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10 GREATEST GIFTS


Living and Leading from the Heart


We believe the most powerful force for positive change in the world is within ourselves. The 10 Greatest Gifts Project offers programs, products, and additional tools to help families, organizations, and communities discover and release that power.


Want More Information?


For more information regarding the 10 Greatest Gifts Project, see thie page.


We Love to Hear Your Stories


Nothing brightens our day quite so much as hearing your stories. With your permission we would like to share your experiences with other readers around the country through our 10 Greatest Gifts newsletter or in future books. Please call us at 800-569-1877 or write to: P.O. Box 5301, Denver, CO 80217.





Introduction
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I knew I had to write this book almost as soon as my first book, The 10 Greatest Gifts I Give My Children, was published in September 1993. Hundreds and then thousands of calls and letters started pouring into my office. Many of the most touching and meaningful were accounts from people who reported that their greatest gifts were not what they had given to children but what they had received from children.


Some readers found life-altering messages in a simple pair of red socks or a child’s kiss or two used horseshoes. Lessons about life were found in the middle of a toddler tussle or a full-blown teenage rebellion. For many, inspiration came at the moment of birth; for others, at the time of a young person’s death.


All of the stories chosen for inclusion here depict both powerful and tender episodes when lives stood still for a moment as a child created a new realm of thought or action. The book is rich with diversity and cross-generational ties. Stories have come from mothers and fathers, grandparents, aunts and uncles, teachers, youth leaders, baby-sitters—and even from children themselves. Their messages are about the truth, wonderment, and simple, pure wisdom that come from the hearts of children. All the stories illustrate an understanding of what life and family and community are truly about.


My own daughters, Emmy and Ali, are thirteen and eleven now, and I have finally come to realize that they are—and always have been—my greatest teachers. They constantly create a challenging “classroom” for me in which I can learn and grow when I am willing to unwrap and treasure the gifts they offer. Clearly children are our bridge to the future. But could they also be our bridge to the past? We’ve spent centuries looking for the fabled fountain of youth; maybe it’s located right down the hall.


I have learned that through our children we can discover how to restore our own childlike sense of wonder. Equally as important, however, is to learn not to stifle our children’s essence but instead to encourage and nurture it. Even with the best of intentions in the world, adults often destroy the innocence and joy of childhood. Or as a good friend of mine once said, “Children do what’s natural until we teach them what’s normal.”


I also know that kids can be a hassle. There are many tough and trying moments. They make mistakes as they learn and grow. They constantly “push our buttons” and test our limits. Of course they are a responsibility, but they provide us with many wonderful opportunities to see the world through their eyes, to relearn life’s most important lessons, and to share the wisdom that seems to come so naturally to them. When we take full advantage of the gifts our children offer us, problems tend to fade away and families blossom.


I am grateful to the many people who have shared the wisdom and beauty of the gifts their children have given to them at the most meaningful moments of their lives. Their stories have enhanced my life, and I hope that you, too, will sip from this book as you would savor a fine wine, for in it are the truths of the universe and the finest expressions of love we may ever know—straight from the hearts and souls of children.


—Steven W. Vannoy





CHAPTER ONE



Unwrapping the Gifts
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Then a Superhero Comes Along


Debbie Frampton


Levittown, New York


As a preschooler I wanted to be able to move faster than a speeding bullet or leap tall buildings in a single bound, just for the fun of it. In elementary school, when the other kids bullied me, I wished I could spit tiny sticky webs out of my fingers like Spiderman to wrap them up and keep them out of my face. As a teenager I wanted to twirl around three times and have a body to die for like Wonder Woman.


During college I got married and gained a fresh appreciation for superpowers. I would have jumped into the nearest phone booth if I knew I could do a quick change like Superman, to dissect literature and compose brilliant works of undergraduate profundity in a flash. Mostly I needed something to hang on to my extra-mile mentality and leap the barriers keeping me from being all that I could be—by turns a domestic goddess, a woman of substance, a sex kitten, a natural woman, a woman of the ’90s, a woman on the go, “every woman.”


Who was every woman? Certainly not me. When I was a domestic goddess I dropped into bed mumbling, “Not tonight, honey, I need a catnap.” And when I was feeling frisky, my husband would have to shove half-folded clothes off the bed onto the floor to get the job done. It took me an hour to look like a natural woman, and even one thousand sit-ups a day and silicone wouldn’t give me a body like Wonder Woman.


When I had my first daughter, Tatum, I had a clear idea of what to expect because I’d read a lot and watched a lot of TV during my twenty-seven years. There would be sleepless nights, stretch marks, and sagging body parts. What I didn’t know was that along with all those things, my baby would bring me a gift I’d been wanting all my life: a superpower. I began noticing my new superpower during Tatum’s first few days of life. This tiny little bundle of baby nuzzling against me nursing filled me with more contentment than I had ever felt. By the time Tatum was five months old, my whole perspective on life had changed due to my new superpower.


You see, Tatum had given me X-ray vision. She’d smile up at me with her shiny eyes, and I could see right through all of my vain ambition to be “every woman.”


It was my perception of what “every woman” was that had blurred my vision. This little spirit who reached for me and touched my face with her little fingers gave me the ability to see that a natural woman is an attitude, not a trend.


So I didn’t have the body of Wonder Woman. Oh, well. So I couldn’t accomplish tasks faster than a speeding bullet. Big deal. So my house got cluttered, and I didn’t wear leather teddies. So what? A woman of the ’90s didn’t have to be everything to everyone. A woman of substance didn’t have to conform to clichés about what women should be.


This superpower was inside me all along, and I didn’t even know it until Tatum came along.
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Children, whether our own or those we encounter along our way, create an exhilarating new opportunity for our own transformation and growth. They offer us the chance to learn the lessons we missed before: of how to live, love, play, and forgive.


Their marvelous sense of wonder and sheer excitement in living remind me to look at each new day, even every minute, with a renewed enthusiasm.


Their innate sense of love and compassion and acceptance inspire me to engage in life at a new, expanded level.


Their love of learning and their courage to keep trying encourage me to keep asking, keep daring, and always take one more step toward my goal.


Their natural instinct to forgive reminds me to let go of old, negative patterns and actions.


The sheer beauty and magic of children’s true essence give me the only reason I need to greet every day as another peek into the magic and mystery we call life.


When we respond to the opportunities that children provide, we can learn to reengage in life, to get unstuck from doing things the same old way, repeating old miseries, keeping ourselves deprived of hope and dreams.


Grandparents particularly understand this. Across the country, they tell me almost in unison that a grandchild brings a new spark of life and love into their lives, a second chance to be renewed, to make a difference in the world. Children give us one of the most precious gifts we can ever receive—an invitation to learn and grow and bloom ourselves in a classroom unlike any we’ve ever known.


What if in this classroom you could explore learning in a whole new way? No tests? No lists? No meaningless homework? And where there’s always an opportunity for another chance and no failure because you always proceed at your own pace.


What about an education with no tuition, no commuting, no schedules, no degree requirements?


What about a school where you can have recess all day long if you want—and the teacher plays and celebrates right along with you?


What about a teacher who is fun and forgiving, and a class-room where you can look into the teacher’s eyes and find love and acceptance unmatched by any other guide on earth?


What about a learning space where you can let your spirit soar, where you don’t have to stay quiet, where your ideas and feelings and needs count, where you can laugh and sing and dance and love as much as you want?


What about an education that will result in your evolution, transformation, and growth, that will allow your children to keep their essence, that will empower you to learn to love?


And what if, above all else, the lessons you learn offer you a code of life, a reason for living?


And a Little Child Shall Lead Them


Karen Rae Franklin


Chandler, Arizona


“Thank you, Lord, for this gift of a child. Now I can get on with my life . . . and drink again.”


This was my prayer as my newborn was laid in my arms. Looking down at this tiny life, he miraculously appeared to be fine.


I had had dreams of becoming a stewardess, a wife, a mother—and perhaps someday I would write children’s stories. I don’t recall wanting to be an alcoholic. At the age of twelve, with the innocence of a child and the curiosity of a teenager, I picked up my first drink. It wasn’t my last and marked the beginning of the nightmare I lived the next half of my life.


Now twenty-four and eight months sober, I remembered the day I learned I was pregnant. Well-meaning friends, family, and loved ones suggested I end the pregnancy. There was no way I could bring a healthy child into the world in my condition. My hands quaked and my body wracked in shakes as it screamed for alcohol. Doctors asked how in the world I would hold and feed a baby. I wondered the same thing.


I bargained with God for the duration of my pregnancy, begging and pleading with Him to give me a beautiful, healthy child. I promised I would never drink again if He would just grant me this one request. And when it turned out eight months later that God had kept His end of the bargain, I somehow felt that I had won. I couldn’t wait to get home and get on with life. I could drink again!


But sometime in the early morning hours, my crying newborn was laid in my arms. Nurses told me he was irritable and that maybe I could calm him. Cradling him to my breast I was able to do so. I drifted off to sleep, with rest eluding me as thoughts of drinking crowded my mind. I heard a baby crying in the background and thought to myself, That poor baby . . . someone should pick him up.


It seemed as if hours had passed when I was awakened again, this time by doctors. My little one had been transferred to the intensive care nursery because he had a fever and was extremely irritable. I lay there tossing and turning, not knowing what to do, consumed with fear. I had purposely skipped reading “those pages” when preparing for childbirth. I now wondered if the screams I had heard earlier were those of my child.


When I could stand it no longer, I tiptoed down the hall in search of the nursery. Little did I know that what I would see would change the course of my life forever. Tiny babies, some very sick, others barely hanging on to life, filled the nursery. In the middle was my son, still beautiful and so big in comparison to the others. Motherly instinct drew me to him. I looked down and saw that IVs poked him from head to toe. His little body was bruised and pierced, surely because of me. I stood there crying desperately, thinking, My God, what have I done?


For a moment the world stood still. All the people who had tried so desperately to help me realize a life of sobriety flashed before my eyes. I saw myself as I really was, selfish and self-centered. For the first time in my twenty-four years I saw life as a precious gift.


Doctors never did determine what was wrong with my son in those early morning hours following his birth. But I knew: There was something wrong with me. Two births occurred that day—mine and his. Thirteen sober years later, I still thank God each day for this child who gave me life—the greatest gift of all.
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Heed this warning all ye who enter here! This is not a classroom for the faint of heart or spirit. It is a place with a few very strict requirements—ones that will involve courage, risk-taking, painful discoveries, healing, forgiveness, change, tears, messes and smells and bruises, and, yes, some sleepless nights.


To learn the lessons taught in this classroom we must be willing to take responsibility for ourselves and open up to new ideas, new patterns. When we have children, we embark on a journey where there’s no turning back even though we don’t know the destination. While this can be a tough journey, if we’re willing to step into this classroom with our eyes and ears and hearts wide open, children can, as the saying goes, “teach us to dance as if nobody is watching, to work as if we don’t need the money, and to love as if we’ve never been hurt.”


It was a day that mounting evidence of aging plagued both my body and mind. My knees still hurt after hiking down the steep trail in our valley the day before, my hair was receding and thinning, and my energy level was not up to par. In my office I stared blankly at my computer screen, struggling with every word.


Suddenly Emmy and Ali poked their heads through the door, baseball gear in hand. “Let’s play some ball,” they chorused.


My voice was weary. “I’m pretty tired, but I’ll give it a few minutes.” I might be aging, I thought, but at least I am not intractable.


Within ten minutes I was playing baseball in a field near our house with the girls and Wister, our black Labrador retriever. Between pitches, Emmy pointed at the late afternoon sky, rapidly changing from pinks to purples to grays and dark blues. Ali noticed the lake two hundred feet below us—its reflection a shimmering copy of the sky but in even softer tones.


I started to look around, too. After a brief afternoon shower, endless varieties of wild flowers and grasses were especially vibrant in shades of yellow, red, lavender, and green. The air was fresh and fragrant. A buckskin-colored doe and her fawn were grazing at the mouth of our wooded valley, not more than three hundred feet away.


We were getting silly. Ali started it with rhymes about the funny-looking batter. Emmy added nonsensical rhymes of her own and physical antics to match. We had been chasing the long fly balls ourselves, but eventually we got too giddy even to run. We asked Wister to retrieve our long hits. He would wait patiently for the crack of the bat, then tear out to pick up each ball and faithfully deposit it at the pitcher’s feet. He loved getting in on the game.


Evening arrived too soon. The colors had become soft and muted. It was too dark to see the pitches. Though we wished it would stay light longer, we knew it was time to head home. As we started up the path, a warm little hand slipped into each of mine. I could hardly remember feeling a deeper sense of love and contentment.


We were halfway home when we saw giant irrigation sprinklers come on in a large field to our right. A half-second later the girls asked if they could play in the sprinklers. My mind was already cataloging all the reasons why they shouldn’t: It was getting late, the temperature was dropping, they would get soaked and muddy, it would create more work when we got home. But I stopped when I saw the excitement on their faces. I’d seen that look before, but where? A hazy image lurked in a corner of my memory.


“Okay,” I said. “Go for it.”


They ran squealing toward the sprinklers, with Wister right behind. I smiled.


Still trying to bring that memory into focus, I began to feel a strange, urgent tingling that I couldn’t identify. On impulse I dropped the gloves, bat, and ball. For once in my life I ignored the little voice in my head that didn’t want me to let go. I was unstoppable, splashing, squishing, getting soaked to the bone. For a second the look on my daughters’ faces was one of pure shock. “Daddy?”


When I paused to watch their vibrant, joyful expressions, that hazy memory suddenly came into focus. I could clearly see my own happy face at the eight of eight, playing in the sprinklers with my brothers on our Nebraska farm—mud oozing through my toes up to my ankles, darting through the milo stalks, mudballs flying and laughter flowing.


We went back to the house, and the wet clothes and mud were no big deal. And there I realized what a priceless gift my daughters had given me—a few moments of my own childhood.


Once upon a Rainbow


Catherine Bauer


Morrison, Colorado


Once upon a time, in the long ago and far away of the mind of every adult there dwelt a fresh and splendorous imagination. It allowed each of us to transform tricycles into dirigibles and those we loved into warm, cozy bundles of comfort. It created playmates for lonely days and sped us via land, air, and sea to the capricious land of make-believe.


It was a time before you bartered with scientific reason, trading the subjective genuine for the objective real. Anything was possible, yet you questioned everything. Let’s think twice before we issue the timeworn ultimatum, “Grow up!” Of course, there’s a lot to be said for maturity, but there’s great advantage, too, in keeping alive that child who is father of the man.


Who else has a sense of wonder that is so magnificent? A butterfly, a singing bird, or a field of grass was once cause for celebration. A leaf, a rock, or a crooked stick was a treasure to be cherished and carted home. Every minute was a moment.


That’s not to say tomorrow lacked splendor. Remember what it was like to look forward to something? I mean really look forward to something, with excitement and joy? Nothing’s very special anymore. My dad told me when he was a kid ice cream was an annual treat to enjoy each Fourth of July. The day was once special to me, too. It meant a full day of celebrating at Fireman’s Park followed by a fireworks finale. Sleep was hard to come by the night before.


In all your yesternights, was there ever one half as exciting as Christmas Eve? Every child makes Christmas Christmas. It was ever so.


What in the world happens to our senses as we grow older? The wearing out isn’t nearly so sad as losing the keen edge of glee, that which Wordsworth called the “visionary gleam.” Kids taste, smell, feel, and see far better than you or I. And the sixth sense? It was never more finely honed. You can’t hoodwink a child.


I harbor in my brain some super-special smells that would hardly twitch a nasal hair today. Take watermelon. On a hot summer evening we carried thick, juicy slices to the old screened porch. It didn’t just taste terrific and feel wet and slurpy to the tongue; it smelled cool and clean, refreshing, like Mama’s phlox after a shower, except you wouldn’t want to eat rain-soaked flowers. I wondered why they didn’t make watermelon-flavored ice cream, Jell-O, candy, or pop. But then it might have lost its delicious distinctiveness. It could have become as ordinary as orange or strawberry.


When Mother tossed pork hocks and cabbage into a big kettle, the ambrosial aroma told me that my favorite dinner was on the way. Now I cook cabbage with a vent fan roaring while spraying the kitchen with “Misty Glen” from an aerosol can.


As well as I remember carving the toothy grin in my jack-o’-lantern, I remember the damp, earthy smell of fresh pumpkin and the way the odor changed when smoke from the lighted candle blackened the pumpkin lid.


They say smell best triggers recollection, but there was no sound more comforting than the mournful whistle of the old steam locomotive each night around ten. I sank into my feather tick and listened to that mournful, faraway lullaby. As it melted into the stillness of the night, it left behind an all-is-right-with-the-world comfort and calm.


If we weren’t so conditioned to what we label the ordinary, we would continue to marvel at trifles. Children see mysterious patterns in leafy branches, marshmallow clouds, and wood grain on a door. Color was never as vibrant as when you were four. That’s mostly why kids love balloons, suckers, blocks, picture books, and fire engines. That’s why they paint bright yellow suns, deep purple lions, and rainbows across the sky.


Once you didn’t run in and out of the rain under a bubble umbrella. You welcomed it with open arms, head tipped to the sky, feet sloshing in a puddle. You felt its wetness, saw its crystalline beauty, smelled its freshness. The only way to improve upon it was to turn nature’s thermostat down a few notches and catch snowflakes on your tongue.


One day when a storm threatened, my mother didn’t buy my excuse for being late coming from school. I had walked extra blocks just to feel the powerful wind pushing my back, lifting my feet, magically propelling me.


The wetness of worms on a fishhook, the coolness of sand on bare toes, the mushiness of mud pies on stubby little fingers would never feel today as they did when the world was new and filled with wonder.


When I taught children’s art classes, far more than I taught them, they taught me. Children are spontaneous, creative, filled with joy. (A paradox to ponder: Sheer joy fires creativity in a child; when he matures, it takes pain to do the same.) Kids have no hang-ups, no stereotyped notions of how it ought to be. They cut, paint, sculpt, and draw with sureness and vigor. If a picture doesn’t look well right side up, they’ll tip it sideways or upside down. Newly inspired, they’ll work from there. What began as a crooked house turns into a kite. Clouds metamorphose into flower gardens.


Third-grader Bobby, unhappy with his efforts, in a burst of frustration crumpled his painting. As I was about to comment, out of shame or curiosity, he timidly unfolded the sheet of manila paper. The exciting explosion of melding colors was rivaled only by his smile of joy-filled surprise. A nubby-textured area burst forth where paints pulled from one another, leaving tiny points of pigment. Marbleized blends filled one corner. Crinkles caused by crushing provided a batik effect.


“Whee!” he cried impulsively, and his creation held high was the center of attention. Everyone wanted to try. Why not? How many works of art and work-saving inventions do you suppose were born by happenstance?


We mounted the paintings on black construction paper. What a stir the hall display created. “How could they do it?” “Such expressions of delight!” “Third graders, incredible!” Teachers asked to buy the treasures.


When a little Jimmy or Marie thrusts forth a dandelion bouquet, I am moved to wonder if in all the world there is a wisdom as great as kindness. A child possesses a beautiful innocence that is not simply the naiveté of not knowing but rather a precious and rare kind of optimism, honesty, openness, and trust. If you fear frankness, you’d best not communicate with one who has not yet learned to worry about impressing others.


A kid doesn’t try to keep up with the Joneses. Indeed, his plan of action seems to say, Life is too exciting, exploring the earth too wondrous, to allow other people to live my life for me.


Yet how difficult it becomes to keep a sense of openness (it means remaining vulnerable); of freedom, fun, and laughter; of wonder and of joy . . . for inevitably, life is tragic. As we listen to the still, sad music of humanity, one day we come to regard earthly existence with stunned pity and silent awe.


How sad the poignant truth that adults must forcibly think in order to bring back, even in memory, that consciousness which is second nature to a child! I stand with Holden Caulfield. Of all the things that I could be, I’d like most to be a Catcher in the Rye. To keep the child happily alive in you and me . . . what greater calling could there be?





CHAPTER TWO



The Gift of Presence
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A Walk on the Child Side


Laura A. Ruel-Rella


Omaha, Nebraska


It was one of those days. The stifling heat of another 100-plus-degree Nebraska day seemed to penetrate right through the walls of my house and intensify the moods of my children. The cries of Allie, my teething toddler, and the endless questions and requests from Amy, my curious four-year-old, had turned my mind to mush. My white shorts were stained with Kool-Aid, the playroom carpet was covered in Play-Doh, and my kitchen counter was washed in watercolors.


As the dinner hour approached, I watched Amy pick up the dripping, defrosted package of chicken to contemplate our entree, while Allie created a trail of uncooked rice as she toddled about, hugging the open bag. I gave up. Everyone just seemed too antsy, and peace was a concept too foreign to fathom. All I could do was count the seconds until my relief worker (a.k.a. my husband) reported for duty.


Finally, I heard his car. The moment I saw him, I grabbed the dog’s leash and made a beeline for the door.


“I’m walking the dog tonight—alone,” I firmly stated, my teeth clenched. My replacement knew better than to ask why.


“Have a nice walk,” he shouted as I hurried away.


Once outside, I took a deep breath and marveled at how peaceful a street busy with playing children and passing cars could be. Our dog led me along our regular route. Good, I thought, I won’t even have to think about which way to go.


I swung my arms, feeling unencumbered and free. This walk was a daily ritual, but usually I did it while pushing a weighty double stroller and responding to Allie’s mumblings and Amy’s constant chatter.


Tonight, I thought, this walk is all mine.


My pace picked up, and I began to look around. There was that familiar hole in the sidewalk that I always lugged the heavy stroller around. Not tonight, I thought, and stepped over it with ease.


But what was that? It was as though I heard something. . . . Oh, yes, it was my girls. Whenever I maneuvered that sidewalk hole, they would sing in unison, “Whoa . . . whoa!” They called that spot the “Whoa Corner.”


I stopped. I smiled. Suddenly I turned back, walked around that hole, and said, “Whoa!”


The all-too-common thunder of jets from a nearby airstrip roared overhead. Now it was Allie I envisioned, pointing her pudgy little index finger in the air and enthusiastically bopping up and down in her seat, squealing, “Up-plane. Up-plane!”


And then it was imaginative Amy: “Where is it going, Mommy? Where? Is it heading toward Jaci’s house in California, or is it going to see John Raymond in Massachusetts?”


I began to slow down. “Sit,” I said to the dog, aiming his nose toward the sky. “See the airplane,” I said and wondered where it was going. California, I decided. I wondered who was on it: business people, families, lovers. I imagined I was on it, heading toward Napa Valley and a cozy little inn.


We resumed our walk and rounded another corner onto a main road. PRIME COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE, the familiar sign shouted at me. The empty overgrown lot, seemingly a dump site for some customers of the neighboring McDonald’s, hastened my return from Napa Valley.


An untied shoe caused me to stop and bend down. Before I stood up, I looked straight ahead. “My meadow,” Amy’s sweet voice offered.


Only a child could see a meadow in this lot of garbage, my mind responded. I looked again. You know, I thought, at stroller height this lot does look different. All at once I noticed the tall grasses, the wild flowers, the twisting vines. A meadow? Maybe.


I led our reluctant dog onto the lot and immediately began picking bouquets of wild flowers. The colors were spectacular—purple, pink, yellow. As my arms became overloaded I found myself wishing I had a basket to hold more.


I raced home so quickly that our dog could barely keep up. I burst into the house, ran to my children, and gave them each a bouquet and a hug.


“How was your walk, Mommy?” they asked.


“It was nice,” I said. “But it’s best when you are with me.”
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At times, as an adult, we get so buried in to-do lists, resentments, pain, and fears. One more messy diaper to change, another sticky table to clean, another trip to the grocery store—our lives are sometimes so cluttered with daily junk that we simply forget to see the wonder and enchantment of life that children feel so naturally. How much would we gain in balance and perspective just by getting back to that magic for even a few minutes a day?


Sweet Serenity


Pamela Blount


Waterford, Michigan


Christmas greeted me at 6:00 A.M. with the soft cry of my new daughter, Samantha. The day I anticipated had arrived. My husband and I would proudly introduce our three-week-old baby to many of our family and friends for the very first time.


I cradled Samantha in one arm and fed her as we rocked in front of the Christmas tree. There was an ornament in my direct view with the inscription SAMANTHA’S FIRST CHRISTMAS. I stared at the words and then back at my beautiful baby. That visual combination reinforced a thought that I returned to each day: This is really happening. I am a mother! This is my baby!


Samantha closed her eyes and went into another peaceful slumber. I placed her into her crib, walked out, returned, and considered placing her right back in my arms. She looked so comfortable I didn’t dare. I set out her clothes. I made the decision to buy her a white dress with red lace ribbon the instant I spotted it. If she were dressed in a plain frock, it would have made no difference to Samantha. I knew that. I wanted her dress to be very special, though. I would carefully pack it away so that years later we could look at it together and hold it in our hands as I described our first Christmas together.


When Samantha awoke again, my husband did, too. Together we bathed and dressed our little Christmas baby. “A bow,” my husband said. “Let’s put a bow in her hair.” He twirled a small portion of her fine, wispy hair together and held it in position until I had the little red ribbon secured. We spent the next hour just looking at Samantha, watching even her most subtle movements in amazement.


The three of us ventured out. I looked forward to having Samantha feel the warmth of the people in our lives, the people she would come to love and who would love her in return. It was wonderful. There were presents and feasts and more presents and even more feasts. Throughout, Samantha was in someone’s arms. But I will always remember the images from the wee hours of that morning by the tree, with Samantha and later with my husband, getting ready for Christmas, with no presents, no feast, just us.


I guess we weren’t getting ready for Christmas at all. No, we were having Christmas right then. And that’s the greatest gift my child has ever given me—the capacity to recognize endearing moments derived from life itself. It’s a quality I didn’t possess prior to her birth. Happiness was mostly episodic for me—the next job promotion, party, or vacation. I now know that happiness can be quieter and more enduring than all that. I just needed a nine-pound miracle to discover a sweet serenity that once eluded me.
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Sometimes our minds are so fixated on the past or in the future that we only truly experience 50 percent of the day. Children invite us to come back home, to be here in the moment. Every time we are not fully engaged in the moment is time we have lost forever.


It’s a priceless lesson to watch children, especially babies, simply experience their feelings, let them out with screams or giggles, and then refocus on whatever the next moment brings. What would the difference be in your life if you could be “present” just 10 percent more each day?


My daughter Emmy gave me that priceless gift not long ago.


The minute she saw the Häagen-Dazs sign, I felt a slight tug at my arm and a faster pace for our feet. But as soon as we stepped inside the store, her pace slowed dramatically. Her eyes gleamed with anticipation. Her nose twitched. Her body language shouted pure excitement.


Since the store was empty and the clerk loved children, Emmy could travel at her own pace. She considered every flavor, tasted multiple samples, and carefully supervised the clerk’s skillful hands as she shaped and formed her chosen cone.


Emmy knows how to savor things. She gently licked the ice cream, shaped it with her tongue, and then sat back with eyes half closed to let the pleasure soak in. Watching Emmy treasure her treat was the most I have ever enjoyed an ice-cream cone.


I wondered what it would be like if I could learn to savor parts of my life just as deeply. Three days later I tried it with a friend of mine. The subject: a chicken chimichanga. We took our time and savored every bite. The crisp taco, the smooth sour cream, the crunchy lettuce, the tongue-tingling “pico de gallo” salsa—I had never known there were so many separate tastes and textures in something I normally just wolfed down. A chimichanga had never tasted so good. We left refreshed, peaceful, happy—and full.


I applied Emmy’s savoring technique the next day with another friend on a forest hike. Our steps were slower, our eyes open wider. We stopped often to consider scents, colors, and sounds. Our mood extended to a deeper consideration of all our words, thoughts, and feelings. We were right there with every bit of woodland flora and fauna, smells and textures, sights and sounds.
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Ice cream, chimichangas, forests—everything is here for us to savor now. We don’t have to own something to appreciate it. And think about all the things we do own that we have stopped savoring and appreciating. As my friend had noted on our woodland walk, ownership doesn’t guarantee appreciation, and appreciation doesn’t require ownership. Appreciation is a choice—our choice. I wonder how many of us have children whom we really don’t know because we don’t appreciate them for themselves. Too often we try to make them into the children we want them to be rather than loving them for the children they are.
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