We knew we were magic. The first snow reminded us of Papa, the first frost and our magic snowbank deep within the earth. We knew we had a secret all our own. We had helped the snow to fall once again. We were snow farmers, and to us, first frost meant magic snowball time.

I’m all grown up now. Still, I’ll tell you a secret. My family carries on Papa’s magic. We have a magic snowbank in our backyard. Think of us when the first snow flies . . . as I think of my Papa and hope that someday my grandchildren will think of me.

Colleen Madonna Flood Williams 
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One Finger

Some things have to be believed to be seen.

Ralph Hodgson 

“Mom, you should put some of your things away. Baby-proof this house,” stated our oldest son Mark as he lumbered up the stairs followed by his wife, Kim, and fifteen-month-old Hannah.

Visiting for the Thanksgiving holiday, he finished unloading the luggage and took it to the guest room downstairs. After driving all day from Salt Lake to Ft. Collins, his temper showed.

“That one-finger rule may work with the twins, but it’ll never work with Hannah,” he insisted.

When my three granddaughters were born four months apart and the twins moved into our house at eight months, my close friend offered me her secret to entertaining grandchildren with few mishaps.

“Teach them the ‘one-finger rule.’” All of her five grandchildren learned it at a young age. The success of the method surprised me.

I picked up my granddaughter and said, “Well, Mark, you just watch.” I hugged her and walked all around the great room.

“Hannah, you may touch anything in this room you want. But, you can only use one finger.”

I demonstrated the technique by touching my forefinger to the African sculpture on the mantel. Hannah followed my example.

“Good girl. Now what else would you like to touch?”

She stretched her finger toward another object on the mantel. I allowed her to touch everything in sight—plants, glass objects, TV, VCR, lamps, speakers, candles and artificial flowers. If she started to grab, I gently reminded her to use one finger. She always obeyed.

But, Hannah, an only child, possessed a more adventurous personality. Her father predicted it would prevent her from accepting the one-finger rule.

During their four-day stay, we aided Hannah in remembering the one-finger rule. She learned quickly. I only put away the things that might prove to be a danger to a child. Otherwise, we watched her closely, and nothing appeared to suffer any damage. Besides, “things” can be replaced.

A few fingerprints on glass doors, windows and tables remained after Hannah and her family returned home. I couldn’t bring myself to clean them for days. Each one reminded me of some wonderful experience with Hannah. 

Months later, my husband and I drove to Salt Lake, and I watched Mark and Kim continue to practice the one-finger rule. But I refrained from saying, “I told you so.” Yet, I smiled inwardly each time they prodded Hannah to touch with “one finger.”

Mark, a salesman, always gave a packet of gifts to his potential clients. The night before we returned home, Mark sat on the floor stuffing gifts into their packets.

Hannah helped.

Then she picked up one gift, held it in her hand as if it were a fragile bird, and walked toward me. At my knee, her beautiful blue eyes looked into mine. She stretched her prize to me and said, “One finger, Nana!”

Linda Osmundson 



Little Marie

Learning sleeps and snores in libraries, but wisdom is everywhere, wide awake, on tiptoe.

Josh Billings 

I have a great brood of grown children, many who have scattered to the far corners. We call frequently, and I send letters stuffed with coupons for diapers, baby food and things. In return, Papa and I get sent silly pictures of our growing grandchildren or crayon drawings done in school.

We love the photos and the artwork, but miss being able to go to their soccer games, dance recitals and birthday parties.

Last summer we planned a large family reunion. Finally, we’d be able to gather all our wonderful grandchildren together.

Our youngest son arrived with our youngest granddaughter. Marie was three with chubby cheeks just begging to be pinched. My daughter-in-law, well-meaning as she was, pushed Marie toward us. “Give Grandma and Grandpa kisses hello,” she said.

Marie looked panicked and ducked behind her mom’s legs. She held on tightly despite our daughter-in-law’s urges to give us a hug and kiss. After a moment, I said that maybe Marie would like to kiss us another time, when she was more familiar with us. Our daughter-in-law, embarrassed, agreed that this might be better.

Throughout the reunion week Marie continued to hide whenever her mom asked her to give us a kiss. It pained me that my own granddaughter was afraid of me. Marie’s behavior reinforced the loneliness I felt from being so far away from my children and grandchildren.

The week came to an end, and our son prepared to leave for the airport. I knew my daughter-in-law would try one final time to get Marie to kiss us. I wanted our good-byes to be happy so I decided to try something different.

Before my daughter-in-law could insist upon a kiss, I told her that I needed to say a special good-bye to Marie.

I bent over and stared right into Marie’s eyes. We stared good and long until finally I had to stand up.

“What was that all about?” asked my son.

Still looking at Marie’s pensive little face I said, “Our eyeballs kissed.”

Slowly, Marie’s face began to transform. A grin split from ear to ear and she laughed. Then she ran to me and gave me a big hug. “Silly Gramma,” she whispered in my ear. “I’ll miss you.”

We’ll miss her, too.

Angela D’Valentine 



Raising My Sights

Whatever is going on is just a reflection of ourselves back to us, so that we can see ourselves more clearly.

Arnold Datent 

My six-year-old granddaughter, Caitlynd, and I stopped at a Tim Horton’s donut shop for a blueberry muffin. As we were going out the door, a young teenage boy was coming in.

This young man had no hair on the sides of his head and a tuft of blue spiked hair on top of it. One of his nostrils was pierced, and attached to the hoop that ran through the hole was a chain that draped across his face and attached to a ring he was wearing in his ear. He held a skateboard under one arm and a basketball under the other.

Caitlynd, who was walking ahead of me, stopped in her tracks when she saw the teen. I thought he’d scared the dickens out of her, and she’d frozen on the spot.

I was wrong.

My Grandangel backed up against the door and opened it as wide as it would go. Now I was face to face with the  young man. I stepped aside and let him pass. His response was a gracious, “Thank you very much.”

On our way to the car, I commended Caitlynd for her manners in holding open the door for the young man. She didn’t seem to be troubled by his appearance, but I wanted to make sure. If a grandmotherly talk about freedom of self-expression and allowing people their differences was in order, I wanted to be ready.

As it turned out, the person who needed the talk was me.

The only thing Caitlynd noticed about the teen was the fact that his arms were full. “He woulda had a hard time to open the door.”

I saw the partially shaved head, the tuft of spiked hair, the piercings and the chain. She saw a person carrying something under each arm and heading toward a closed door.

In the future, I hope to get down on her level and raise my sights.
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