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Introduction


I have been a Chicken Soup for the Soul editor for thirteen years, and this may be my favorite book! I was the lucky person who got to read all of the stories submitted for Chicken Soup for the Soul: Grandmothers. Thousands of you submitted stories for this book over the last few years. I read each and every one, and had the difficult task of narrowing those thousands of stories down to a couple of hundred finalists.


When I started reading the stories for this book, my three sons didn’t seem to be in any hurry to make me a grandmother. Many of my friends were grandmothers and, without exception, they said, “Until you become a grandmother, you can’t understand how it feels.”


And then, just when I was least expecting it, I got the news. My son Mike and my daughter-in-law Crescent were pregnant! Suddenly I was to become that person I was reading about. I couldn’t believe it.


When Crescent was just a few months pregnant, we went along for the gender determination ultrasound. Even at that early stage of development, it was an amazing experience to see our grandson. At seven months we went along for another ultrasound. This time our baby was fully formed; we could see his facial features, his arms, hands and tiny fingers, his legs, feet and ten tiny toes. And he was moving so much! I gasped and had tears in my eyes when I realized I had seen that face on the monitor before. It was Mike’s face — looking just as he had when he was born.


Finally Elijah was born — while we were proofreading this manuscript! And he is, of course, the most beautiful baby in the whole world. Seeing MY son hold HIS son was the most incredible experience!


My husband and I had kept a beautiful white wicker bassinet for our future grandchildren. All three of our sons had been placed in it when they came home from the hospital. And now Eli is sleeping peacefully in it. My heart is overflowing with the most amazing feelings. My friends were right.


When I started reading stories for this book I didn’t have any idea that I would become a grandmother. While still reading submissions I got that exciting news; and right before the book was finished and sent to our printer, I actually became… a grandmother.


The wonderful staff at Chicken Soup for the Soul has been sharing my experiences with me. Of all the women in our company, I am the first to become a grandmother. It has been so much fun to share the process with them and they have been so supportive and excited right along with me. We are truly a team. I do apologize for sending them all of those pictures but they seem to like them!


So what did I learn by reading thousands of stories? What is a grandmother? Is she that little old lady with white hair and orthopedic shoes who sits in her rocking chair? Not by a long shot! She can be younger or older, but she is a loving, caring, hard working, fun-loving, adventure seeking, vibrant, intelligent woman. She can do anything. She is me!


Our publisher, Amy Newmark, will probably be the next grandmother in our group, so she and I had a wonderful time working on these stories together. This book is a gift to all grandmothers — both new grandmothers and experienced grandmothers — from the heart of the Chicken Soup for the Soul editorial staff. We hope you enjoy reading it as much as we enjoyed creating it for you.


~Barbara LoMonaco
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Grandmother’s Gift


Books are the quietest and most constant of friends; they are the most accessible and wisest of counselors, and the most patient of teachers.


~Charles W. Eliot


My grandmother has been gone for many years now and while she was alive, we were not particularly close. We saw each other infrequently and each conversation was strained. How is it possible that a woman whose life only briefly intersected with mine would influence me in such a profound way? This is a story of a grandmother who loved a little girl and bestowed upon her a gift. She did not know if she would ever receive a thank you. This grandmother knew that what she had to give was one of the greatest gifts a child could receive.


My grandmother lived alone, far away in an apartment in a big imposing building my brother, sister and I called “the castle.” She was well educated, spoke several languages, traveled through Europe alone, collected antiques, and listened to opera. Her apartment was decorated with antiques and filled with hundreds of books she read and spoke of often.


I lived in suburban Long Island and only saw her once each year or so. My father would call her on Sunday nights and ask me to speak on the phone with her. I would wail at the thought. My father would always make eyes at me, which told me I didn’t have a choice. He would always insist that she missed me and loved me but I didn’t really ever believe him. I knew she would ask me about school, about what I was reading and what I was learning about. I was a horrible student who could never pay attention and squirmed in my classroom seat. I wanted to be outside playing and talking with my friends.


I would begrudgingly take the phone and speak to her for a few long moments. “I wish this lady would get a clue to what life is really about,” I would think as I hung up the phone. Her inability to know what was important was never more evident than at gift-giving time.


Each year, on Christmas morning, my brother, sister and I would run down the stairs and see a beautiful tree surrounded by brightly wrapped packages. We would dive into the pile with great delight, ripping the paper and revealing all the latest toys. Eventually, I would see an odd-looking package deep under the tree that I knew could only be from Grandmother. She never used traditional Christmas paper and her presents always had brightly colored ribbons in yellows, oranges or lavender. Each year I would take that package, feel the weight of it in my hand, knock on it with my fist and hear a sharp tap. “Another book, just like every year!” I would think and then promptly toss it aside without even opening it. I would gleefully play with my toys on Christmas morning and for days and even weeks after. Eventually, I would open Grandmother’s gift and glance through the pages of the book she had chosen. My grandmother, in her distinctive, beautiful handwriting, would inscribe each book: “To Elizabeth Rose, with love, from Grandmother.” I would read the book and sometimes memorize the text. I still didn’t count this as playing, or having fun. I certainly knew in my heart that reading a book or talking about school was no fun for a child.


As the years passed, my interest in school remained minimal. It was all too boring and formal for me. I was more resistant than ever to speaking to Grandmother on Sunday evenings. School, books and what “interesting things I had learned lately” were boring topics for old people to discuss. Didn’t Grandmother know that all I cared about was friends, clothes and boys? Each Christmas, more books were under the tree, reinforcing my belief that she really didn’t care.


Although I was not interested in school, I had enormous patience with younger children. Our neighbor across the street asked me to help her daughter with her homework after school. I was able to teach her in the way I wish I were able to learn. I made up songs and stories to help her memorize facts and we played games to test what she had learned. Her mom remarked, “You should become a teacher when you grow up Liz; you are so good at helping children.” At first, the idea seemed ridiculous to me. I was a terrible student. How could it ever happen?


Slowly the idea took root and I decided to give college a try. Having a goal made things easier for me and I began to apply myself. Selecting courses and having different teachers suited me as well. My second semester, I sat in my first required education class — Children’s Literature. The professor spoke about making children’s books come alive, filling children’s worlds with rich vocabulary, and the characteristics of a classic children’s book. It was my favorite class and I was always eager to get there and participate in each discussion. About midway into the class our teacher discussed the differences between a children’s book that is here for the moment and those that are enduring classics. She flashed a list of books on her overhead projector that included titles that had been awarded a Newbery Medal or were Caldecott winners. It was then a lump began to form in my throat.


Armed with a handwritten copy of my teacher’s list of classics, I raced home, dropped my schoolbooks and ran to the basement. There in the corner on a dusty shelf sat the most amazing collection of children’s books any teacher could hope to have. As I ran my fingers across the bindings of Frederick, Tales from the Ballet, The Trumpet of the Swan and Stuart Little memories came flooding back. Memories of receiving these books, staring at those pages late at night curled up in my bed and gazing at beautiful pictures. I remembered my grandmother reading Leo Lionni’s Frederick to me when she came to visit one spring. I was so sure I had figured out the ending, and finding out I was wrong delighted me.


It was then I realized I didn’t remember most of the toys I had gotten all those Christmases and with the exception of one old doll, all of the mounds of presents did not make it to my adulthood. Most, in fact, were discarded soon after they were played with or were broken or sold at garage sales. Now I stood before a treasure that I would not trade for anything. As I bent back the cover of Make Way for Ducklings, I saw my grandmother’s familiar and stylish handwriting that read, “To Elizabeth Rose, with love, from Grandmother.” Love was exactly what my grandmother had been giving me all of my years. She resisted the happiness of a beaming child opening an expensive toy and replaced it with a gift that was a part of her. She didn’t give me what I wanted in my little girl mind, but what she knew I needed — a gift for the soul that would last a lifetime. Now I saw how wise she had been and how each book was so carefully selected at different times of my life.


I sat down that day and wrote my grandmother a letter. I expressed as well as I could how much I was enjoying school and how my collection of children’s books was a treasure. I wrote about my happy memories reading them and about how much I knew I was loved. I placed my letter in a box with a pillow that had a mallard duck on the front. It looks like the duck in the book, Make Way for Ducklings, I wrote. This letter was as much for me as it was for her and I planned on telling her more about school and hearing more about her favorite books each time we spoke. Sometimes, what we plan never happens. Shortly after she received my letter, my grandmother died. My aunt who lives nearby told me how much my words had meant to her in her final days.


I continued to water the seed she planted so long ago. I graduated college with honors and received my master’s degree in remedial reading. I became a teacher and I try my best to plant those tiny seeds in all my students. Sometimes I can see the world of words opening up right before their eyes. Some students squirm and do not pay attention, but I do not lose faith or feel as if all my efforts won’t someday change their lives and that seed won’t take root. I know now that I don’t have to see the finished product to believe that a work I have started may take many years to reach completion.


I find that I am most happy now only when I am stealing moments in my busy day to read a good book. Although my own children can now read independently, I still take delight in reading aloud to them. This summer I read them Island of the Blue Dolphins and they would groan when I called them over to listen. Undaunted, I would read, and by the close of each session they would always ask for more. Now, I consider my time reading peaceful, a world of possibilities, second only to church. As I open the cover to a new book, I feel the shadow of my grandmother beside me and it is almost as if the inside cover of every book reads, “To Elizabeth Rose, with love, from Grandmother.”


~Elizabeth Rose Reardon Farella


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


Queen of Hearts


They might not need me; but they might. I’ll let my head be just in sight; a smile as small as mine might be precisely their necessity.


~Emily Dickinson


After the great American poet, Emily Dickinson, died, her home in Amherst, Massachusetts was sold to my grandparents, Hervey and Ethel Parke. There in the heart of New England, they raised their five children. My father was born in the home, which is now owned by Amherst College and is open to the public as the Emily Dickinson Museum.


The house at 280 Main Street was officially called a mansion, we were informed, because it had four chimneys, not because the property included formal gardens and a grass tennis court. It also offered a wonderful cupola high above the roof where children could peek out and spy on the entire town. Doors and stairs creaked with mystery. Walls were said to harbor old poems stuffed behind the plaster by the famous former resident. Grand, sprawling, full of nooks and crannies, it became the perfect playground for sixteen lively grandchildren.


We called our grandparents Nai Nai and Yeh Yeh, the Chinese terms for revered grandmother and grandfather, not because we had a wonton noodle in our heritage, but because my aunt and uncle served as missionaries in China in the early 1940s, and they were the first of the clan to supply grandchildren. Once their children used these terms of endearment, the pattern was established and the rest of us adopted the same honorifics.


Nai Nai, by the time I arrived on the scene, was already an older woman. During the day, her snow-white hair was pulled back in a neat bun, but at night I remember sitting on the black leather chaise at the end of her bed and watching her brush out the long strands. To me she looked like the woodcut illustration of the first wife of Mr. Rochester in my child’s copy of the Brontë novel, Jane Eyre. “Like the woman who was raving mad?” she laughed when I told her so.


My grandmother delighted in having fresh flowers from the garden appear in vases all about the house. She would walk in the gardens and point to the ones she wanted us to cut and indicate where they might look best. “Those would look nice on the mantel in the library. The others can go in the parlor.”


Her heart always wanted the house to look its best because from time to time, random visitors knocked at the door and asked to see the place where Emily once wrote her poems. Without fail, Nai Nai would welcome these complete strangers and offer them a tour. Before they left, she would invite them to enjoy a hot cup of tea and read some of their favorite poems aloud. She knew the lines herself by heart. Her head would nod as she listened to her guest recite, “I’m Nobody! Who are you? Are you — Nobody — Too? Then there’s a pair of us!”


Early in the evening, like a shepherd rounding up his flock, she would announce bedtime and shoo all of us grandchildren up the oval staircase to the Austin Room, the Emily Room or the Lavinia Room. As we grew older, we were still sent upstairs by 8:00, the hour she herself retired to her bed. Even as teens, we obediently continued to follow her lead, only to sneak downstairs half an hour later for a raucous round of games in the library.


Parlor games were an important part of our life in Amherst. Most of us learned to manipulate the cards in a playing deck well before we learned to read. We began with simple games of matching hearts, diamonds, spades and clubs. Then we spread the cards out on the floor and played Memory. Later we worked up to games with more and more complicated rules — Canasta, Cribbage, Canfield. Each game had its own rules, and no Parke ever relaxed the rules just because the opponent was a child. My cousins and brothers and I all knew Nai Nai’s favorite phrases. If she was losing, she’d quote the dime novels she grew up with: “I’ll get you yet, Nod Nixon, he cried, as he shook his fist in the villain’s eye!” Or she would promise ominously, “The worm will turn!”


Nai Nai had no fears about her grandchildren becoming card sharks. Her theory was that learning to play cards was character-building. Card games taught a person to win and lose graciously. No one ever wins all the time, so the loser might as well learn to be pleasant even when he is “skunked” and then congratulate the other player. Just as importantly, when you were lucky enough to win, you were not to flaunt that victory at the expense of your cousin’s humiliation. Nai Nai’s personal attitude was that she never lost: Either she got the highest score or she won bragging rights about having “such smart grandchildren.”


If our hearts are as warm and welcoming as my grandmother’s, then we too will all be winners.


~Emily Parke Chase
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Are You Sure You Have Alzheimer’s?


Her grandmother, as she gets older, is not fading but rather becoming more concentrated.


~Paulette Bates Alden


“Cynthia, I just thought I should tell you that I think I have Alzheimer’s.” Grandma’s e-mail held a confidential tone and I knew that if I’d been talking to her in person she would have whispered her concern to me in an undertone usually reserved for talking about people who have passed on. My grandfather, her husband, had Alzheimer’s disease for a few years before he died, but that was more than twenty years ago and now Grandma was ninety-seven and in a nursing home. She had lived on her own, balanced her checkbook and paid her own bills until she was ninety-six, but ever since Grandpa died she had self-diagnosed herself with Alzheimer’s on many occasions.


I read on. “I almost forgot to take my medicine this morning and I never do that. And…” I could tell the big news was coming now, “I was writing an e-mail to my sister’s daughter and I couldn’t think of her grandchildren’s names.” An almost audible gasp was coming through at the end of that statement.


I wondered for a brief moment if I should tell her that I had found my box of aluminum foil in the refrigerator that morning. But I knew better than to mention it to her. In a previous similar situation she hadn’t taken comfort that her forty-something-year-old granddaughter also had memory lapses, but had sent me a return e-mail with the concern that both of us might have Alzheimer’s.


The e-mail continued. “I am getting good exercise here though. The rooms are arranged on outside walls so that there is a circle around the whole floor. The nurse’s station is in the center. So I’ve been walking around that circle several times a day.


“And I had the maintenance man measure the tiles on the floor,” she went on. “They are 13 inches square. I walked around the circle and figured out that there are 167 tiles. If you multiply 167 by 13 inches, you get 2,171 inches.” Grandma went on to say that she had figured out how many inches there are in a mile and divided that by the number of inches on the floor, and had done the necessary math to figure out that if she walked around the circle a certain number of times, she would have walked a mile.


My head was spinning by the time I read all her calculations but I realized that she had done them all correctly. I hit REPLY on my computer and began to type.


“Are you SURE you have Alzheimer’s?”


~Cynthia Morningstar
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Granny’s Bible


A single conversation with a wise man is better than ten years of study.


~Chinese Proverb


I will never forget the first time I heard my granny quote the Bible. No, not the King James version. You know which one I’m talking about. The one that you actually live by every day of your life.


I was about eight years old at the time and a real brat. I had been fighting with the little girl next door and she was almost as mean as I was. We were pretty deep into battle when she threw a rock and hit me square between the eyes. Clutching my head and sobbing, I ran straight into the house to tattle. Granny met me at the door after seeing me come running across the lawn and hearing my screams.


“What’s wrong?” she asked in her usual gruff way.


“That little girl threw a rock and hit me in the head,” I managed through the tears.


“Well,” said Granny smugly, “you just go pick up the biggest rock you can find and hit her back!”


I stopped crying immediately. “But Granny,” I stammered. “I don’t think...”


“Listen,” she interrupted. “The Bible says feed them out of the same spoon.” I happily obeyed. I never realized it then, but that was only the beginning of a lifetime of “Bible quotes” that would help me through life’s biggest obstacles.


Several years later, and before I had enough sense to realize it, I was engaged to be married. My fiancé left it up to me to pick our wedding date. I unknowingly picked the date on which his mother had died many years ago. Instead of telling me that he didn’t want to get married on this particular day, he told me he didn’t want to marry me at all! I was simply heartbroken. I wandered through the house until I found Granny sewing in the den. I fell on my knees, laid my head in her lap, and started to cry.


“Granny, my fiancé doesn’t love me. He doesn’t want to marry me,” I said.


“Well, that no good punk,” she said angrily. “You just go tell him that the Bible says what goes around comes around. Someday he’ll want to marry a girl and she’ll do him the way he’s doing you.”


“But Granny,” I said, “I don’t think that the...”


“Listen,” she interrupted. “You just go tell him what I said. You’ll get your feller back.” I married him in two months.


After our first three months of marriage bliss, we had our first fight. Oh, how that broke my heart. Packing my bags, I decided to go back home. When Granny saw me coming up the walk, she met me at the door.


“Well, what’s wrong?” she asked. I was already clenching my jaw to keep from crying.


“We had a huge fight and he called me a spoiled brat,” I told her.


“Come here,” she said wearily. Putting her arm around my shoulder, she guided me into the kitchen where she put water on for tea. “So he called you a spoiled brat,” she said over the whistle of the kettle. She looked very thoughtful as she poured water into waiting cups. “Okay,” she said. “You just go right back home and tell him that the Bible says it takes one to know one.”


“But Granny,” I started to say, “I don’t think...”


“Listen,” she interrupted, “I was reading the Bible before you were even a twinkle in your daddy’s eye.” I did as she said and that was our last fight for a long time.


Before long I was expecting my first baby. Granny put me right to work crocheting a baby blanket. I could crochet fairly well, but let’s just say Martha Stewart would never hire me to make anything for her. I became extremely flustered and did a double loop when I should have done a single.


“Oh gosh,” I wailed. “I’ll never learn this.” I showed her what I had done. “Granny, I’m just going to do another double and no one will ever know the difference.” That was the wrong thing to say.


“Yes it will make a difference,” she said sternly. “Besides, the Bible says that two wrongs don’t make a right.”


My mouth dropped to the floor. “But Granny,” I said. “I don’t think the Bible...”


“Listen,” she interrupted, “do you want your baby bundled in a blanket that wasn’t made properly?” I unraveled the whole thing and started over.


I took my son to see Granny a while ago. She was sitting on her front porch crocheting and drinking tea. She was getting old but her usual spunk was still there. I sat down in the chair beside her and poured myself some tea. My son toddled off into the house to find the treat that Granny always had for him. After a while, we got to talking and forgot all about him. “Oh no,” I gasped at the realization. “I forgot all about that kid.”


As I started to get up, Granny reached for my arm and gently pushed me back down into my chair.


“You think he’s going to keep meddling when he hears you coming? No, he’s smarter than that,” she added, with pride in her eyes. “Besides, the Bible says that you have to lay over to catch a meddler.”


“But Granny,” I said, “I don’t think,” and then I stopped. All through my years Granny had been quoting me the Bible. Her Bible, and it had always solved whatever problems had been thrown in my path. Smiling and shaking my head, I went into the house to get my son. Carrying him out on the porch, I placed him in the chair beside Granny. “Well Granny,” I said, “I think I’m going to run to the store and get us all some ice cream.” Pointing to my son, I asked, “Do you mind if he stays here? I’ll only be a minute.”


“Sure,” she nodded. As I turned the car around and headed down the drive, I stopped and looked in my rear view mirror. There they were, two of the most precious people in my life. She, leaning over and quoting her Bible and he, hanging on to every precious word. I knew how he felt. He’ll question it someday, but when he grows up he’ll realize everything he holds dear is because of the Bible — Granny’s Unforgettable Bible.


~Robin Rylee Harderson
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Grandma Knows


Patience is the companion of wisdom.


~St. Augustine


It’s tough getting a date when you’re 6’ 1”. And a girl. When I started my never-ending growth spurt in the seventh grade, my mother constantly told me to stand up straight. “Be proud of your height!”


But I wasn’t proud. I longed to be petite like my friends. Instead, my endless arms and legs seemed to have lives of their own, and not once during my middle or high school years was I ever asked to a school dance. It was almost a relief. My long limbs would only have looked ridiculous on the dance floor, I consoled myself.


I always had friends, but I loved books more than anything. Going to the library every Saturday afternoon to check out new books made me feel rich and satisfied. If I didn’t get asked to Prom, at least I could lose myself in a book and forget about high school dances for a while.


In college, I dated a few boys. One was even taller than I was. But by the time I started teaching at a small Catholic high school in the middle of Nebraska, there was nobody special.


“Don’t you worry,” my grandmother encouraged me. “There’s somebody out there for you.”


My grandmother and I were especially close, and she was always certain a tall prince was waiting in the wings for me.


I rolled my eyes. “And who do you think is out there for me, Grandma?”


She looked at me with knowing love. “Somebody tall. Somebody who loves books,” she said. “Somebody like John Boy Walton.”


“John Boy Walton!” I snorted.


“What’s the matter with John Boy?” she said. “He’s perfect for you.”


It was probably just as well John Boy Walton didn’t show up just then because in 1979, my mother died of breast cancer. As the oldest of ten, I moved back home for a while to help care for my younger siblings. And then, three years later, my grandmother, who was grieving the loss of my mother, her only daughter, became ill, too. We spent more and more time together during those final months of her life. One evening, a few weeks before she died, she eyed me thoughtfully.


“He’s out there, you know,” she said.


“Who?”


She looked at me. “You know who. John Boy.”


“Grandma,” I sighed.


“Be patient,” she said. “One day you’ll meet your John Boy and have tall beautiful children.” Her eyes filled. “And you’ll look back and think, ‘It all worked out the way it was supposed to.’”


After Grandma died, I was lonelier than I’d ever been in my life. I was twenty-eight years old, Mom and Grandma were gone, three of my younger siblings had recently married, and even my dad was dating again. I felt like a middle-aged mother whose children have left the nest.


But that summer of 1983, our school principal called me into his office.


“I thought you’d be interested to know I hired a history teacher today,” his eyes twinkled. “He’s 6’ 8” and his name’s John Howard.”


John, I thought. John Boy?


John Howard rolled up Central Catholic High School’s circular drive that autumn in his tiny 1976 Volkswagen Rabbit. One long arm hung lazily out the window with knuckles that nearly grazed the street.


“Wow,” one of my students said. “He looks like a gorilla in that little car.”


John Howard was not John Boy Walton. He was a basketball player and coach, and he bordered on the bizarre. I observed him warily those first few months. He pulled rubber chickens out of his file cabinet. He donned a pair of glasses with a fake nose and mustache when he taught the Industrial Revolution. And one day, running down the hall late for class, he decided to surprise his students by leaping through the door of his classroom like Superman. But when you’re 6’ 8” you shouldn’t leap through anything. Slamming his head against the door jam, he nearly knocked himself out.


All things considered, I wasn’t sure about Mr. Howard’s stability.


Four nights before Christmas in 1983, Nebraska endured one of its worst snowstorms ever. School had already been canceled for the following day, and I sat in my small living room bundled up in an old comforter listening to the wind howl.


Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and I was astonished to see John Howard towering over my front door.


“What are you doing?” I gasped, as I pulled him inside.


“I thought you might like to see a movie,” he said casually.


I stared at the blowing snow. “In this?”


He shrugged. “Why not?”


Against my better judgment, I slid into my coat, and the two of us hunched low against the wind and fought our way to his little car.


“Are you sure you can drive in this?” I was concerned about the fading visibility.


“I can drive in anything,” he said cockily, as he backed out of my driveway and promptly slid into the big Buick parked across the street.


Fortunately, the Buick was unharmed, but the rear end of John’s Rabbit sported a deep half moon dent.


We went to see Terms of Endearment, and, I’m ashamed to say, talked and laughed through the entire movie. Thankfully, we were the only ones in attendance. It turned out John Howard loved books! We talked about our favorite books right through the death scene.


Afterwards, we went to a nearly empty bar and grill for a sandwich. But no sooner had we shed our heavy coats than John leapt up.


“We have to go,” he said. “I forgot I don’t have enough money.”


“I have money,” I protested.


But he wouldn’t hear of it. So out into the blizzard we went once again to drive to a nearby ATM. ATMs were relatively new in 1983, and I asked him if he’d ever used one.


“I use them all the time,” he assured me with that same cocksure attitude. But obviously he’d never used this particular ATM. As I sat and watched him from the warmth of the car, he stood in the small cubicle of the bank scratching his head in bewilderment.


I laughed as I observed him do battle with that ATM, and suddenly, in a moment of crystal clear awareness, I thought, “I’m going to marry that guy.”


And a year later I did. Every student in the school came to our wedding.


That was twenty-five years ago. John and I are still teaching at Grand Island Central Catholic High School, only now we’re teaching the children of that first generation of students. And we have two sons of our own — very tall sons. Our younger son Tommy is eighteen years old and 6’ 6” and plays football for the University of Nebraska at Omaha, and our older son Kenny is twenty-two and stands 6’ 11”. He played basketball for the University of Denver and Regis University. Their height and athletic accomplishments have provided our family with many adventures.


Six years ago when he was sixteen, Kenny won a trip for our entire family to Los Angeles where he played one on one with the mighty Shaquille O’Neal. I remember sitting there between my husband and my handsome younger son in Los Angeles, watching our older son play the bigger-than-life Shaq. And it suddenly occurred to me, “It’s all worked out so great.”


I shivered suddenly and thought of my long-gone beloved grandma. She had foretold this moment, and I hadn’t believed her. I wished so much that she could have been there to meet her two great-grandsons and know how happy I was with my “John Boy.”


But something told me she knew. All those years ago, I had doubted her unwavering belief. But she knew.


She always knew.


~Cathy Howard
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Go Finger


Some people, no matter how old they get, never lose their beauty — they merely move it from their faces into their hearts.


~Martin Buxbaum


My friend Bonnie is petite, blond, and a grandmother of three. When she’s standing up straight in stiletto heels (which she’d never ever in a million years, actually wear), she’s about 5 feet 4 inches tall. She weighs slightly more than a hefty Golden Retriever, even when she’s soaking wet and claims she feels bloated.


She’s a typical working mother and grandmother. She dresses conservatively, loves her children and grandchildren to pieces, attends church, pays her bills on time, recycles old newspapers, eats five helpings of fruits and vegetables every day and flosses frequently. She writes thank you notes. She knocks before entering.


Bonnie recently demonstrated some ways of behaving that we all want to believe are important — some behaviors that our parents harped on for most of our formative years:


Size doesn’t matter.


And attitude is everything.


Bonnie didn’t carry anybody out of a burning building. She didn’t single-handedly hoist a wrecked school bus off a child’s crushed shoulder and hold the vehicle aloft while rescuers pulled the victim to safety. She didn’t foil a carjacker or cripple a mugger in a dark alley, then tie him up with her pantyhose. She didn’t give anybody the Heimlich or CPR or even first aid.


She showed a burly young whippersnapper that he should mind his manners and manage his nasty temper. I’ll bet this guy’s mother, if she had been there, would have slapped Bonnie on the back and thanked her profusely.


Here’s what happened. Bonnie was getting off the expressway at an unfamiliar exit. One of the lanes on the surface drive was closed and she was afraid she’d miss her chance to make a right turn. She eased into the far right lane a little bit too soon and much too quickly.


She ticked off the driver behind her. He and his passenger, both big men in their thirties or forties, were angry. The hulking driver did what many drivers do. Locked and snug in his steel-and-chrome-and-glass bullet, with his windows rolled up, his radio blaring and his ego inflated to XXL, this young man made eye contact with Bonnie and flashed her an overused, well-known digital hand signal.


His mistake. Now Bonnie was ticked, too.


But unlike Mr. Important, Bonnie was raised right. She didn’t speed up and return the visual favor, nor did she honk or shake her delicately gloved fist.


She pulled up beside the young man and rolled down her window. She indicated that he should roll down his window too.


Amazingly, he did.


“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m not familiar with this exit. The lane was blocked. I wanted to turn right and I pulled over much too soon. Sorry.”


Mr. Aggressive blushed and stammered. “He looked like he wanted to slide under the dashboard and disappear,” Bonnie said.


He apologized. He said he usually didn’t make such gestures. His passenger looked embarrassed and flustered. The driver said he was sorry and that he’d never do it again.


Bonnie rolled up her window and drove on.


Grandmothers: 1


Whippersnappers: 0


~Margie Reins Smith


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


Gramma’s Advice


There are two lasting bequests we can give our children. One is roots. The other is wings.


~Hodding Carter, Jr.


My son, Christopher had completed his Marine Corps training, his Officer Candidates School in Quantico, Virginia and had just accepted a position with the Sacramento Police Department.


But no matter how old or well trained a grandchild becomes, he is still a little boy to his grandmother. After a sixteen-week course to prepare him for patrol duty, he became a rookie assigned to a seasoned officer. After a period of time, he was assigned his own patrol car, a permanent assignment in the worst part of town and was on his own. He would be riding alone.


Chris excitedly called my mother to tell her the exciting news.


“Guess what, Gramma. I got my own patrol car!”


“Oh well. That’s nice. Where will you be patrolling?”


“Gramma, I’m out on Del Paso Boulevard. There’s lots of excitement out there.”


“Oh. That’s a pretty rough area of town. Will you have a partner?”


“No Gramma. I’ve got a car and I’m all by myself now. I even have a permanent assignment.”


“Well, what will your hours be?”


“I’m working graveyard from eleven at night to eight in the morning.”


“In the dark? You’re going to be driving around in that area of town all night in the dark?”


“Yep.”


“Well, you keep your doors locked, the windows rolled up and don’t talk to strangers.”


~Linda Burks Lohman
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Best Friend


Grandchildren are the dots that connect the lines from generation to generation.


~Lois Wyse


My daughter and son-in-law are… let’s say... overprotective parents. So much so that thoughts of leaving my grandson for an entire weekend were unthinkable. They took him everywhere and hadn’t left him for longer than a few hours since birth.


By the time he was three, I took the situation into my own hands. After all, I was his grandmother, and Travis should have been developing some memories with me. They lived more than 150 miles away, so it wasn’t as though I could drop in now and then. Travis knew me only as a guest who came and went. I longed to be able to put him to bed, get up with him in the morning and spend the day playing. I wanted to know his personality. Why, I didn’t even know what activities he liked.


After his third birthday, I talked up the offer of a weekend with Nana. Knowing the responsibility that went with the offer, I must admit it was pretty scary for this grandmother. It had been thirty-five years since I had children, and I worried. Would something happen to this precious child on my watch? Would I be able to make a proper decision if something went wrong? To add to my anxieties, Travis’s feelings were a concern. This was a child who had never spent time with a babysitter. His entire security was deep-rooted in Mom and Dad.


I also knew it would be as traumatic for the parents to be away from their son as it would be for my grandchild to have someone else care for him. My daughter was more than particular about her son’s care, and given the fact that she was unsure if I could measure up, created anxiety in Travis. Goodness, you’d have thought I’d never had children of my own.


Still, I felt it was time.


At first, my daughter and son-in-law thought the idea shocking, but after thinking about it, they admitted a weekend alone sounded therapeutic. They finally agreed, and we settled on a weekend in September.


The day was crisp, with the hint of autumn in the air, and I could hardly wait to get to their farm. I arrived with bundles of toys, homemade cookies, lots of love, and excitement.


I was left with detailed written instructions. I loved the part where my daughter wrote, “Don’t leave the bathroom while he’s in the tub.” An entire paragraph was devoted to bedtime. Basic rituals like, “Be sure he goes to the bathroom before you put him in bed,” were noted.


As we stood in the driveway, waving goodbye, I whispered a silent prayer for wisdom, and told them not to worry.


Travis and I started our day with games. This went well. However, every now and then, Travis would look up and say, “Mommy and Daddy will be home soon, okay Nana?”


I smiled and gave him a hug reassuring him. “Yes they’ll be back in two days.”


We laughed, played tag, and hide-and-seek. He was trying, but the whole time he kept a vigil out the window with signs of worry written on his face.


Dinnertime arrived. Travis refused to eat. “I want to wait for Mommy and Daddy. I’ll eat with them.”


The words from his high-pitched voice weren’t harsh, only factual. I hesitated, then gave him a wink and poured a glass of milk. I wanted so much to show my daughter that leaving Travis on occasion was a good thing. Perhaps more to the point, it was important for Travis to trust me. We needed to have a relationship.


I set the milk in front of him. “Honey, they won’t be back until Sunday. I’m sure Mommy wouldn’t want you to go hungry. She likes your tummy to be full and happy.”


My psychology didn’t work.


“No.” His face scrunched into a scowl, his eyes shut tight, and I sensed tears were coming. Feelings of failure began to cloud my mind.


Finally, I sat down and in a firm but gentle tone said, “Travis, I am in charge until your parents get back. So far, I think we’re having quite a good time, don’t you?”


He looked skeptical, but nodded yes.


“So, let’s eat.” I looked at my plate and forked a bite of macaroni and cheese. I didn’t look up — just ate.


I could feel his eyes watching me. Soon, without a whimper, he started eating. It was a turning point.


Later after playtime and his bath, I suggested a bedtime story. His face lit up and he ran to pick out his favorite books. I sat in the old rocker that had once been mine, and cradled him in my arms. I read to him. By the second book, I felt him relax. Was he actually feeling secure? He snuggled and reached for my hand, holding it tight. His eyes became heavy, almost closing. I kissed his forehead and put the book down.
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