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Introduction

I MUST HAVE BEEN IN THE FIFTH GRADE, but it feels like yesterday. I remember reading in my textbook that though most people can see, few observe the details of their surroundings. Back then, it didn’t make much sense to me.

But I understood its meaning further down the line. I learned how to observe: to take snapshots with my eyes, but mostly with my soul. The snapshots I took were of things that many might consider trivial: a sunset, a flower, a smile, a nod. I began to find beauty everywhere. Even in the ugliness.

Along the way, I started to share the beauty that I found with others. I learned how to connect my life with the lives of other people, and in doing so I found we would become as one. That’s when I realised that this was my true purpose in life.

I discovered I could take chances, face my fears, question my beliefs, and break out of my comfort zone. I learned how to escape the prison of my daily life. I had found freedom every day, every hour, and every minute.

I mastered how to hold my head up high, wear a smile, tell my own truth, say a good word, think before I speak, and work hard on my dreams. I realised that nothing would be served to me on a platter and that I had to earn my own life. Day by day, minute by minute.

A beloved uncle used to say that food only lasts as long as you keep it in your mouth. That’s why you have to chew it well. If you swallow it, that’s it. It’s gone. The same goes for life. I learned to really taste life as though it was my mum’s best home-cooked dinner. I learned to savour every moment.

Let me share with you a story that has always resonated with me. A farmer was digging in a field. At some point, his pickaxe struck something hard and it broke. The farmer was furious, and he bent over to see what had broken his axe. It was a box. He opened it and found treasure inside. Just like the farmer, I came to realise that I had to open life’s boxes, even if I didn’t like the wrapping. After all, in my experience some of the best gifts come in ugly wrapping. I learned that life itself is a gift.

Finally, I came to accept my missteps and mistakes. I learned to respect them, love them, and, along with them, love myself. That was the key for me. Instead of trying to make fewer mistakes, I let myself be free to make more. And because of this, I actually started to make fewer.

A decade ago, I began writing a notebook of miracles – my gratitude list. At first, I struggled to find anything to be grateful for, but soon I couldn’t stop. Everything I saw was a miracle! The fact that I could speak, that I could walk, that I had a warm bed waiting for me at the end of a hard day. My perception of life had transformed; now I saw that life was overflowing with beauty. I realised that the beauty wasn’t in what I saw, instead it was in my very own eyes. How I looked at the world determined the beauty I saw around me.

After that, I always kept my notebook with me. I wrote in it wherever I happened to be: at work, on the train, at home – everywhere! I filled the lines with precious words, the pages with wonderful miracles, and my bookshelf with countless notebooks.

And then, all of a sudden, something magical happened. One day, I stopped writing for me and started writing for those around me. I began sharing this wonderful thing spilling out of me.

The book you are holding is born of life.

My life. Our lives.

A few short tales and a lot of love.

I hope it helps to share with you the beauty all around us. Even if it only touches one person, this book was worth writing.

IT WAS WORTH ME ARRIVING HERE.








[image: No image description]

Lili

I WAS STARTLED. The phone doesn’t often ring at 7 a.m. It’s usually me who calls the girls to say good morning.

It was my eldest daughter on the line. She was sobbing. ‘Daddy, Lili died. I found her dead in her cage this morning.’ Lili was her bunny.

She sobs.

I paused for a long time before answering her:

‘Avra, honey, how many years have we had Lili?’

‘Not many, Daddy. Five or six.’

‘Oh, Avra … That’s how long bunnies live.’ More sobs.

‘From the moment we’re born, sweetheart, the only sure thing is that one day we’ll die.’

Everything begins only to end.

And everything ends only to begin again.

‘Six years of Lili’s life are at least a hundred human years. She had babies; she lived a happy life. She loved and was loved. Not many people have had a life as wonderful as Lili’s, honey.’

Silence on the other end.

‘We’re all going to go one day, darling. Lili lived more than a hundred human years. How long do you plan on living? Two, three centuries?’

A hint of a giggle …

Children need to be aware of the facts of life from early on. They don’t need to be cushioned from its realities. I took my father’s shovel, picked up Lili in her box, and collected the girls after school.

‘Hey, guys, do you want to bury Lili together?’

The youngest was thrilled with the idea. The eldest hesitated for a second or two and finally nodded. We went to our favourite hill near our house in Athens, where you can see the sea turn golden in the late afternoon.

We found a spot that wasn’t too rocky and I dug a hole. I removed Lili from the box and wrapped her in tissue paper like a little bride. I took her in my arms so I could place her in the grave, but my eldest would have none of it. She pried Lili from me, like a mother taking her baby into her arms. She carefully unwrapped the tissue paper, brought her bunny up to her little face, and gave her a last kiss. She then gently placed her in the grave and put some lettuce leaves next to her, so she wouldn’t go hungry.

‘Close your eyes, my little Lili,’ she cooed. She put some cyclamens next to her and we covered the grave before marking it with two big stones so we could remember where our beloved bunny was resting.

Then we went for ice cream.

‘It’s all part of life, girls. Everything is one. It’s just us people that separate things into “good” and “bad”. Rain and sunshine are one; life and death; love and fear; the sea and the mountain; the calm and the storm. Rain follows sunshine, winter follows summer, and bad times follow good. I used to like only the good stuff. Now I like both,’ I told them, trying to sweeten the pill.

I didn’t expect a response, but my youngest gave me the best one:

‘SO, DADDY, YOU’RE SAYING THAT YOU LIKE WHAT YOU DON’T LIKE?’
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Honour Your Parents

HE’S A FRIEND OF MINE from Thessaloniki, tall guy – well over six foot. We used to eat out together every time he came to Athens. The two of us would go for a drink or two. Wine always helped coax out the truths.

On one occasion, we were joking around and my buddy was fondly reminiscing about his father. Then, all of a sudden, he started crying. Softly at first, then harder. In the end he was sobbing. I had no idea why he was crying, nor how to react. I didn’t say anything for a while out of respect for my friend.

‘Hey, buddy, what’s the matter?’ I finally asked him.

‘My father … He passed away suddenly years ago. I was such a jerk and never told him how much I loved him. I only realised what a great guy he was after he’d gone.’

I just sat there with my friend, hurting alongside him.

We take so many things in life for granted. Our parents, too. Then one fine morning they slip away, and we are left with a load of stuff we wanted to tell them and never did.

If your parents are still alive, get up and go visit them. Today.

The universe isn’t put on hold when your number is up.

Hug your parents.

Don’t be afraid of hugging.

And tell them how much you love them. They’ve done so much for you.

Only if you have your own kids will you realise how much. And they did it without asking for anything in return.

All they want is for you to love them back. That’s all.

And all you need to do is show them.

Their mistakes were made with the best intentions.

Forgive them.

Their parents made them, too.

And you’ll make them with your children, if you have them.

And there will come a day – and I sure hope it does – when your children come and hug you as well.

To forgive you.

Love your parents, friends. The way you love your kids.

FOR IF IT WEREN’T FOR YOUR PARENTS, YOUR KIDS WOULDN’T EXIST.
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The Wake of a Smile

I ALWAYS GIVE RIGHT OF WAY WHEN I’M DRIVING. It’s one of those small gestures that makes me happy. One morning, I was driving past the supermarket and a small car was about to exit the parking lot. I stopped. It took the driver a second or two to realise I was letting her out. She was around sixty years old, well-to-do, with a short, stylish haircut, and had both hands on the wheel. She smiled at me politely, and started to nose out into the traffic. Just before she got out onto the main road, she looked at me again. She turned her face towards me and smiled, this time bringing into play all the features of her face, perhaps of her whole being. It was one of those smiles that couldn’t get any better. As the smile receded, she softly lowered her eyelids in gratitude. It was like a second wave breaking on the shore right after the first one: unexpected and much more intense. The lady left, but the wake of her smile continued to soothe my soul for a long time afterwards. It was hard to believe that a feeling like that could be so strong.

Half a day went by. At some point in the early evening, I had pulled over to the side of the road and was texting on my phone. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a vehicle next to me. When the traffic light turned green, I noticed the driver looking at me intently as if asking for something. I realised he wanted to get out onto the street. But it was a tight squeeze. The driver had a big grin on his face. He had one of those instantly recognisable faces. I waved him through. He didn’t expect it and a childlike smile lit up his face and mine, too. He looked at me knowingly, much like the kid in class did when he passed you the answers to the class quiz under the desk when you had lost all hope. It was an amazing smile. He even stuck his hand out the window to send me a little wave of thanks. A bit further down, the guy popped his head out the window and nodded to me again, repeatedly, with gratitude, as if the quiz results had just come out and we’d both passed. I teared up. It was as if those two wakes of a smile had become one – a big one, too big to describe.

I appreciate all the small joys in life.

It’s like finding seashells on the beach.

Each one a small piece of treasure.

I bend over and pick them up, one by one. I have a secret box somewhere deep within my soul where I keep them. Over the years, I have collected quite a few. I don’t care how much they’re worth in money. Every day I become wealthier and happier.

IT’S THEIR TRUE WORTH THAT MAKES ME RICH.
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Your Plot of Land

YOU WERE GIVEN A PLOT OF LAND. You were told to tend it and were taught the basics: to plough it, water it, fertilise it, turn the soil, replenish it, and let it rest. To love it.

Some people listened and did as they were told. But they stopped there. They thought they knew everything and didn’t take the time to learn more.

Some didn’t even listen to what they were told. They did what they thought was best. They got impatient and, in fact, often did the opposite of what they were told. Their plots of land dried up and didn’t produce any crops.

Others decided to learn more. They read books, asked questions, and listened. And they learned the most important lesson of all: that they didn’t know anything. They decided to keep on learning for as long as they lived. And their lives changed, and they changed the lives of others, too. And their plots of land became Heaven on Earth.

Some blamed their misfortunes on not being given a plot of land by the beach, or complained that their plot was dry, or that those who’d found success and made it big only did so because they knew all the right people. Some tried to come up with a different system entirely: one that would take from the rich and give to the poor, instead of observing what the rich and successful did and trying to follow their example. These are the people who envy their neighbour’s wealth – all they wish for is that their neighbour’s plot dries up.

Some people can’t stand the cold in winter; others can’t stand the heat in summer. Some can’t stand the cold or the heat. Some don’t know what they want. And others just want not to want. They believe that if they don’t like January, all they have to do is rip out the page from the calendar. And they ask other people to rip it out, too. But it’s the one who doesn’t try to avoid anything that you should keep your eye on.

January is a given, as are all months and all seasons. There’s a time to sow and a time to reap; a time to water and a time to plant out. Respect the rules and tend to your own plot of land. If you spend your time looking at your neighbour’s, you’ll neglect your own. Your only job is to nurture what you’ve been given so that you can make it the best it can be. That’s how the universe works. What doesn’t grow withers and dies in the end.

The good farmer knows how to wait and how to have faith. But first and foremost, he knows how to sow. This is something he’ll have learned by working hard and making mistakes. Your mistakes are your experience, and you need to learn from them. Whoever avoids failure also avoids success. Think of it like a ladder. And for every rung you don’t step on firmly and confidently, you’ll fall two rungs back. At first, you’ll water your plot too much; you’ll plant in the wrong season; you’ll forget to prune; you’ll overuse your field. You won’t love it. You’ll moan and groan and leave it unfenced.

Do not be afraid of failure, letting the days roll by. Do not let your life roll by.

Every day is a gift. Open it. Don’t throw it away.

Beware of the easy life.

It’s a slow and sure death.

Love your problems.

They’ll take you a step further.

Welcome the hardships.

THE STRONGER THE WIND, THE HARDIER THE TREE
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Come Out Swinging

YOU EITHER LIVE LIFE or it lives you. There is no in between. If the ball goes into the net, it doesn’t come back. On one side of the playing field it’s day, and on the other it’s night. On one side, there’s moaning and groaning, anger, helplessness, and depression; on the other, joy, sharing, self-worth, happiness, and strength. Of course, there are troubles on both sides of the field that you’ll have for as long as you live. If your troubles are over, then it’s all over. Some problems will make themselves obvious to you from the start. They’re hefty and pumped up, reeking of sweat as if they’ve stumbled out of some second-rate gym. Others come disguised in pretty colours with a smiley face, as if they’re winking at you.

I don’t believe you can determine your future. But you do determine your habits, and they, in turn, determine your future. If you want to achieve what successful people have, then you have to do what they do.

Robin Sharma is a Canadian author and motivational speaker who has influenced me more than most. He taught me how important it is to wake up early. You should wake up, he says, at 5 a.m., when everyone else is still asleep and your energy levels are at their peak. Start your day by coming out swinging. Wake up in the company of your dreams, your goals, and get going with your morning workout. Wake up in the company of life. Plan each day as if you are the most important person in the world because for you, you are.

The most important message you send out by getting up early is the one you send to yourself. When you win the battle with your bed, you declare that you are in control of your life. The message is so loud that your other self will hear it, too – the couch potato, the idler, the snoozer, the one who nods to you saying you deserve to sleep in, the one who says, ‘Why go out in the freezing cold?’, the one who tells you to park your dreams a little longer until we’re out of this slump, the one who has curled up purring next to the fireplace like a lazy cat. One self is on one side of the playing field and the other self is on the other. Get rid of that second self, the one who pulls up your dreams before they can even take root and steals your life before it can bloom. It’s a slow death. Get rid of it.

Wake up and choose which team you’re playing on.

The early wake-up call is the horn that blows at the start of the game.

BLOW THAT HORN. LOUD. SO THE WHOLE UNIVERSE CAN HEAR YOU.
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Want Some Gum?

I GO TWICE A YEAR. He’s my lawyer, and every now and then some interesting-looking characters drift in and out of his office.

On this particular day, I arrived on time. Makis is always swamped with work so you have to wait in a waiting room, like at the dentist. Some guy came in and sat down opposite me. I didn’t pay him much attention. I just caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye: goatee, smile, a kind-looking guy.

The secretary asked us if we would like some water. I said no. The other guy said yes. Him saying yes made me regret saying no. I smiled politely and he returned the smile. The ice had been cracked, if not quite broken. After a little while, he stuck his hand in his bag and glanced at me again.

‘Want some gum?’ he offered.

‘No, thanks,’ I answered quickly.

Then the ‘dentist’ invited me into his office, and I lost the guy. The meeting went well.

Later on, though, I recalled the man offering me gum. It had marked my day. Like a single sunbeam through a cloud.

Trivial, you might think.

Sharing is never trivial. It’s magical and powerful.

It’s love in action. It’s healing, most of all for the one who’s doing the sharing.

What you share doesn’t matter: whether it’s a car or a book, the joy you feel is the same.

You either share or you don’t. It’s black or white. You either know how to play ball or you don’t, but the good thing is that you can learn at any point. And once you’ve learned how to share, you can’t live any other way. You get addicted.

You’ll never discover the full potential of your day, your week, and, ultimately, your life if you don’t say that ‘thank you’; if you don’t stop for that pedestrian or flash that smile at a stranger. How the other person responds is his or her own business: you stick to your business. But what you’ll gain from making these gestures is magical. Your life will change. All of a sudden, you’ll have what you’ve always desired.

John the Baptist said: ‘Whoever has two tunics is to share with him who has none.’ Now this is the important bit: you have to have two to be able to share. So make sure you do. Your car battery needs to be charged for you to be able to jump-start another one. Otherwise, you’ll both end up with dead batteries.

There was a man named Joey Dunlop from Northern Ireland. He won the Formula One motorcycling world championship title five times in a row. Everyone adored him and he became a national hero – not for his gold medals, but for his heart of gold. The guy gave everything he had to underprivileged children. He’d buy food and load it onto his trailer and drive to Romania to give it to orphans there.

He was killed in an accident at the age of forty-eight. Fifty thousand people showed up to bow their heads to his greatness and celebrate his life.

Without a second thought I would swap a hundred years of a meaningless life for just an hour of a life like his. Don’t just stare at your pack of gum, my friend. Share it.

THAT’S WHAT YOU’VE BEEN BROUGHT HERE FOR.
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Your Goals Are Your Life

NAVIGATING HAS NEVER BEEN my forte. I get lost easily. But for some time now I have had a GPS app on my mobile phone. Before starting out, I know where I want to go. I know my destination. If I don’t know how to get there, I turn on my GPS. Sometimes, even if I do know how to get there, I still turn it on. It often shows me a better route. And in identifying a new route, I learn something.

Most people haven’t determined their destination yet. They don’t have goals. Some believe they do, but when they really think about it, they realise they don’t.

A speaker asked the members of an audience what their goals were. One person raised his hand and said he wanted to make money. The speaker gave him a dollar. ‘Happy now?’ he asked with a smile. Your goal has to be specific and quantifiable. For example, I’ll get down to 70 kilograms by next year. We’ll start having weekly family outings. I’ll be making €100k a year in five years’ time. Every April I’ll have my health check-up. And so on.

A few decades ago, Harvard University involved some of its students in research to see how many of them had set goals in their lives. It turned out that only three per cent had. Thirty years later, the researchers looked up the participants of that study to see how they had fared









OEBPS/images/common3.jpg





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/imagexi.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780008455668_Cover.jpg
s
Z
o
I
m
G
o

Bvery day is a gift.
Open it.
Don’t throw it away.

The international bestseller

STEFANOS XENAKIS





OEBPS/images/common2.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
The
Simplest Gift

STEFANOS XENAKIS

ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





