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introduction

Many children have been heard to say that Grandma or Grandad understands them better than Mom and Dad. That can be true in some ways, simply because most grandparents have arrived at a point in their lives where they are largely at peace with themselves and their views of life. They have a clear vision that goes back a long way, and they have settled many issues in their minds and hearts that may still be troubling their grown children. Having raised those children, they have gained a perspective that allows them to see their grandchildren in the light of wisdom gained. Looking back, they can see where they might have done things a little differently, been more sympathetic with a child at one point or a little firmer at another. With their grandchildren, they have a chance to put that knowledge to fresh use, to make the most of all that they have come to understand about children through the years.

The relationships between grandparents and grandchildren often have a special richness that enhances the lives of both. Grandchildren learn much from their grandparents, and bask in the warmth of their love. Grandparents derive great satisfaction from watching a new generation of family members explore the world and seek out their own unique place in that world. Grandparents tell their grandchildren stories, all kinds of stories, made-up ones and true ones, funny ones and instructive ones, that help those youngsters to find their way. And the grandchildren provide the grandparents with new stories to tell. The antics and achievements of grandchildren make for very good stories indeed.

This is a book of such stories, told by grandparents about their grandchildren. They are the kind of stories told to other grandparents, shared both with old friends and new acquaintances. In our very mobile society, even grandparents are constantly meeting new people, and they get to know one another by telling stories about their grandchildren. Stories about grandchildren are terrific ice-breakers, sometimes better for that purpose than stories about oneself. Retired grandparents who have moved to the Sunbelt, say, use such stories to get acquainted with new neighbors—they serve as an invitation to friendship. At the same time, of course, the teller of the story is able to deepen the bond he or she feels with the much-loved grandchild. The telling of the story can almost make it seem as though the child is there.

You will find all kinds of stories in this book. The grandparents who tell them come from all walks of life and many different parts of the country. Their stories abouttheir grandchilden may be amusing or poignant; they may be little stories that strike a familiar chord or dramatic stories filled with suspense. But they are always suffused with pride, and, now and again, a bit of boasting—that is a grandparent’s privilege. There are stories about the pranks and confusions that are part of the life of every small child, and stories about the courage and achievements of older grandchildren. There are tales of the adventures shared by grandparents and their grandchildren, some filled with the almost magical enchantment of the perfect day spent in one another’s company, and others about genuine dangers met and overcome. Some grandparents tell of how they helped a grandchild solve a knotty problem. Others movingly recount how a grandchild did something wonderful for them.

These are stories about real life, and the difficulties and challenges of the world, as well as its wonders and its joys, are reflected here. But there are no unhappy endings. Grandparents know all about persevering and overcoming, and the stories they like to tell one another must have an ending that satisfies. The stories grandparents tell each other about their grandchildren are, above all, affirmations of life.



1
how cute they are

Babies and toddlers can be adorable, but it is when children begin to talk that things start getting really interesting. As youngsters begin to explore the world and try out new words to describe it, their attempts to understand the innumerable mysteries that surround them can be endearing, surprising, and often very funny. They can also be embarrassing. The parents of young children can sometimes find their kids more exasperating than amusing, but the same out-of-place question or remark that may cause a parent to wince is often greeted with delight by a grandparent. Partially this is because grandparents usually spend less time with a child than parents do, and thus are less likely to feel their patience unraveling. But it is also true that a grandparent may be happy to rediscover the pleasures that young children provide. Having seen their own children through the traumas of adolescence and concerns of young adulthood, it can be a tonic to encounter once again, in a different context, the half-forgotten antics of childhood, now newly minted by another generation.

The grandparents you will meet in this first chapter fondly recount how their young grandchildren made them laugh with the kind of telling question kids are so good at asking, astonished them with a surprisingly acute grasp of reality, or touched them with an act of childish bravado. A small hand held out under the porch light, a comment that shouldn’t have been made, a word mispronounced, a concept misunderstood, or a plot being hatched to get something a child wants may be small events, but ones that bring joy to the doting grandparent. Whether it’s a boy trying to catch Santa Claus in the act or a mock wedding for nine-year-olds, such moments find their special place in the memory book of every grandparent.

“How cute they are,” we murmur.

The Telltale Hand

Many grandparents I know don’t get to see their grandchildren nearly as much as they’d like to. People in this country are always on the move, and it can mean a flight clear across the country to visit a son or daughter. That often means that your grandchildren are almost like different people every time you see them. But my wife Helen and I were lucky—or half lucky. We live in Cleveland, and our daughter is all the way out in Seattle, but our son Mike is only a block and a half away.

I’ve been a movie theater owner all my adult life. When Mike went away to college I had two theaters in Cleveland, as well as various other real estate interests. After college, to my surprise and certainly to Mike’s surprise, he decided to go into business with me. This was in the Seventies when the multiplexes were really getting going. That’s what attracted Mike—the chance to do something new.

So I was able to watch his kids grow up: Steven, who’s in his last year of college now, and Diana, who’s a freshman. Of course, we celebrated all the major holidays together, but some of my favorite memories involve Halloween. Since Helen and I were right around the corner in Shaker Heights, Steve and Diana always came trick-or-treating, and it was a treat for us to see the lengths they’d go to to disguise themselves so we wouldn’t recognize them. My daughter-in-law Susan is very gifted at sewing—she does all the costumes for our community theater—so she was always able to fulfill the kids’ fantasies when it came to costumes. Of course, the very fact that Steve and Diana had the best costumes of anybody who came to our door gave them away every time, although we didn’t let them know that.

When Steve was nine, he came dressed as an alien. He looked like something from the bar scene in Star Wars, with tentacles on his head and great bulging eyes. Diana was dressed as a ladybug. They were cute as all get-out. About an hour later, when we thought we’d seen the last of the troops for that Halloween, the doorbell rang again. When I opened the door, there was a single child, with a simple costume, just a sheet over his head and a cowboy hat. There weren’t even any eyeholes in the sheet, and since it was after dark, I kind of wondered how he was getting around the neighborhood, but I guessed he must be raising thesheet between houses and then putting it back down again just before he rang the bell.

The cowboy ghost didn’t say anything, just held out his hand. As I was putting some candy in it, I suddenly recognized whose hand it was. Steve was making a second appearance for the night. His hands had deeper lines in the palm than most kids his age, and he had very squared-off fingers—I’d have known that hand anywhere. I didn’t let on, of course. He closed his hand over the candy and said thank you in a high squeaky voice, and turned and dashed down the steps. I took a peek out the front window and saw him stop and lift the sheet at the bottom of the front walk. When I told Helen who our visitor had been, she wanted to call up Mike and Susan and tell them not to worry if they discovered their son was missing. But I persuaded her not to. I had a hunch he’d try the same game with his parents and I didn’t want to spoil the fun.

The next day at the office, I asked Mike if he’d had a late visit from a lone cowboy, and he laughed and said, “Hit you, too, did he?” Mike had recognized Steve’s hand just as I did.

Helen and I and Steve’s parents kept our mouths shut about having seen through Steve’s game for years. We finally told him about it on his fifteenth birthday. He shook his head and said, “Boy, you can’t get away with anything, can you?” But he was very impressed we’d stayed quiet about it for so long. He told us he’d gone home with his sister after the regular round, and then decided to see if he could fool his parents and us. He pulled the sheet right off his bed, but he didn’t dare cut holes in it to see through. The cowboy hat wasn’t his. A friend had forgotten it a coupleof days before. Steve confessed that he couldn’t see a thing. “I’m surprised I didn’t fall down your front steps, Grandpa,” he said.

I should add that Steve’s going to the UCLA film school after he graduates from college. He says he thinks our theaters could use some better movies.

—Stan, 63

A Cat in Heaven

Every couple of weekends, my husband and I have a longdistance telephone conversation with our grandchildren: Art, who’s ten, and Amy, who’s seven. We often find ourselves laughing after one of these conversations, because Art and Amy say very amusing things sometimes. When talking with other grandparents, we’ve often wondered why it is that things that made us impatient when our own children were young seem so delightful in grandchildren. I suppose it’s sim ply the fact that it’s not a day-in, day-out relationship.

Still, every now and then Mort and I find ourselves at a loss for words. Not long ago, for instance, when Amy got on the line, she announced, “My cat is dead.”

Now, losing a pet is serious business at any age. So, I very sympathetically said, “Oh, I’m so sorry, Amy. That’s very sad.”

Mort, who was on the extension, asked, “How did it happen, Amy?” Mort is one of those people who believes in facing things squarely, so of course he would try to elicit the grisly details. And in this case it was grisly.

“He was run over by a dump truck,” Amy said.

“Did you see it happen?” Mort asked.

“Mort…” I said.

“No,” Amy replied. “I found him all squashed when I came home from school.”

“You must have been very upset,” I said.

“Of course,” said Amy, in that tone that suggests you’re awfully dumb. “I cried for a long time.”

“Are you going to get a new cat?” Mort asked.

“If Daddy will let me,” said Amy.

Now, our son is a dog person, and Art has a dog. I had a feeling that our boy John would suggest a dog for Amy, too. He was never mean to cats, but he always thought they were only interested in themselves and didn’t really care about human beings.

“Did your father say no?” asked Mort.

“I haven’t asked him yet,” said Amy. “I liked the one I had. I miss him.”

“Well,” I said, “at least he’s in heaven.”

Amy came right back, saying, “Daddy didn’t even like my cat when he was alive. Why would God want a cat that’s squashed dead?”

That stopped me cold. Besides, I could just hear Mort saying to me, “You know, Iris, a cat heaven also suggests the existence of a cat hell.” So I just couldn’t think of a word to say. I hoped Mort might take up the slack, but he was as speechless as I was.

Fortunately, Amy had something else to say. “I think I’m going to ask for a parrot instead. I wanted one, but Daddy said a cat and a parrot wouldn’t be a good idea. So now I guess I can have a parrot.”

Mort finally found his voice again. “That’s a good idea, Amy. Parrots can’t get run over since they stay in the house in a cage.”

“No,” said Amy, “I want one I can carry around on my shoulder. I saw a man doing that on television.”

“Was he a pirate?” Mort asked.

“Don’t be silly,” said Amy. “He was an animal trainer.”

“Would you like to be an animal trainer?” I asked.

“Maybe.” There was a slight pause. “Do you think I could train a parrot to answer for me when Mom calls from downstairs?”

Mort chuckled. “I think you could. But I wouldn’t tell your parents about that idea if you want to get a parrot.”

“Hmm,” Amy said. “Thanks, Grandad. You’re smart.”

That’s par for the course in my family. I try to say soothing things about cat heaven, and Mort upstages me by telling Amy how to outwit her parents. I’ll tell you one thing. When that parrot bites the dust I’m not saying one word about heaven.

—Iris, 57

The Pig Takes Credit

Last summer, while my son-in-law was on National Guard duty, my daughter came to visit me and her father for two weeks. We were delighted, because it was our first chance to spend extended time with our grandson Tommy. He was just two years old, walking around on his own, and beginning to talk. My husband has always been wonderfulwith kids. He’s a great storyteller, whether he’s making the story up or reading aloud and acting it out. We still had a lot of our children’s storybooks around the house, and my husband had little Tommy in gales of laughter reading him tales, about Goldilocks and the three bears, and the three little pigs and the big bad wolf.

But the three little pigs story had unfortunate consequences. We have a dear friend, a widower named Sam, who is a very large man. He came over to visit one weekend afternoon, and of course my daughter, who knew Sam well herself, brought Tommy out to meet him. Tommy was a little shy at first, and hung back a bit, but then he settled down on the floor while the rest of us talked. There was a brief pause in the conversation, and Tommy raised his arm—and pointed at Sam and said, extremely clearly, “Pig, pig.”

My daughter said, “Tommy!” I rolled my eyes and said, “Sorry, Sam.” My husband just clapped a hand to his forehead.

But Sam was wonderful. He smiled at Tommy and said, “I’ll bet your grandfather’s been reading you the story about the three little pigs, hasn’t he?”

My husband spread his hands, pleading guilty.

“Well,” Sam said. “That’s a wonderful story. And it’s all about me.”

Tommy stared at him wide-eyed.

“That’s right. I’m all grown up now, but I was the third little pig, the one who was smart enough to build a house out of bricks so the wolf couldn’t get me.”

My husband laughed and said, “And he’s been building them ever since. Sam’s built half the new houses in town.”

Tommy said, “Huff, huff.”

Sam smiled even more and said, “You can huff and puff all you want, Tommy, but you won’t be able to blow one of my houses down.”

By then we were all laughing, and Tommy began to giggle away, and what could have been a social catastrophe turned into a cherished moment. As I say, Sam was always a dear friend, but that afternoon gave us an even greater appreciation of him. Sam always did know how to turn a debit into a credit.

—Louise, 62

A Theological Question

My son Michael, his wife, Beth, and my delightful grandson Todd came to spend Christmas with us last year. They live in North Carolina and my husband and I live in northern Pennsylvania. It was the first time Todd had seen snow, and he was just thrilled. We dragged Michael’s old sled down from the attic and Todd had a wonderful time zooming down the hill back of the house. The entire visit was a delight, but my favorite moment came on Christmas Eve, when we went to the carol service at our church. Todd was just five, and I think he was beginning to understand the religious meaning of Christmas a little. We sang all the famous carols at the service, “Oh, Come All Ye Faithful,” and “Hark the Herald Angels Sing,” and “Silent Night.” Todd has a very strong little voice and he sang out withgreat conviction. But in the car on the way home, he suddenly asked me a question. “Granny,” he said, “I don’t understand about ‘Silent Night.’ Why is yon Virgin round?”

Todd was sitting between Beth and me in the back seat, and we kind of looked at each other, and we just couldn’t help it, we burst out laughing. Todd was quite offended, of course. I tried to explain that the Virgin wasn’t round, actually, but the song was talking about light around her and the baby Jesus. He seemed to accept that, but my husband, who can be quite naughty, said, “Why is the Virgin round? Now there’s a theological question for the ages.” And of course we all started laughing again. Poor Todd was very perplexed, and quite annoyed. No wonder kids want to grow up so fast. They’re just trying to get the jokes.

—Anne, 56

Where’s Charley?

We are lucky enough to spend every Christmas with our daughter Susan, her husband, Hank, and our three grandsons. Some grandparents are not that fortunate. Alan and I know at least three couples our age who’ve never spent Christmas with their grandchildren. Oh, they get telephone calls, but that’s hardly the same thing, is it? Mind you, those couples tend to boss people around a bit, and that may have something to do with why they’re not invited. We try very hard not to get in Susan and Hank’s way, or spoil their daily routine. When we talk on thephone at Thanksgiving, Hank always says, “Now, don’t forget, we’re all panting to see you on Christmas Eve!” A nicer young man you couldn’t ask for.

So Alan and I pack up the car and make the five-hour trip. One year there was supposed to be a bad snowstorm, so we left a day early and spent the night at a motel about an hour away from Susan and Hank’s. We didn’t want to put them to any trouble by arriving a day early, but we were afraid they might call and get worried about us if they didn’t know what was happening. So we just told them we were going to take our time and stop off somewhere along the way.

Every year, as soon as we get in the car, Alan says, “Got the camera?” And I point to it hanging around my neck. This is a running joke, because one year I did forget it, and we had to buy a new one before we got there. Alan can’t be without his camera. We must have a thousand pictures of our grandsons. They’re all put into albums—I do that part—and though I’m sure they’d bore anyone else to death, we love looking at them. It’s such fun to see how the boys have grown from year to year.

When we drive up to Hank and Susan’s house, all heck breaks loose. The kids come running out to the car, and we all hug and jump around and say “Merry Christmas” until we’re exhausted. It’s wonderful. The front of the house is all trimmed with lights, and when we go inside, the tree almost makes me want to cry, it’s so beautiful. Susan is a real artist about making things look pretty. Takes after me, of course. And that’s a terrible lie.

My favorite story about Christmas with our grandchildren happened two years ago. We managed to get them all packed off to bed about ten o’clock, after Hank read “I was the Night Before Christmas” aloud. When Santa Claus arrives in the story, Alan starts doing all these gestures and putting his finger alongside his nose, that kind of thing. He does have something of a bowlful of jelly aroud the middle these days, poor dear. Anyway, the kids love it, and just howl with laughter. And then we put all the presents under the tree and went up to bed ourselves. Alan and I slept like logs, of course, after the trip.

About seven in the morning that Christmas, we heard noises downstairs, and managed to get ourselves wide enough awake to stagger downstairs. Susan and Hank were in the kitchen making blueberry muffins. That’s a tradition in their house. Billy and Michael were sitting on the floor in the living room staring at the presents and waiting for the green light to start tearing Santa’s goodies open. Billy was seven that year, and Michael was nine. But there was no sign of little Charley, who was three. I asked Susan where he was, and she said, “Oh, Charley’s in a hiding stage. He’ll turn up.” Well, I went upstairs and started looking in closets and under beds, but there was no sign of him. I was getting a little worried by the time I came down again. His brothers had been very quiet, just as they’re supposed to be. They’re allowed to sit by the tree, but they can’t touch anything and they have to be quiet. But I asked them if they knew where Charley was. They shook their heads, and I wondered aloud if he’d gone outside. I guess my worry showed, because Billy and Michael started shouting, “Charley, Charley!”

There’s a table in the living room with an antique shawlover it, and suddenly Charley crawled out from underneath it. He’d obviously just woken up and he had sleep in his eyes, but he kind of shook himself and said, “Did I miss him? Did I miss him?” Then he dissolved in tears. The poor kid had snuck downstairs after the rest of us fell asleep, and was hiding out under the table trying to catch Santa in the act. But of course, he’d fallen asleep, too. The child was stiff as could be after lying on the floor all night.

Hank told Charley you couldn’t catch Santa, no matter how hard you tried, but if Charley was going to insist on trying, would he please leave a note next year telling us where he was sleeping on Christmas Eve.

Charley recovered from his disappointment very quickly, and of course at three you’re just beginning to really enjoy Christmas, so he had the time of his life. But I’ll never forget him crawling out from under that table, looking like a tiny little Rip Van Winkle. “Did I miss him?” What a treat.

—Irene, 64

Vocabulary

My granddaughter Katie loves big words. She’ll pick up on one she’s heard on television, or from her parents’ conversation, and it will pop up unexpectedly a day or two later. Of course, she doesn’t always get the meaning quite right, or she’ll substitute a word that sounds similar for the correct one. I’m a high school English teacher, and I hear some very odd things in my own classroom. Not just mispronunciations, like “athalete” for “athlete"—which is hard to combat since so many professional sports heros and even sports reporters get it wrong. I’m talking more about the boy who said a girl had a “radium” smile. He meant “radiant.” I told him he better stay away from that girl because she was too hot to handle. About half the class got it. Things like that can be a trifle discouraging when you’re dealing with seventeen-year-olds. But Katie’s only six, and I find it very amusing when she does it. And, of course, she is my granddaughter.

Last month, Katie was a flower girl at my niece’s wedding. My daughter Elaine, Katie’s mother, was matron of honor. It was a big church wedding, with a splashy reception afterward. They threw rice at the bride and groom when they left the church, and then confetti when they left the reception. We were standing on the steps watching the bride and groom drive away, and I looked down at Katie and asked her if she’d had a good time being a flower girl. She was pushing at her hair with her hand, and she said, “Yes, Grandma, but I wish they wouldn’t throw all that confederation. How am I going to get all this confederation out of my hair?”

I didn’t even try to correct her. I was just trying to keep from laughing. How indeed do you get confederation out of your hair? Whole countries have been stumped by that one!

—Marilyn, 59

The “Wedding”

We’ve all seen a hundred movies where the seven-year-old boy says, “I hate girls.” But it isn’t always true, and I can prove it. This is about my grandson Arnie and the new girl on the block, whose name was Alice-Anne.

Until he was seven, Arnie paid no attention to girls at all. He and some other boys in the neighborhood had a gang called the Demons of Dayton. They held their secret meetings in a tree house. I knew it well, because it was in my backyard, and my father had built it for me in 1936. My son Ted made it his headquarters, too. I had to make some repairs before the Demons could take it over, but it was good to see the old place getting some use.

My wife and I live just two blocks from Ted and his wife Marilyn, and Arnie was over visiting all the time. One day at the end of the summer when Arnie was
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