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Introduction


You don’t choose your family. They are God’s gift to you, as you are to them.


~Desmond Tutu


Family. One simple word can mean so many things! What do you think about when you hear the word “family”? Love. Sibling rivalry. Blessings. Memories. Secrets. Fun. Security. Pain. Wisdom. Drama.


Families are fascinating to us, whether they’re ours or someone else’s. Perhaps that’s why so many TV shows and movies, both comedies and dramas, focus on families. Most of us can relate to the adventures of the Griswold family as they take one disastrous family vacation after another or celebrate the holidays with (lovable but crazy) relatives. And, like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, we usually come to the realization at some point in our lives that there’s no place like home.


Our families complete us. They offer acceptance. They provide a history. They shape who we are, the good and the bad. They are, as Desmond Tutu says, “God’s gift to you.” Sometimes we may have to tear off a lot of wrapping paper to find the goodness inside! But think about how boring life would be without family.


Another amazing thing about families is that they’re all so different and yet the same. They’re complicated and yet simple. They’re a burden, but also a blessing. They’re often the source of our greatest joys, but also our deepest pain. They can build us up and tear us down. Families add richness and complexity to our lives.


Clearly, our families are “all.” Perhaps that’s why we received several thousand stories for this book. Yes, thousands! In reading these stories (and, indeed, we read every single one), we wiped away a lot of tears, fell off our chairs from laughter, and were deeply moved by the courage and strength displayed by so many. It wasn’t easy narrowing the selection down to 101 stories.


Many of the stories we received for this book (and weren’t able to use) will show up in other Chicken Soup for the Soul books because, if you’ve been reading Chicken Soup for the Soul books for a while, you’ve probably figured out that we like families a lot. We’ve got books about mothers and sons, dads and daughters, twins and multiples, preteens and teens, grandparents and grandchildren, and much more. And we’re going to keep publishing family stories because they really are central to our existence as human beings.


So, gather your loved ones around you and crack open this book. See if you recognize any of your siblings in the “Brothers and Sisters” chapter. Laugh along with the characters you’ll read about in “Putting the Fun in Dysfunctional” and “Eccentrics Are Us.” Revisit family celebrations in “Happy, Horrible Holidays” and “Family Vacations and Reunions.” Or take a walk on the serious side in “Forgiveness” or “Family Secrets.” There’s something for everyone in Chicken Soup for the Soul: All in the Family.


~Susan and Amy
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Eccentrics Are Us


Like all the best families, we have our share of eccentricities, of impetuous and wayward youngsters and of family disagreements.


~Queen Elizabeth II
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On Preserving the Family Plastic



All marriages are happy. It’s the living together afterward that causes all the trouble.


~Raymond Hull


I’m visiting home for the first time in six months, and my mother is sitting outside on the concrete stoop. “What happened to the outdoor furniture?” I ask, hoping to join her on this pleasant July day and drink some raspberry lemonade on the concrete slab that constitutes my father’s version of a “deck.”


My mother shakes her head.


“I don’t want to talk about it,” she says gloomily.


I can’t imagine what could possibly be so bad, for even if her two plastic white chairs and matching table were stolen, they were ten-year-old grocery store specials worth only a few dollars.


“We got a new set from Rob,” she says hesitantly, after a while.


When I asked where the set was, she just points to the garage.


“And the old set’s in the basement,” she calls after me, as I go to investigate.


But I don’t see any new outdoor furniture in the garage, only big trash bags. However, I do find the old set in the basement and take it upstairs, piece by piece. After all, it is summer in Chicago. What could be so wrong about a little outdoor furniture?


My mother protests when she sees me carrying it out, but I am determined to have somewhere to sit outside, so I persevere.


That night, after my father returns from work and we sit down to dinner, I look out at the porch and see three black garbage bags, each carefully covering the plastic furniture.


And then I understand my mother’s distress.


For as long as I can remember, my father has wrapped things in plastic. As a child, I thought it was normal. He kept his phone wrapped in not one, but two plastic zip-lock bags. He kept the bocce ball set not only in the special Eddie Bauer canvas case it came in, but also kept each ball carefully wrapped in its original plastic bag. He kept souvenir T-shirts in their plastic wrappings while wearing threadbare polos from the 1970s. It’s a miracle I was allowed to venture into the world without being wrapped in bubble wrap.


“Dad, there’s a reason outdoor furniture is called ‘outdoor,’” I try to reason with him.


But this concept escapes him, so I continue.


“It looks like you live next to a trash dump. I can’t even see your flowers anymore,” I say.


“Now do you see?” says my mother wearily. “I’d rather have nothing on the porch than have to look at big black trash bags all day.”


My father looks at us like we are crazy and counters with the fact that the chairs would get dirty and wet otherwise.


I point out that they are ten years old, plastic and worth a total of $10. Plus, they ruin the ambiance of the entire backyard.


Instead of agreeing with reason, he loses his temper and stomps out of the room while my mother heads over to the neighbor’s to sit on a porch that looks like something other than a trash dump.


The next day, I start to tell my mother that I agree that my father has finally lost it, once and for all, when something in my parents’ bedroom catches my eye. It is a drawing of a caterpillar made out of hearts that I had done as a five-year-old. There it was, faded, but in otherwise perfect condition—proudly preserved in a plastic sandwich bag on my dad’s dresser. I pick it up and hold it in my hand. Suddenly, my attitude toward my father’s plastic obsession becomes slightly more tolerant. I grab a book, head outside, peel off a garbage bag, and enjoy the summer sun, sitting in an old plastic chair that looks brand-new.


~Chantal Panozzo
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My Obsessive-Compulsive Darling



March to the beat of your own drum.


~English Proverb


I first started noticing it soon after we were married. It was important to Fred that the sponge always be placed in its “home spot” on the sink after use—the exact same place every time. I thought he was just a neatnik or his training in the Navy made him super-organized. I discovered that putting the sponge in the wrong spot on the sink was a great way to get him flustered. It was fun, and he was really cute when he was flustered!


Through the years, other “habits” began to surface that I questioned. Every night before going to bed, he would check to make sure that the doors were locked. He did this by locking and unlocking each door several times. I learned that there was no point in my locking the doors at all before I went to bed because he’d be unlocking them anyway to check them later.


He sorted his socks by color in his sock drawer, and sorted his underwear by size and type in his underwear drawer. He couldn’t just loosely place his belongings into his drawers like I did. Mine would start out organized, but not stay that way for long. He needed the two largest drawers in our chest of drawers so that he could separate his things, even though I was the woman and had more stuff! I gave in to him because it was the path of least resistance.


We were always late going places because his routines for getting ready took him so long, and he invariably lost track of time. I didn’t realize that he just couldn’t stop himself from following his routines religiously. If I tried to rush him, he always became flustered and upset with me. I eventually learned to keep my mouth shut and took up crocheting to help me relax while I was waiting.


His need for control became the most obvious one year when we took a trip with my sister and brother-in-law. We traveled in a van from Phoenix to a time-share cabin in the mountains. We stuck Fred in the back of the van since I tend to get carsick when I ride in the back. My sister also stuck her boxer back there. By the time we reached the cabin, Fred was absolutely freaked out from having to stare at the dog’s butt for three hours.


A few days later, we traveled on to Las Vegas. My sister had made the hotel reservations for us and got us a great deal. At the reception desk, Fred realized that our room was going to be on the 16th floor. I had forgotten that he doesn’t like to stay above the 7th floor because that is the highest the ladders on the fire trucks can reach. This was more serious than him not “liking” to stay above the 7th floor. He was actually afraid. We went up to our room and began to unpack but he kept looking out the window and fretting. Finally, he told me that he just couldn’t do this anymore and wanted to fly home immediately.


I didn’t know how to react. Why couldn’t he just “man up” and get over it? Why was he making such a big deal about this? Luckily, we were able to move to a room on the 6th floor and enjoy our days in Vegas, exploring the amazing buildings of the casinos and eating until we burst.


After that trip, I thought about what had happened. He and I had taken many vacations together, and there were never any signs of anxiety attacks. Then it hit me—he had always made all the arrangements. We always stayed in nice motels with no more than a couple of floors. He had always been in control on those trips!


Talk about control—it even affects his eating habits. One of his favorite things to do is take a drive out in the country, sip on a Dr. Pepper and eat M&Ms. I joined him one day and, as we were driving along, the smell of his M&Ms wafted over to my side of the car and I asked for a couple. He hesitated at first and told me that it was going to mess up his system. System?! He explained that his Dr. Pepper and M&Ms had to come out even. His last M&M and last sip of Dr. Pepper had to end together. If I took some of his M&Ms, it would mess things up. It just seemed so silly that I had to laugh! Fortunately, he has been able to laugh at himself as well. Now I just tell him if I want some M&Ms before we get in the car. Of course, he needs to know the exact number. If you say “a handful” it messes with his mind.


Before leaving the house, Fred always packs his pockets with the exact same items in the exact same pockets. When we go on a walk around the block, we can’t leave until he packs his pockets. His lack of spontaneity is frustrating to me, but packing his pockets is something that he has to do. One day, our youngest son fell outside and busted his chin open. Fred couldn’t just grab his keys and wallet and run out the door to take our son to the emergency room. We had to wait for him to pack his pockets.


Now, Fred has his redeeming qualities. He is pure gold as a father and husband. No other dad could have spent more time with his children than Fred did. He was always ready to play with them and spend time with them, even when he was tired to the bone. The grandchildren love him to death and always run to him when they visit. He’s been a loving, faithful husband who has always made family his first priority. I love him dearly, in spite of his quirks.


Yes, we have come to realize that he has obsessive-compulsive disorder. When we were first married, in the 1970s, nobody had heard of it. He has admitted to me that he cannot stop himself from going through his little routines and really wishes that he could. But now we know about it, and it’s just a part of Fred. He wouldn’t be as much fun without it! And what would the family tease him about? It’s all good-natured, of course, and it has been easy for the family to learn to live with his habits because he is so lovable otherwise. We wouldn’t do a thing to change him! And I’ve completed many beautiful afghans while waiting.


~Kay Johnson
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The Cleaning Lady



You sometimes see a woman who would have made a Joan of Arc in another century and climate, threshing herself to pieces over all the mean worry of housekeeping.


~Rudyard Kipling


I can’t tell you exactly when it was my aunt was bitten by the bug. As far as I can remember, that’s just the way she had always been. No one in her neat little circle of family and friends ever really made a major production over her behavior. Most of us just accepted her condition as sort of quirky in a roll-your-eyes kind of way. Upon meeting her for the first time, however, there were those who just assumed she was from a military family or spent some time herself in the armed forces. My aunt had the Windex-holstered, Swifter-toting cleaning bug. And its work was never done.


My earliest memory of Aunt Helen is a continuous swirl of moving parts. She was half-woman, half-machine. One moment, she would be mopping the floor, and the next moment she’d be shoveling snow off the driveway before it even had time to decide whether to melt or stick. She resembled the very appliances she was so enamored of—single-minded, smooth-running, and effectively serving the home’s occupants. This polishing act was not limited to her own home. In fact, she carried the bug to our house on a daily basis. Since my parents divorced when my sister and I were quite young, my aunt felt an obligation to “help out” around the house. It was either the selfless act of a caring sister, or a window of opportunity that was streaky and in need of cleaning. My mother went with the latter.


“Don’t let her fool you,” my mother would say. “She wouldn’t miss being here for the world.”


There were days that my aunt hardly spoke a word to us when she was, as my mother would say, “on the clock.” Mostly, her self-imposed duties hardly interfered with our daily routine of doing homework, playing Yahtzee, or reading comic books. That is, unless my sister and I were watching Scooby-Doo in the living room when Aunt Helen came chugging through with the vacuum cleaner in high gear. We would race to pull the plug on her so as not to miss a single “Zoinks!” or “Jinkies” from Shaggy and the gang.


“Didn’t you hear that?” my aunt might ask, referring to the crackling noise going up the tube before she was suddenly silenced by me or my sister. “That’s dirt!”


“No,” my sister might calmly reply, settling into her spot on the couch. “That’s popcorn.”


As kids, we never really felt a dust-speck of guilt for this voluntary servitude. We sensed she was happiest when doing her thing. So why not enjoy the benefits of a loved one’s compulsions? We never thought that maybe there just might be other forces at work behind her Mrs. Clean exterior. We were kids, after all—kids who made messes. The relationship worked great for us. Apart from vacuuming at critical times of the day like cartoon hour, the disturbances caused by Aunt Helen’s compulsions were fairly minor. While eating dinner with her mopping around us, we might occasionally feel a bump against our chair or be asked to raise our feet. However, if I spilled something on my shirt, I would be ordered to immediately hand the soiled garment over while she prepped her cleaning products and filled the kitchen sink with hot water, since time was apparently of the essence.


My mother wasn’t one to complain about my aunt’s antiseptic behavior either. Free maid service with two kids was a blessing, and when she came home from working at a high school cafeteria all day, the last thing she wanted to do was wait on a couple more kids, even if they were her own.


“You really don’t need to organize that pantry again,” my mother might say. “Johnny’s uniform is grass-stained, and he has a game tomorrow.”


“Oh, sure, what do you take me for? I have to get home for Bob,” my aunt might shoot back, referring to my uncle, who we really only saw in her wallet and on holidays and birthdays.


But the exchange between sisters was short-lived, lasting no longer than a puff of steam from an upturned iron. If there was a job to do, Aunt Helen would do it and do it right. Uncle Bob could wait a few more minutes. What no one, not even my mother, really understood at the time was that Bob probably wouldn’t be there waiting anyway.


Some twenty years later, some things have certainly changed, and some have remained pretty much the same. My aunt no longer has Uncle Bob to go home to. He met a high school sweetheart at a class reunion during my sophomore year in high school and promptly moved 1,500 miles away, catching everyone, except maybe my aunt, by complete surprise. Did the cleaning bug cause him to look outside the no-dirt zone or did his wandering eye give birth to the little bugger that gripped my aunt all these years? Maybe she saw her home coming apart and did everything she could to put things in order—literally. I guess we all deal with disorder in our own way.


One would think that with a new, visible husband, a happy marriage, and a little rust now on her bones that my aunt and her bug would have mellowed. Not exactly. My wife is in her glory when Aunt Helen visits. She purposefully neglects to clean our Lazy Susan because she knows that is what my aunt has been thinking about from the moment she was invited over, considering the effort she put into it during her last visit. That and whether or not we finally purchased a can of furniture polish since “Windex is for windows!”


Her next visit will be particularly pleasing, though. It will be my son’s three-year birthday party, and with him leaving debris and bits of wreckage in his wake, now could not be a better time for a visit from Aunt Helen and her little friend. I’ll stand a safe distance away behind my camcorder as I film my son tearing open gifts like Jaws on spring break in Cancun. Occasionally, the blur of a hand will dart into the frame and deftly catch bits of wrapping paper before they even hit the floor. Off-frame, they will be neatly folded and placed in a white plastic trash bag. The cleaning bug is alive and well.


~John MacDonald
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Imaginary Friends



Imagination and fiction make up more than three-quarters of our real life.


~Simone Weil


At four feet, nine inches and barely ninety pounds, Grandmother was a powerhouse of energy. Wearing white bobby socks and canvas tennis shoes, she rambled through her two-story brick home, sanitizing each room and washing her hands every hour over the kitchen sink.


As Grandmother scrubbed her palms raw with lye soup and a dishrag, she whispered, “What did y’all say? Hee, hee. You comin’? We need you here.”


Curious about her company, I raced into the kitchen to investigate. Upon hearing my footsteps, she abruptly ceased her muffled chatter as if I had interrupted an appointment with a good friend. Turning toward me while continuing to scour her hands, she’d say, “Dwan, what can I get for you? Why don’t you go out and play?”


On my way out the door, I would hear her resume the conversation. “What did y’all say? Hee, hee. I’m washing, washing. No, I didn’t hear from her. Where is she?” Grandmother seemed to be having so much fun. I always wondered what her invisible friends were saying, but I didn’t dare ask. I was told at an early age that it wasn’t polite to speak of her companions.


I liked visiting Grandmother but noticed, when not in the company of her make-believe friends, she seemed melancholy and distant. She seldom left the house and often told me of plots against her. She’d say, “The lady next door is making moonshine and wants me to leave town so I won’t tell the police” or “Brother Brown has been sending people to watch me because I saw him steal money buried in the cemetery.” I struggled to separate reality from counterfeit in her world.


After long visits with Grandmother, I breathed a sigh of relief to be free of fantasy. This reprieve ended the day my sister introduced me to Tyler. Like many young children, six-year-old Bonnie had conceived an imaginary friend. Unlike our grandmother’s private companions, who only dwelled within the confines of her walls, Tyler went with us everywhere.


When we sat down to eat at McDonald’s, Bonnie announced, “He’s eating my hamburger.” When we drove through town, “Tyler, look at the big buildings.” When it was time to go to bed, “Brush your teeth, boy.”


One day while visiting Grandmother, I said, “Bonnie is crazy, Grandmother. She has an imaginary friend. She talks to him all the time, and it is driving me nuts. I’m embarrassed to have my friends over because they may see her talking to him.”


Grandmother clenched her raw fists and looked up at me. (I was already taller than her at age eleven.) “Now, just you listen. You better not say that to her. Don’t you know that imaginary friends are a sign of creativity? Very intelligent people have imaginary companions, and Bonnie is a very smart girl. She reminds me of me. So you hush.”


I pondered what my grandmother said. Creativity? Intelligence? I had never associated them with incessant chatter to invisible people.


Thirty years later, as I replay this conversation in my mind, I realize that fantasy serves distinct purposes for different people.


For my grandmother, her invisible friends were her escape. They were pleasure, solace, and an expression of the joys and pain of her existence. They held her within the walls of mental illness, yet permitted her to maintain contact with her true identity as a wife, mother and grandmother. Her companions soothed her compulsions and gave her courage to face contrived conspiracies.


For Bonnie, Tyler was truly an expression of her creativity and intelligence. He was a temporary stage in the adventures of childhood. He entertained, while enabling her to expand her communication and social skills. He comforted my sister at a time when the world seemed too large for little girls.


Tyler eventually faded from Bonnie’s imagination. My grand-mother’s companions remained until her death. In many ways, I wish life could have been different for Grandmother, but I’m thankful for the simple pleasures she received from her imaginary friends. In some odd way, I believe God allowed them to comfort her soul and lighten the burden of her mental disorders.


~Dwan Reed
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Just Because



If God had wanted me otherwise, He would have created me otherwise.


~Johann von Goethe


I grew up in a world where “crazy” was served up daily as a plateful of dysfunction. Years later, at the age of thirty-four, I had a name for my illness. I was bipolar.


During my chaotic life, I managed to give birth to a ten-pound, ten-ounce bundle of love, Shayla Rae Dawn. To me, she was sheer perfection. Many times throughout the years of raising my daughter, the walls I had built up from a lifetime of abuse dissolved when I held her in my arms. Like a waterfall that had been turned off, my bipolar was evaporated by the love of my child.


As a little girl, Shayla depended on me for both love and security. Although these were things I had never received, I was able to create them in the deep bond I shared with my daughter.


Looking back, my daughter never thought something was wrong with Mommy, because my erratic behavior was simply normal to her. We would play together like two schoolmates, skipping along the sidewalk, singing and laughing. If she climbed a tree, I was right behind her, imagining the spectacular tree house we could build in its towering limbs. Shayla would awake in the middle of the night to the wondrous aromas of freshly baked cinnamon buns, whipped shortbread and banana muffins. It never occurred to her that regular people do not start baking at 3:00 A.M.


Then, there were times when my bipolar was infused with such creativity that it seemed like pure brilliance. I would write, compose and submerge myself in the gift that my mental illness allowed me to share with the world. Long before I was diagnosed, my bipolar was like a mischievous child, coming out to play whenever it desired.


During her childhood, Shayla took delight in my unusual parenting methods. One of her favourite memories was of the “Just Because” parties I would host on a whim. While my daughter was at the neighbour’s, I would contact her friends and invite them over for the next day, “just because.” They would arrive to find our home adorned with colorful decorations. I would have craft projects set up for the girls, and a homemade angel food cake with marshmallow icing, complete with sprinkles and sparklers. The girls would hide behind the couch, and when Shayla entered, her friends would jump out and yell, “Surprise!”


Since being diagnosed with bipolar and properly medicated, my life has changed in dramatic ways. I have clarity where racing thoughts once existed. I have stability where chaos resided. I have been a spokesperson for mental health issues, sharing my troubled past with those wanting to see me as a person coping with a mental illness. Additionally, I have spoken at my daughter’s former high school twice and watched with great pride how accommodating Shayla has been with my bipolar.


Stepping out from behind the shadows of my bipolar, I have positioned myself to be scrutinized. To openly announce to the world that I have a mental illness is not an easy task, yet I gain control over my life when I share my journey with strangers. The realization that my “mental imperfection” is the foundation of my dysfunction now gives me hope! My daughter, Shayla Rae Dawn, has taught me that there are no limitations in life, only recognition that there is freedom in embracing our differences!


~Tonya L. Alton
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Never Late



Punctuality is the politeness of kings.


~Louis XVIII


The family curse began when my twin brother and I were about five years old. Our mother took on us on shopping trips to town. We had to drive several miles to catch a bus that would take us to Gay Street, the main street in downtown Knoxville, Tennessee. From the time we exited the bus until we caught one for a return ride, Mother marched us up and down every street in the city. She stood only five feet two inches, but her short legs covered more territory than people much taller. She never bought much because money was in short supply, but Mother had an itinerary she had to cover before the homeward bus ran. Don’t be late for the bus; don’t be late getting home. “Don’t be late” became our family’s mantra, and it’s caused plenty of grief over the years.


Mother began her twenty-year career as an elementary school teacher when my twin brother and I started first grade. Every school day morning, she chased us out of our beds, made us dress, and fed us breakfast. Then we’d load ourselves into the car for the mile ride to the local elementary school. School started at 8:00 A.M., but our brood arrived each morning no later than 7:30 A.M.


My brother Jim and I took a break from punctuality during our senior year in high school. The principal contacted our mother with news that we’d been tardy thirteen successive days. The tongue lashing we received changed our ways. A beating would have been more welcome than the long lecture we received. The main point of the speech was that being late is a sinful act that neither of us should practice. We were told to go and sin no more.


All the harping on not being late finally seeped to my core. As a freshman in college, I constantly worried about not being able to find my classes on campus. The thoughts of arriving late and being verbally chastised by a professor kept me in a near panic. I also was concerned about not being prepared for class once I arrived. What if I forgot an assignment? What if I needed to use the restroom? To prevent such disasters, I would find the buildings and rooms for classes at the beginning of each term. Then I would arrive for each session approximately a half-hour early.


The fear of being late turned into a compulsion to be early to all events in my life. This driving force played havoc with married life. My wife Amy is one who believes that arriving for an 8:00 appointment at 8:00 is acceptable. Showing up any earlier is a waste of time to her. On the other hand, I pace the floor, wring my hands, and curse as I wait for her. With every passing moment, my heart rate increases and my blood pressure spikes. Drives to our destinations often include heated arguments as I throw temper tantrums about being “late” to a function. The tension grows even more if we arrive on time or a couple of minutes early. Amy never says a word, but a smirk is pasted on her face, and her look screams, “I told you so!”


I became so anxious waiting for Amy on Sunday mornings that we finally began driving two cars to church services. I’d leave in time to be the first person there, and Amy and the kids would arrive only a couple of minutes after assembly had started.


The fear of being late carried over into my job as a high school English teacher. Teachers were required to be at work at 8:00 A.M. To me, that meant the correct arrival time was no later than 7:15. During the years that I taught an early morning class at 7:00 A.M., my arrival time was usually 6:30. The reasoning for such early arrival was it gave me time to do some work prior to students arriving. However, I usually spent the time in activities that had nothing at all to do with school. Not being late was what mattered most.


My children are adults now. Unfortunately, they’ve learned too well from their father. During their years in sports, we arrived at practices or at games before anyone else on the team. In their present lives, both Lacey and Dallas are early arrivers. They, too, have come to believe that being early is the same as being on time. Lacey’s husband and Dallas’ girlfriends struggle with the compulsion. Perhaps the newest member to the family, grandson Madden, can break the cycle and discover that being late isn’t a capital offense.


~Joe Rector
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My Beloved Crazy Relatives



Friends are God’s apology for relations.


~Hugh Kingsmill


In 1982, my Aunt Melzie passed away. She called me in Florida a few weeks before to tell me she didn’t have long. I didn’t really believe her. After all, she thought she was dying for many years.


“And if your Aunt Willowdean cries at my funeral, I want you to turn around and slap her. You tell her that if she didn’t have time for me when I was alive, turn off those tears. I don’t need them.”


My mother’s family consisted of nine children, all a few cards short of a deck. My mother, Drucella Drakula, was the firstborn. Grandmother must’ve been on some heavy drugs when she named her. But my mother fit that role. Always the pet of her father, she remained jealous of everyone else throughout her life.


Then came Aunt Melzie, the smart one. Aunt Lenka was next. Poor thing. She looked like my grandfather’s sister in Serbia, and he hated her. Whenever he came home drunk, they had to hide her so he didn’t shoot her. No kidding. Is it any wonder she turned out a bit loony? She had a kind heart, but was a pathological liar.


Along came Aunt Luva. She married at sixteen to escape the family, but never quite managed to get far enough away from the loose lips of her sisters. “Your husband has been flirting with that Beatty girl for a long time. We think they’re, well, you know.” He wasn’t, of course. But Mother and Aunt Melzie weren’t too happy with their mates and hated that Aunt Luva had married such a nice man.


Aunt Aubrey was shy and rather quiet. It really ticked her off when she picked a fight with her husband and he’d walk away instead of fighting back. She was used to an argumentative family. He smiled a lot. Died from ulcers. That’s what happens when you hold it all in.


Uncle Elwood was drafted into the Army, than later joined the Marines. He served in two wars. He relived the war every night in his sleep, screaming and fighting. Is it any wonder he turned into an alcoholic? Well, then again, that was a family trait. He became an English teacher and loved it. Married in his fifties while drunk. Divorced after two years and her taking what little bit he had saved up.


Then there was Aunt Willowdean—the one who wasn’t supposed to cry at the funeral, but did. I didn’t have the heart to slap her. After all, she was very insecure. She always suffered from women’s stuff. No one ever felt sorry for her, though, except me. When she was a teenager and babysat for me, I really hated her. She made me go to bed at six so she could spend time talking on the telephone. I learned to like her when we were older. I felt sorry for her when her husband talked about how he planned to “dump the old broad” when the kids grew up. He never did.


Aunt Darice came along and was spoiled rotten. She was the pretty one. Of course, she grew up to be a barmaid and let’s just say was a bit on the loose side. Darice got involved with two married men who said they loved her and wanted to marry her. It’s a little hard to marry men who are already married, which she later learned. She finally did marry a man she didn’t really love. She was pretty. He was not. She drank too much—that family trait—and became a trophy wife. But you couldn’t help but love her, unless you were Aunt Willowdean, who resented her. Funny, but when Aunt Darice went through chemo, it was Aunt Willowdean, who had passed over several years before, who would tell her it would all be okay. But it wasn’t.


The baby of the family was Uncle Delmer. Good-looking, smart, talented, but he didn’t escape the family flaws. He married a woman just to be married because his sisters were all married, and then his nieces started getting married so he just decided that’s what he should do. It didn’t take long for him to discover his mistake. When he said he wanted a divorce, his wife ran into the street screaming and tearing off her clothes. He was so embarrassed he stayed drunk throughout his forty-year marriage. I thought it was rather cute to learn that in the midst of having a heart attack, he washed his hair while waiting for the ambulance to arrive. He always liked his thick wavy hair. He died at the age of sixty-three with clean hair.


Let’s get back to Aunt Melzie’s funeral. She was the first of the nine siblings to pass over. I had promised Aunt Melzie that I would come to her funeral only if the weather was good in Ohio. She passed away on Mother’s Day night, the flowers in bloom. Her children said she did that on purpose, to make them feel guilty for spending part of the day with their in-laws. She was an expert at guilt trips, bless her heart.


My mother, Drucella, didn’t fly in from Arizona. Why? How could she be the center of attention when she wasn’t the corpse?


Later that night, Uncle Elwood stopped by Aunt Melzie’s house. We were talking in the kitchen, and he said his soon-to-be ex-wife was an idiot. I couldn’t help it, but it just slipped out: “Who else do you think would marry you?” Let me tell you, my mouth cut me right out of his will, especially when I told him to leave his money to a cat. I “sweetly” talked to him like that for the next hour until he looked at me like Drucella had given birth to the devil’s child, and then he left.


Aunt Darice and I heard Cousin Doyle laughing hysterically. We went into the living room to see what was wrong with the man who had just lost his mother. “All my life, I wanted to tell Uncle Elwood what I thought of him, but Mother wouldn’t let me. And you so sweetly told him to more or less stick it where the sun doesn’t shine.”


“Well, bless your heart, Doyle. Glad I could make you so happy on this sad occasion.”


After the funeral was over, we all went to the cemetery to see Aunt Melzie laid to rest. After the priest finished his eulogy, we sent Aunt Melzie to her afterlife with bottles of Blatz beer and packs of Camel non-filtered cigarettes. She always liked her beer and cigarettes. Probably what made her leave us at the age of sixty-five. I loved that woman and all her quirky ways.


You’d think the next generation of family would’ve learned something from the previous one, but we didn’t. We still have the pathological liars and those who like to imbibe a bit too much. Hey, at least none of us has ended up in jail. What more could you ask in a family?


~Nori Thomas
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Call Me Crazy



There are no pockets in a shroud.


~Author Unknown


I’ve started hiding money around my house. Not a lot. Just ones and fives. Maybe an occasional ten.


Nobody’s going to get rich if they find it, but when I’m doing a really thorough housecleaning (which believe me, isn’t all that often) and I’m climbing on ladders to dust the hidden nooks and crannies, I’ve started putting money up there out of sight.


It’s not just in the obvious places, like stuffed inside the antique kitchen implements that are arranged in Cracker Barrel restaurant-style on the shelves over my kitchen cabinets. I’ve also pushed some bills through the slats of the air conditioning vents and even removed an electrical outlet here or there to poke in a few bills.


I don’t do it so that I’ll have a secret stash if I ever get in a financial bind. My memory is so bad, it wouldn’t be worth the effort to try to find it if I needed it. I do it because when I die, I want people to find it and say, “That Betsy. She sure was a crazy old broad.”


When I was young, I remember hearing stories about my crazy Aunt Sally. People say that when she died, they found money stashed all over her house. They also found a dead coyote in her freezer.


Now, to me, that doesn’t seem all that crazy. I’m sure Aunt Sally (whom I never met) had a perfectly logical explanation for the coyote. Maybe times were hard and she was keeping it in case she ran out of food. Maybe she killed it in the winter and couldn’t bury it because the ground was frozen. Maybe she just wanted a dead coyote.


I do know that everyone loved the stories of “Crazy” Aunt Sally, and because of those stories, she has been remembered far longer than anyone else in that generation of our family.


Recently, I was filling out an application for a passport. One of the bits of information I was supposed to provide was my father’s birth date and place of birth. I didn’t know the answer. I asked my sisters, but they didn’t know the answer either. Somewhere in Pennsylvania and sometime in November 1918, they thought. I knew that much myself, but none of us remember much more. Not just about his birthday, but about the man in general.


Granted, it’s been some time since my father died. Thirty-two years, to be exact. But there is almost nothing left of him. Not even memories. His brother and parents are all gone. Because of Alzheimer’s, my mother’s memory of him is gone. He was a good, sweet man, but just an ordinary man. He wasn’t extreme in any aspect of his being. He wasn’t eccentric. There was nothing about him that made him really stand out.


He did have five children to carry on his genes, but genes do not a legend make. We do not sit around at family gatherings and share belly laughs or colorful tales about the man who did his part to create us and rear us. The memories, like the man, are functional—almost utilitarian. There were no crazy quirks to add color to the memories. No eccentricities to recall. He lived. He worked. He raised some kids. He died.


Thinking about all of that is what made me decide to start hiding the money.


I don’t have any children of my own, which makes the likelihood of my memory lasting very long after I die somewhat limited at best. But I think if I make a real effort, I might still have enough time left to make myself into a memorable oddball. I do have nieces and nephews, so there is still hope that tales of Crazy Aunt Betsy might survive. I could probably do it the easy way and buy a nice pleasant memory from each of them. I have some money saved up, and I could give them all a nice hefty sum when I go. Certainly getting them all a new car would give them something to remember me by. Maybe. But remembering my money isn’t really the same as remembering me. And although a nice gift like that might elicit a smile, it probably wouldn’t result in a laugh when they are sitting around a big bonfire at a family reunion. A new car doesn’t get anywhere near the same reaction as a dead coyote.


I wish I could do something really dramatic when I go, like lying inside an open casket at my memorial service, wearing one of those pairs of fake glasses with a big nose and mustache. But I kind of doubt that I can get a funeral home to fulfill that wish for me.


So I’m starting with little things like hiding the money.


Oh, I’ll have a will, of course. I’ll leave each of my heirs a long detailed list of my assets, which I’m sure will be several million dollars by then. But I won’t just be boring and write them each a tidy little check. I’ll let them know it’s out there for them somewhere, if they can find it. If any of them remember my stories about Crazy Aunt Sally, eventually one of them might check the freezer.


~Betsy S. Franz
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The Family Collection



You can never get enough of what you don’t need to make you happy.


~Eric Hoffer


When you really get right down to it, there are two kinds of people: those who take hotel bathroom minis. And those who don’t but secretly want to. Since I come from a family of packrats, I’m a collector, and naturally see any hotel room as a place of opportunity. A small sewing kit with a button? Not just one, but two little bottles of shampoo? A couple of tea bags? You name it, they are all scooped up and put into my suitcase, hidden among clothes should the maid decide to go snooping and not refill what is rightfully mine for the next day.


I go so far as to come back to a hotel room after a day of work or sightseeing and be personally offended if the maid has not replaced all the little freebies in a plentiful fashion because then I’ll have to go through my suitcase and use yesterday’s new bar of soap. The horror.


But it goes both ways. If everything’s been restocked, you can’t imagine my excitement as I do a clean sweep and dump even more of the little goodies—lotions, bath gels, and soaps—into my suitcase.


“Stealing the soap again, are we?” my husband says condescendingly, actually wanting to use the soap instead of taking it home to admire for decades.


“We paid for these,” I’ll say, stressing the word “paid.” But he’ll just grumble and groan, imagining hundreds of little bottles falling into the sink as he opens our already bursting bathroom cabinet looking for his razor.


The thing is, I haven’t figured out why I take this stuff. It just pleases me to see the bottles pile up at home. But I have figured out that my collections can only result from one of two things: learned behavior or gene inheritance.


After all, my mother doesn’t just limit herself to hotel freebies, but also covets restaurant ones. If there’s a big bowl of mints near the register, my mother excitedly takes one or two handfuls and throws them in her purse.


“I love sucking on one of these after teaching my class,” she’ll say, as if that somehow excuses her for being so greedy.


But since she’s talking to one of her own, I’ll grab an extra heap and give them to her.


“Oh my gosh, thank you,” she’ll say, like it’s the best gift on earth. And then I’ll just smile, knowing that, to her, it is.


If the freebie gene isn’t inherited, then the most notorious collector of the family—my grandmother—trained me at a young age. Every time we went to a restaurant, my grandmother would hide her menu in her gigantic Art Institute of Chicago purse, pretending innocently to the waiter that she didn’t get one. She took napkins, little sugar packets, and once, even a cup and saucer from a fancy Paris restaurant.


Most of these items were stored in drawers in the family room. You name it, and there was a drawer for it. A drawer of napkins. A drawer of menus. Even a drawer of paper placemats with coffee stains on them.


As I child, I would look at these items in wonder, imagining all the different places they came from. When I visited my grandparents, I would play tea room and set the different napkins and placemats on a blanket that masqueraded as a fine tablecloth, using my grand-mother’s many menus as inspiration to create my own.


Since my grandma passed away four years ago, my grandpa has inherited her collection. He doesn’t know what to do with it all, but he goes over each piece, remembering where it came from and the joy it brought Grandma, while examining the amazingly low prices on menus from the 1970s.


“It was only fifty cents for a cup of coffee back then. Can you imagine?” he’ll say, the vinyl brown menu shaking in his hands, his words choking him.


Even though he is on a mission to clean out the house they lived in together for fifty-three years, he cannot rid himself of any of her “collections”—not even the napkins. As treasured as the piles of photographs that surround him, these simple freebies have become priceless. They are the stuff of memories—of the places they came from, of the person who took them.


Maybe someday my husband will understand.


~Chantal Panozzo
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In-Laws and Outlaws


Happiness is having a large, loving, caring, close-knit family—in another city.


~George Burns
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The Blue Cooler



Never rely on the glory of the morning nor the smiles of your mother-in-law.


~Japanese Proverb


On a clear, perfectly cool day in August, our family and friends gathered to honor my daughter on her graduation from high school.


Plans had been in the making for months, and the yard looked more elegant than we would have thought possible, with splashes of color in flowers, pictures, and tablecloths. The setting was perfect, the caterer was excellent, and everything was in place.


For once, I was out of bed before my mother-in-law, so her phone greeting, “Did I wake you?” didn’t require a fib this time.


“Listen!” she demanded. “I just made porketta sandwiches—120 of them—and they’re so good, I want only family to have them. They’re too good for the others. We’re not going to give them out—just to family.”


“Okay,” I said, hoping there was more to the story and keeping the questions forming in my mind from creeping into my voice.


“I’ll pack them into the cooler. Remember—nobody but the family.... ” And she hung up. She was never one for slow, warm goodbyes.


“Okay,” I said again to myself, with a bit higher pitch to my voice.


“Okay,” I said, turning on my husband, rapidly moving into attack mode. There was no time for nonsense today as I “calmly” explained to him, my voice rising.


“Your mother doesn’t want anyone but family to have her porketta sandwiches, so we’re going to give little tickets to family members. They need a ticket to get into the cellar. Once they’re in, they’ll get one sandwich each, but they have to eat it in the cellar, so no one—except the family—knows where the porketta is. And I’m pretty sure this doesn’t include anyone who married into the family. You know how she feels about us,” I finished as my hands rose into the air, a hopeless “I give up” gesture.


“What???” questioned my husband, his face tightening up in irritation at my obvious sarcasm. A brief glare in my direction, then his hands in the air in the same gesture, followed by a new expression learned from my daughters, “Whatever!” he said as he quickly made a break for the yard. He had lived with his mother for thirty years before marrying me. There were no surprises.


“Count to ten, go for fifty... go for 100... but this isn’t going to ruin your day,” I scolded myself as I got back to work. I had learned over a brief eighteen years that logic and cool reasoning were not handy in this family.


Guests arrived, time flew, music played, and conversation was great. She slipped in when I was in the house. I saw her talking with my husband outside as he carried the blue cooler down the driveway. I saw her motion, him motion, her motion, him motion. Still a draw. Then her sharp thrust of her cane to a spot under the small tent showed that she had not accepted defeat. John carried the cooler filled with porketta to the spot, put it down, and then helped his mother lower herself into her new seat on top of the cooler. He had won—the porketta didn’t go into the cellar. But she had won, too.


There she sat, reigning like a queen from her perch on the little blue box. It was just a regular-sized beverage holder, built for beer parties, floating in canoes, summer fun, but not built for my mother-in-law. As the family came, they paid homage to her. And so the day went on.


My older brother took me aside, shocked that I would make my mother-in-law sit on such an uncomfortable accommodation. “What’s wrong with you?” he whispered. “That poor old lady.” He had no idea.


My younger brother took me aside, too. “Where’s the beer? Is it in that cooler that Margaret is sitting on? People are looking for the beer,” he stated, also having no idea. “Can’t you get her to move?”


“Not with a stick of dynamite,” I said, heading off to bring the liquids out of the cellar to keep him content.


And so the day continued, until some of the guests got restless. Ronnie, a neighbor of my mother-in-law, started the problem.


“Margaret, when I was over at your house this morning (Ronnie often dropped in coincidentally right at pancake and bacon time), that porketta you were cooking smelled great. Where is Anne hiding it? I’d love a few porketta sandwiches.”


She smiled, gave her “I can’t hear you—I’m deaf... ” look and didn’t say a word—a sin of omission.


So Ronnie moved away, but he started the crowd thinking. You can’t have a Maroni party without the Maroni porketta, rumored to be the best in town. Where was it? The buzz about the golden pork spread through the party, like the telephone game that kids play sometimes, laughing at the message that finally arrives at the end.


This end message wasn’t any better. About a half-hour later, serving desserts, I heard the end version. Anne didn’t want anybody but family to have the porketta, and she was making Margaret sit on the cooler to guard it.


Ironic, yes. Surprising, no. I was the reason my kids were on the skinny side, my sheets weren’t pure white, the hems came down on my family’s pants too soon, so why not be the Porketta Grinch? It suited me.


But I could not and would not fight Delmo, Ronnie, Quinto and the rest of the boys who wouldn’t go home until they had had their sandwiches, plus two to go each.


I put my plan into action. Margaret had been sitting there for two hours. “Get your mother some nice iced tea,” I ordered my husband. Not long after, I again gave him the command. “Get her another glass. It’s hot today. You know how thirsty she gets.”


It wasn’t long before my plan worked.


“John, Gene, somebody help me up. I need to go into the house,” she said, looking around for me. Spotting me, she pointed her cane at me, banged on the poor little sagging cooler, then shook the cane at me again, not needing any words to get her message across. As he helped her into the house, my husband’s glance told me, “Please don’t. Please.” But I had had it.


My nephew was the first to raise the lid. He got his hands in, and then the pillaging started. Porketta sandwiches were passed hand to hand and flew through the air with Ronnie yelling, “Go long, Delmo,” thereby satisfying their need for the sandwiches and to relive their old football days all in one action. The air became filled with the redolent, heavy garlic odor. Faces became filled with “Wow! This is good porketta!” smiles.
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