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

      — Lois Wyse

      I am one of those grandparents. You know the kind I'm talking about — the quintessential picture-toting, cookie-baking, memory-making, brag-about-'em, spoil-'em-rotten, soft-place-to-fall, crazy-about-those-little-darlings Grand of Grands. And I'm not a bit ashamed to admit it. I figure that after being the heavy for all those years raising my children, I have earned the right to shower theirs with unabashed, unconditional, uninhibited love. Nothing makes me happier.

      I'm not sure how or why I became such a doting grandparent, though I suspect it has something to do with the grands in my own life. One thing I do know for sure is that it was instantaneous — love at first sight — starting from the moment I saw my first grandchild stick his thumb in his mouth, when he was still in his mommy's tummy, during an ultrasound. I whooped and laughed out loud, even as tears misted my eyes and I suppressed the urge to clobber the technician who'd poked him to make him raise his legs. I knew then that I'd protect my grandson as fiercely as I would my own children. But I also sensed it would be different, that there would be less work and worry and more play and ease. Almost seventeen years and three grandchildren later, I am happy to report that my instincts were mostly right. In fact, it's even better than I thought it would be.

      Now, I know not all grandparents are as enamored with this grandy role as I am. There are many ways to be a terrific grandparent, and my jubilant, “in there” brand of granding doesn't jibe with everyone. Frankly, it sometimes drives my daughters and their husbands nuts. But they're also really glad that I'm crazy about their kids and that their kids are crazy about their “Grammie Nut.”

      Yep, that's me: Grammie Nut. Singer of silly songs. Weaver of goofy stories. Teller of corny jokes. Breaker of rules. Maker of yummy treats. Instigator of fun and games. It was while playing a rollicking game of Candy Land with my eldest grandson, when he was not quite four and not yet able to read, that I officially became Grammie Nut. Scott, my grandson, landed on a space and drew a card instructing him. He handed me the card and I dutifully read: “Go to Grandma's Nut House.” Then, I crossed my eyes and said, “You can't go to Grammie Nut's house! You're already at Grammie Nut's house!” Amazingly, the little guy actually got my joke (did I mention he's brilliant and has a great sense of humor?) and laughed so hard he fell back on the floor, flat on his back. From that day forward, I've been Grammie Nut.

      My kids had their own goofy grandparent, the one who got down on the floor and played with them and who joshed and joked with them … my dad, a.k.a. “Clyde” (his alter-ego, the “knucklehead” he blames whenever he breaks something, including wind). I also had mine, Grandpa Baum, whose dry wit, delivered in his gravelly voice with its strong Brooklyn accent, always makes me smile, just remembering. From those two jokesters, I learned not only how to be a fun-loving grandma but also how to be an affectionate, attentive, and accountable one. Just as my grandfather was always there to listen, advise, comfort, and help, so too has my dad always been there for my children.

      For all his silly antics, my dad is also the original Dudley Do-Right — a truly good man who religiously practices the Golden Rule. It is one of the things his grandchildren love and respect most about him. It is also one of the things I most loved and respected about my dad's dad, Grandpa Sell, and something I strive to emulate for my grandchildren.

      From both of my paternal grandparents, Blanche and James Sell, I learned the importance of integrity, self-sufficiency, spirituality, and family. Childhood visits to their farm are among my most cherished memories. They inspired me to provide my grandchildren with the same wealth of memories and a living example of how to live honorably and purposefully.

      From my maternal grandmother, Mary Baum, I learned to be my own woman. She also inspired in me an appreciation of art, music, and literature. Her daughter, my mother, has nurtured these same qualities in my children, along with a love of nature, as I have with my grandchildren.

      Being a grandparent is passing love, wisdom, and joy from generation to generation. It is, indeed, grand.

      The delightful stories in A Cup of Comfort for Grandparents celebrate many unique facets of the grandchild-grandparent relationship. Most of the stories are written from the grandparents' perspective; some are from the parents' or the grandchild's point of view. I hope you enjoy them.

      
        — Colleen Sell
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      It's a sad day when a person has to begin a story by defending herself. But given the subject matter I feel I have no choice. Most mothers cry when their children leave the nest. I cried every time I thought they wouldn't. As a dear old friend once explained, “The teenaged years are designed to be as awful as they are so that mothers might be willing to at least consider the potential opportunities of living in an empty nest.”

      I was more than willing to consider those potential opportunities. And when my children — one by one — left (fled?) the nest, I stood at the doorway, fluttered a hanky, and called out, “Take care! Don't forget to write!”

      Naturally, they kept coming back. Most notably around dinnertime.

      When my middle child got married and took up residence with her new husband not a ninety-second drive from my front door, her friends warned her about mothers who drop in without warning, day after day, month after month, year after year. To this, my wise daughter responded, “You don't know my mother. I'll have to make an appointment with her no less than a week and no more than thirty days before the expected visit, and she'll charge me for her time if I keep her waiting.”

      Let's not exaggerate, shall we? I only did that once.

      In all honesty, she and I visited frequently during her early days as a new wife. I define “visited” as her showing up at the kitchen door and asking me what I was doing and if there might be a fresh pot of coffee handy.

      I'm not the huggy-kissy type. I never have been. When my daughter (a teenager back then) and her date hastened off to a limo and the prom, my gentle words to her were, “If you get pregnant, I'll kill you.”

      Sage advice if ever there was any. I beg to report:She heeded my maternal warnings and did not become pregnant until well ensconced in her role as a wife.

      Eleven weeks into the pregnancy, I got a frantic phone call from her. By this time, I lived an entire state and two hours away. It was a Friday night, and she was cramping and bleeding. Her doc had told her this was nothing to worry about. As I said, my daughter is wise, and she knew her doc was wrong.

      We spent the weekend on the phone together, talking, waiting, praying. By late Sunday night it was all over. The baby had died, and a trip to the ER ended the matter. By Monday morning, my daughter and her husband stood at my front door. She looked pale. He looked sad. I said, “You need to eat. Come in.”

      They stayed five days.

      She said to me, “I hate God for letting my baby die. I guess I'm going to Hell.”

      I said, “You're not the first of His children to hate Him, and you won't be the last. He's been God a long time, and He's pretty tough. He can handle it.”

      A few months later she called to tell me she was pregnant again. I thought, Here we go.

      Through daily e-mail reports and pictures garnered from the Internet, I was kept apprised of my grandchild's development. Blurry black-and-whites depicted blobs vaguely resembling something that vaguely resembled a baby, beneath which descriptive notations were written. “Mom! This is what Baby Pie looks like now! See? Fingers and toes!”

      Squint though I might, I never managed to find fingers and toes. The first time she sent me a picture like that, I thought it was a map of India and it was her way of telling me they were moving.

      Eventually, Baby Pie had both a gender and a name. A sonogram revealed a little girl (this determined by the lack of obvious little-boy plumbing), and her parents named her Naomi.

      
        Well, then, “Naomi” it is.
      

      I would peer at more pictures of white blobs and whisper, “Hey, Naomi. Eventually, you and I are going to have a little talk. For now, however, I'd be content if you could manage to sprout visible fingers and toes. Your mother knows I'm lying when I say I can see them.”

      In time, my daughter and son-in-law asked me if I would be present when Naomi finally made her debut. It was on the tip of my tongue to remind them that I need a week's notice to drive to Virginia. I'm sensitive, you know. I need to plan things.

      As it turned out, Naomi's parents were at my house when she first began her approach to the exit ramp. Again, a Friday night. Naomi's father and grandfather did what men do during these high-stress, life-altering situations. They went to sleep. My daughter and I walked the floor for hours. Okay, that's not entirely true. My daughter walked the floor for hours. I sat in a chair and lovingly encouraged her. “Come on! Knees up! You can do this!”

      On Saturday, Naomi stalled and her parents returned to Virginia and their apartment to wait it out. I napped at home. All that cheering was exhausting. By Monday, Naomi seemed to have made up her mind, and off to I went to the hospital.

      While I have given birth to several babies myself, I'd never actually seen a baby being born. Those surgical drapes they use during C-sections really spoil the view. The only information I had regarding the birth process at all, I got from television. Yet there I was, in a hospital room on the verge of The Real Deal.

      My daughter is not only wise, she's tough — a lot tougher than I had ever given her credit for being. All day, the contractions continued. All day, Naomi opted to stay put. Into the night, I watched a fetal monitor and wondered about my granddaughter, What in the hell are you waiting for? I held my daughter's hand, gazed silently into her pleading hazel-green eyes, and thought, Will you please come on, kid?

      Finally, the pushing. With my son-in-law on one side of my daughter and me on the other, we each held one of her legs while she reached around, grabbed her thighs, pulled forward, and pushed. It seemed to go on for hours, only because it actually went on for hours.

      The doc arrived, measured the situation, and got to work. My granddaughter was born with a suction cup attached to her head. I found her stubbornness prophetic but decided not to mention it.

      After she was born, I stepped back and got out of the way. The doctor had work to do. The pediatric nurse had work to do. The new parents were making excited introductions to their new progeny, and Miss Naomi needed a few moments to get a handle on the whole idea of oxygen passing through her lungs and the fact that life on the other side is bright, cold, and loud.

      Eventually, though, this little person was properly swaddled and handed to me. I looked into her dark eyes, and she looked back. I didn't blink, and neither did she. I said, “We have a lot to talk about … later.”

      Naomi's extended family crowded into the room, and I watched her being passed from one pair of eager arms to the next. She did not cry, did not protest at all. I thought, She is not afraid. That's something. My granddaughter is brave and inquisitive.

      Her eyes met the eyes of every person who held her, and I thought, She is direct. No nonsense. That's something, too. My granddaughter is intelligent and not afraid to question things.

      After Naomi and her mother were released from the hospital, the entire little family came to stay with me. My job was to take care of my daughter (and feed her husband) while she took care of her daughter. Naomi and I had a few moments together, here and there, but not many.

      But I kept watch. I noted everything. When I held her, I pressed her face close to mine so she could breathe on me and I could know her spirit. I had so much to tell her, but not then — later, when the time was right.

      Naomi is eight months old, this very day. During those eight months, I have held her face close to mine many times. I have pressed her gently against my heart so I could feel her heart. I have met her gaze with my own and whispered, “You have come from great women, Naomi. You were born to be strong and wise and brave. I have so much to tell you.”

      She now bounces to music, which is only natural. Her mother is a dancer, as was one of her great-grandmothers. Her grandfather is a musician.

      I hold her in my arms and rock softly from heel to heel. I can hear her breathing, feel the warmth of her breath against my neck. I remember her mother breathing warmly against my neck so many years ago.

      I say to her, “Naomi, there are a million stars in the sky and they make constellations. I know their names and will teach you how to see the Big Dipper, the Great Bear, and the belt of a mighty warrior in the night sky. I will teach you the love of words and stories. I will point to deer and wild turkeys and groundhogs, perhaps even a fox if the ground is snowy enough and we are keen enough. I will teach you about all the great women who came before you and made you who you are. You will have your great-great-grandmother's wisdom and natural elegance. You will have your great-grandmother's courage and strength. You will have the freedom of spirit that came to you from your father's mother, and from me you will have stories and histories and a sense of ‘knowing’ I could never explain. Your mother has it. You will, too. And from your mother you will also have kindness, warmth, stubbornness, and a powerhouse intellect.

      “Be strong. Be confident. And know that the blood of your ancestors races through your veins and straight into your heart.”

      I sit her on my lap, and she reaches for my fingertips. I curl my fingers around hers. My eyes follow the curve of her face, my hand about her chest feels her beating heart, and I promise her, “As long as I am here, Naomi — as long as God allows — I will hold your hand, believe in you, tell you stories and remind you of your powerful truths.”

      She turns her head and looks at me, straight into my eyes, and I know she has heard me, because I can feel her ancient spirit mingle with my own.

      My daughter stands over us, watching. She reaches for her baby and says to me, “Don't you just love her, Mom?”

      I smile and wink, “She'll do.”

      
        — Camille Moffat
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      Sometimes, when K.C.'s parents are away on business, she and Grandpa — that's me! — get to spend the day together. I'm put in charge. On one such day, K.C., just two years and a bit, was definitely feeling up for her special time with “Pa,” as she calls me.

      Sometime during the night before or in the predawn hours, K.C. had mastered the infamous “toddler crib climb.” When I brought her orange juice at 6:30, she was sitting amid her pillows, bed sheets, and assorted stuffed animals on the floor outside her railed crib, looking nonchalantly at her picture books, which she had spread all around her. Her eyes shone with mischief as she watched my startled reaction.

      I was horrified; she could have tumbled on her head. I ran for my toolbox and quickly converted the crib to a normal bed as K.C. watched. She clapped her hands, pleased as punch. It was almost as if she knew that the crib-climbing feat was a major toddler rite of passage. She was now a “big kid,” no nonsense about it.

      By 8:00, K.C. had eaten breakfast and we were bound for the playground. The day seemed to be leveling out. Sanity would prevail. Ah, what a delightfully adult sense of control I had when we started out on our adventure.

      Other little people were already at the playground, including some obvious four-year-olds. I can always spot the four-year-olds. They have aggressive ways and sharp tongues. Plus, because K.C. is tiny for her age, the monster-sized four-year-olds feel obliged to try to pick her up, push her swing too high, and show her how to throw sand, eat sand, and fill her shoes with it. She already knew the many uses of sand, including filling Grandpa's pockets and taking samples home, usually secreted in her sun hat.

      I hung fairly close to K.C. as she moved among the playground pieces. Some, like the swinging tires and rope ladders, still defy her. She always seems pleased when I'm there to do a rescue if she gets hung up or suddenly realizes her initial idea was maybe not so hot, even if she'd just seen another kid do it.

      Frankly, I have more fun when we're alone at the playground, because I'm not so self-conscious dangling on one end of the seesaw or sitting on the bouncing, spring-driven plastic dinosaur showing K.C. how it works and where to put her feet and hands. I try to be instructive in a mature adult fashion, recognizing that imitation is an early childhood learning tool. And it works. Plus, I do have fun; I admit it. I have fun because K.C. does.

      But this day at the playground was laden with significance, for K.C. had shown by her earlier actions that she was now a big kid. That meant, in her view, that she was ready for the big slide. To reach it required going up eight or so round ladder rungs spaced nearly a foot and a half apart — not easy when one's legs are only about eighteen inches long from hip to ankle. Twice she missed her footing and barked her shin. K.C. doesn't relate well to pain yet. On one hand, she finds it distracting; on the other, she knows a kiss will make it better. So I did some shin kissing, and finally she was up the ladder.

      Next she had to cross a rope bridge, about ten feet of it. For safety's sake, I had no choice but to go up the ladder behind her, barking my shins, and help her navigate the treacherous bridge. One misstep, she is so wee, and she could plummet to the ground. This meant I had to walk the rope bridge, not touching her, of course, for she's hell-bent independent, but close enough to grab her. Who would grab me? I wondered.

      In fearless fashion, K.C. danced across like a prima ballerina. I stepped cautiously, the rope bridge swayed, I hung on wherever I could. When I was halfway over, K.C., on the other side, began to rock the bridge. I bit the bullet and took two long steps. I was across, finally firmly planted on the platform that exits onto the slide, a spiral affair.

      K.C. laughed. Then, like a dervish in the desert, she was gone, vanished down the slide.

      My first thought was, I'm too old for this — meaning, trying to keep up with her. My second thought: I'm not crossing that bridge thing again. My third: Where has she gone; is she all right?

      I hunkered down to get under the slide's guardrail and launched myself down the slide. What a rush! I was thin enough to fit the trough as easily as a four-year-old, but I had the weight to really move.

      K.C. stood at the bottom of the slide. She was in awe, bug-eyed and gape-jawed. Grandpa had never come down a slide before. In her experience, I suspect, no really big person had ever come down a slide before. Finally, she assembled her face into a grin; she had weighed the circumstances and had reached a decision. Then she clapped her hands and shouted, “Again, Pa,” and ran for the ladder.

      “Pa,” meanwhile, sat in a pile of sand at the bottom of the slide looking sheepishly at several obviously shocked young matrons on nearby benches. You should be watching your charges, not me, I thought.

      After scrambling to my feet and brushing the sand from my clothes, I talked fast. I informed the ladies that I was involved in a new early education technique called “participatory parenting.” That drew a few nods, snickers, and knowing looks, and luckily for me, I was not in a position to respond. My priority called, already at the top of the slide again. I headed back for the ladder, where even the four-year-olds had now gathered to share in this new participatory experience.

      There were no mishaps that day at the playground. But I must confess that my mantle of leadership weighed heavily, and it was not to be taken off before a few more slides and a side trip to the chiropractor the following day.

      
        — Art Montague
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      I got the call just four days shy of my thirty-ninth birthday. My daughter babbled about relatively unimportant gossip and tidbits for several minutes before she got around to the meat of the matter.

      “Mom, can I come stay with you for a while? It's just not working out between us.”

      I struggled for a comforting reply while phrases such as Never! and Over my dead body! jogged through my mind.

      “Sure, honey. For as long as you need us,” I managed to squeak out in a sweet, motherly tone.

      The following day we drove the few hours to her house to help with the move. As we pulled into her driveway, I realized with a jolt that I might have overlooked one rather tiny detail. My daughter was carrying a small package all wrapped up in blue blankets. The blanket wiggled, and a tiny head popped out. As a fairly young grandmother with a career, I had not spent a lot of time with my grandson. I eyed him with suspicion and wondered to myself why I hadn't considered this aspect of the situation. What had I been thinking? That she would put him in temporary storage?

      I had a lot of questions that afternoon. I grilled my daughter on what I considered were the “issues.” I hadn't changed a diaper in over twelve years. Would I be expected to do that? I liked things quiet around the house so I could work at my fledgling real estate career. Did it make a lot of noise? What did it eat? Just bottles or real food? And most important, in my opinion, did it sleep through the night? My daughter laughingly fielded all of my questions and poked a lot of fun at me for being so silly. I still had my doubts, but decided she had a point. It would be all right.

      As it turned out, Baby James did not sleep through the night. I awoke around 4:00 A.M. to a loud wailing that would have a mama howler monkey beaming with pride. I tossed and turned. I got up and shut the bedroom door and returned to bed, and tossed and turned again. The howling continued. The child was starting to resemble a bad Damien movie. I struggled to stay put in my warm bed. After what seemed like hours and still no let up in the howling, I could take no more. I struggled from my warm and comfy cocoon and shuffled down the hall toward her room. The noise was ear-splitting. Halfway there, I met up with my daughter lurching down the hallway like she'd been on a three-day drunk — except that the bottle in her hand was meant for the little noisemaker.

      “What's wrong with him?” I asked her in a semi-hysterical screech.

      “Nothing's wrong. He's just hungry. He'll go back to sleep in a minute. It'll be all right,” she responded grumpily, and staggered off to give the bottle to the howler baby.

      As the weeks flew by, he did eventually start sleeping through the night. And before long he was attempting his first steps and had started eating real human food. Well, “eat” might be a bit of a stretch. I actually witnessed my husband gag as James cheerfully spit up a large chunk of chicken and smiled merrily at us all.

      We've even overcome the diaper-changing challenge. I had been dreading this event and was appalled when, from all indications, a number-two diapering event was imminent during my sitter duty. Horrified, I looked to my husband for help. We huddled and devised a plan. I grabbed the diaper, and he grabbed the butt wipers. Working as a team, we managed to change the diaper in record time and dispose of the deposit with no incidents.

      Recently, we celebrated his first birthday, complete with a large, blue, hairy cake that was supposed to be Cookie Monster. After two pieces of cake, James very much resembled Papa Smurf, and he kept clapping his hands, fascinated when they stuck together with blue frosting. Papa didn't gag a single time and had a look on his face I've never seen before — one of great love and supreme indulgence. I found bits of blue frosting in the kitchen for days, but I didn't mind. We've both become silly, beaming grandparents.

      As his first one-year-old bedtime rolled around, my daughter bathed the little tyke in water quickly turned blue from cake frosting. Boats and Tigger and Winnie floated merrily as he splashed water all over my bathroom. She crammed him into one-piece pajamas with feet that make his toes scrunch up funny. My daughter brings him in, smelling wonderfully of baby and lavender, to kiss Nana and Papa goodnight, a nightly ritual now, and then he is whisked off to bed for a good night's sleep.

      It is blessedly quiet, and we enjoy a wonderfully calm evening of watching television and reading, and then toddle off to bed ourselves. I hear him stirring around 3:00 A.M.

      Too much cake, I think to myself. And as I roll over and drift back toward sleep, I realize that everything is, indeed, all right.

      
        — Denise Heins
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] Actually, That's My Grandpa

      I love my grandpa. He's really big and higher in the sky than I am. Actually, I wish I were up there. I want to be just like him. We measure all the time. Grandma says I'm growing.

      I always go to Grandpa's house. It's the yellow one on the corner. You know, the one with pink roses that go up and over and down the front porch. Grandpa says I can pick them if I want to, but I learned about the stickers. One day I learned about the bees. I just look at the flowers now.

      Grandpa lets grapes grow on his fence. He calls it a “picket” fence. Ha, ha! I think that's a funny name. When the grapes are green they make you sick. It takes them a long, long time to get purple. Then we make juice and jelly.

      Last summer I climbed the big apple tree in Grandpa's backyard. Well, actually, Grandpa lifted me up to the high branches for a while. I got some apples. My brother and Grandpa got a whole bunch of apples, so we gave them to Grandma to make us an apple pie.

      One time Grandpa showed me how to whittle. Actually, he whittled for me. He made an awesome whistle out of a stick. It really works. I can slip the bark up and down. It blows real noises.

      Whenever it snows, Grandpa makes me a path with his rectangle shovel. (We use his triangle shovel in the garden and his rectangle shovel in the snow.) Last year we made a great big snowman. We made it wave to passing cars. Actually, I wanted it to be a policeman, so Grandpa let me use his old mailman hat. It looked like a real policeman hat. I put it on our snowman's head all by myself (when Grandpa boosted me).

      My grandpa can do anything. Actually, he's the greatest. But I just learned a secret. It's a great, big secret, the best secret ever, and it's really true. It's about my grandpa. Actually, I wasn't supposed to find out. You see, I went over to Grandpa's house last night, like I always do. I just walked right in like I always do, 'cuz Grandpa says his house is my house too. Well, I walked in all right, but Grandpa wasn't in his easy chair. I called out to him, but he didn't answer me. I knew he was there. He had to be there, because all the lights were on and a fire was burning in the fireplace. Actually, he had to be there because the door was not locked.

      I figured I'd better go find him, so that's what I set out to do. First, I looked in the kitchen. No one was there, not even Grandma. That was strange. She is always busy in the kitchen. I found the cookies, though. Actually, they were in the cookie jar where they always are, but I am supposed to get one every time I visit Grandma's kitchen.

      Grandpa wasn't in the den. I saw the picture he is painting. It has lots of sheep in it. Sometime, Grandpa is going to teach me how to paint. Actually, he doesn't want me to touch his paint stuff yet.

      I went clear out to the back porch room. I called out, “Grandpa!” He didn't answer me. Grandma didn't answer me either. I was almost ready to worry when I heard noises coming from the bedroom.

      The door wasn't really open and it wasn't really closed. I just peeked into the room. There was my grandpa. He was wearing fuzzy clothes like I had never seen him wear before. They were red, all red. Not from painting red, but they were really red, all over. His boots were black and shiny, shiny, shiny.

      I could not believe my eyes. My big, strong grandpa was sitting there letting Grandma paint his face. His nose was red, and she was putting girl's makeup on his cheeks. I wanted to laugh out loud. Actually, I didn't dare move or make even a sound.

      Grandpa was funny when Grandma started sticking white hair onto his chin. He said it tickled him. He said he couldn't kiss her with that fluff on his face.

      She teased him back. “You'll have to when I find the mistletoe,” she said.

      I watched Grandma brush off his shoulders. She handed him a big, black belt with a huge gold buckle.

      “Put on these green mittens, and we will be ready for a picture,” she said.

      Something magic happened when she placed a red, pointed hat on his head. With my very own eyes I saw it. My grandpa turned into … Santa Claus!

      Wow, I thought to myself, I am related to Santa Claus! Actually, that is when he spotted me.

      “Where did you come from?” he asked me.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked him back.

      Grandpa started to laugh like a bowl full of jelly, just like the real Santa laughs. Actually, I knew it was Grandpa, but he'll probably fool everybody else.

      “Well, sit on my knee, Sonny, and tell me if you have been a good boy this year.”

      “You know he has,” said Grandma.

      She pulled out her camera and started taking pictures.

      “I'm glad you came,” she said. “Your grandpa is on his way to be Santa's helper.”

      “Santa's helper?” I said.

      Sounded like a good job to me. We went into the living room to take more photos by the fireplace. Grandma kept talking.

      “You know, there are so many good boys and girls these days,” she said, “that poor old Santa Claus can't make the rounds to talk to all of them and still have energy to make all the toys.”

      “I get it,” I said. “That's why he wants Grandpa to help him, right?”

      Grandpa let out another Santa Claus laugh. Ho, Ho, Ho!

      “You must come to visit me at the store,” he said.

      “You can sit on my lap like the other children.”

      “He'll give you a candy cane, too,” Grandma piped in. “But you will have to keep the secret. Don't tell anyone. Okay?”

      “I promise,” I said as Grandpa gave me a huge, Santa Claus hug.

      Actually, I don't blame Santa for choosing my grandpa to be his helper. I would have chosen him, too.

      
        — Susan Billings Mitchell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] When the Going Gets Tough, Get Grandma

      My dad died when he was fifty-two. He left a wife, five practically grown children, and a fourteen-year-old boy. My mother had to work full-time. We all had to work full-time — except for my little brother. He got the summer off. Losing his father had taken its toll, and he just needed to be at home. But he was not alone. Grandma was there. She cooked and cleaned and did crossword puzzles. She studied her Bible and worked in the small patch of yard that surrounded our green, single-wide trailer.

      What was a young teenage boy grieving for his father supposed to do with a seventy-five-year-old grandmother all summer? Certainly, attacking crossword puzzles for weeks on end was no rainbow in a storm. Grandma and Grandson, together in a small trailer. What was there to do?

      More than one could ever imagine.

      During those three tender months, Grandma and Grandson destroyed the theory of the generation gap. The lament that people sixty years apart could not relate was ignored. Instead of reaching for a frying pan or a good book, Grandma washed out a tin can and told her grandson to go dig some worms to fill it with. Then Grandma and Grandson walked to a murky lake less than a mile from the trailer park. That summer they fished the tiny bays, the creek inlets, and the steep banks of the lake. I didn't hear the conversations. I wasn't there to feel the hot sun. I have no memory of the succulent flavor of trout pan-fried in a light batter. I wasn't there. It was just my grandma and my little brother.

      What I did witness was the transformation of my brother. The daily fishing excursions worked like magic. He gradually began to relax. His skin turned a dark brown. He talked more. Laughed more. His grandma had practically become his best friend.

      For my little brother, as well as for the rest of us siblings, the next ten years were filled with school activities, sports, and part-time jobs. Still, Grandma was an active part of our daily lives. Then, suddenly, Grandma was gone. Baked her last pie. Filled in her last crossword. Fished with her last grandchild. We were left with memories of her … and a replacement: my mother. By then, most of us kids had married and had families of our own. Now, Mom was Grandma to twenty-two grandchildren, including my four children.

      Like all extended families, mine has had good times and bad times: serious illness, moves to new neighborhoods, a husband and father working overseas for months at a time, a troubled teen. When the SOS went out, my mom, the grandma, never hesitated to come and help. Whether by train, plane, or Trailways bus, she would climb aboard and head for the crisis.

      I'll never forget the time Mom debarked the large Amtrak train after a long night of traveling through the Cascade Mountains of the Pacific Northwest. Her hair was cut short and sported a soft gray-blonde rinse. She looked refreshed and “pumped” for the task at hand. We lugged her suitcases into the van and headed home, where the troubled teen who had prompted my SOS call was on restriction and no doubt sulking. I figured, if anyone could reach him, his patient and kind grandma could.
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