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			Dedication

			I thought a lot about this, and the only honest answer is…

			You.

			That’s who this is for. That’s who this is about.

			If a few of these stories hit a nerve, touch you, take you back to a moment in your life, or just rub your neck a little bit before you go out there swinging in the next round…

			Cheers to you.

			 

			Jimmy Dunne
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			Introduction

			About me.

			I’ve been blessed to have a career doing what I absolutely love and with a lot of lucky breaks along the way. In my personal life, my wife, Catherine, and two daughters, Kaitlyn and Alexis, my grandson, and my son-in-law make me the luckiest guy in the world.

			Throw in the soup growing up in a parish and a Chicago suburban town with the richest soil and the heartiest roots in the world.

			All that in a home with two spectacular, giving parents and six brothers and sisters whom I can’t love and respect more.

			I give thanks every single day for the lake full of inspiring friends from my growing up days, college days in Kentucky, and my adult journey in California.

			I’ve been blessed with an abundance of selfless teachers and mentors—along with the privilege of collaborating with many of the country’s most creative talents and business minds across eclectic disciplines.

			These are short stories I’ve written since my kids were little squirts.

			They’ve found their way into our town paper, papers around the country, magazines, and various mediums along the way.
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			Here’s why I want to share them with you.

			It’s kind of like a nearby fire.

			First, you see it in the sky.

			Then you start to feel it in the air when you breathe. There’s a thickness. It’s dirty. You just know it’s not healthy for you.

			And you wake up in the morning, and there it is—it has covered your car. The soot. It’s permeated everything.

			That’s where we’re at.

			In America. In the world.

			The anger. The divisiveness. The hurt. The pain.

			It’s seeping in and around everything.

			Truth is, for most of the issues on the skillet, there’s not a lot any of us can do about it.

			But we’ve got to make sure this soot doesn’t get in our lungs—and our kids’ lungs.

			And I think I know how.
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			Einstein told a story about when he was a seven-year-old kid. How his dad gave him a compass. And how he couldn’t get over how the needle always pointed north. How something invisible, that he couldn’t see, made it do that.

			He said he’d been chasing the same thing his whole life. A glimpse of that deeply hidden thing.

			Finding the wonder.

			And I believe it’s right in our own backyards. 

			In our lives. In our families. In our friends. In our towns. 

			The absolute wonder of life. 

			Those unexpected moments—there for us to behold. 

			May these stories remind you of moments, of people, of places that take you back, that paint a picture of how lucky you and I are. 

			Of what an amazing treasure chest life is. 

			And may you share the wonder in you with the world.

		

	
		
			Downsizing
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			My wife, Catherine, and I recently moved.

			I realized I had something I never knew I had.

			Thirty-four years ago, I carried my wife in my arms over the threshold into our home. Thirty-four years ago. From newlywed days to witnessing our babies go from little girls to young adults.

			So many great memories in every inch of every room of our home.

			I didn’t think I was ready to “downsize.”

			What an awful word.

			I liked walking through our girls’ bedrooms and still seeing their stuff on the walls and on the shelves. I liked our backyard. I liked imagining our kids coming down the steps every Christmas morning.

			We put it on the market, it sold in a week, and suddenly agreements thicker than my leg were instructing me to clear everything I ever had and knew—out.

			[image: ]

			Every night, I found myself saying goodbye to our backyard. To our garden of roses that Catherine would till and trim.

			To the sidewalk, where the girls drove their Barbie cars and learned to ride their bikes. To our front lawn, where we hosted tons of talent shows with all the kids on the block. To the red swing on the front porch.

			We found a condo in town and started lining up our ducks of what we were keeping—and what we were tossing.

			We vowed if we were going to do this, we weren’t putting anything in storage.

			I literally threw out half my stuff. Half. Half of the furniture. Half of my clothes, books.
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			And the big one. Half of the boxes in the attic.

			The attic was more than an attic. It held our stories. Everything in every box, every framed picture, was a story.

			We brought down everything of the girls’ from the attic—and we split the living room in half.

			We invited the girls over, handed ’em a cocktail, and said, “There’s good news and bad news.

			“We’ve saved all this stuff—your outfits, drawings, dolls, skates—for you.

			It’s now yours.

			“The bad news: whatever’s not gone by Friday at ten in the morning, it’s getting chucked in that giant green dumpster in front of the house.”

			The girls thought we were Mr. and Mrs. Satan.

			But they went through it, and by Friday, most went right in the dumpster.

			I filled the entire dining room with boxes of all my old stuff. Grade-school stories and pictures, report cards, birthday cards, trophies, you name it. Boxes of old plaques and diplomas and just stuff and stuff and stuff like that.

			How could I throw any of this out? It was like throwing me in the dumpster!

			[image: ]

			But this little jerk on my shoulder kept asking, what are your kids going to do with all this—one week after you’re six feet under? They’re gonna chuck it all out!

			Here’s the crazy thing. The more I threw stuff in that dumpster, the easier it got. And I started to kind of like throwing it up and over in that thing.

			I started to feel lighter. Better.

			And we moved into a half-the-size condo—and the oddest thing happened.

			It became our home.

			A picture here and there on the wall, Catherine’s favorite pieces of furniture, all her knickknacks in the bathroom. We blinked, and it felt just like us.

			And then I found that thing I never knew I had.

			Enough.

			I had enough.

			The wild thing was that having less actually opened the door to so much more.

			More in my personal life. More in my career. More in everything.

			All I have to do is look in the eyes of my two girls—and they take me back, every time, to the most beautiful, colorful, emotional scrapbook I could ever dream of having.

			All I have to do is hold my wife’s hand, and it hypnotizes me back to kissing her for the first time, falling in love with everything she did, seeing her in that hospital room holding our first baby for the first time.

			It sure seems there is so much more to see, and feel, and be if I have the courage—if I have the will to shape a life that’s just…

			Enough.

		

	
		
			Grammie and Grampie Rules
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			My daughter Kaitlyn, her hubby Jimmy, and new baby Whit live right across the street from us in town.

			We couldn’t love it more.

			Our daughter gave my wife, Catherine, and me a very detailed list called “How to Babysit Whit.”

			Some real gems.

			Like, “Rock Whit to sleep in a chair or walk around the room.” How did she think we were going to rock him to sleep? While we’re taking a shower with him?

			Another on her list: “He likes to smile before he falls to sleep.” Where I grew up, that’s called “gas.”

			Or, “If he stops sucking his bottle, take the bottle out of his mouth and reinsert.”

			Thanks so much. We were thinking we were supposed to shove the bottle in his ear.

			But my fave is, “If he tries to eat his hands, he’s hungry.”

			That is so helpful to know. Maybe the title of a new bestselling parenting book.
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			Here’s what I’m kind of missing. Help me with this.

			Memo to Kaitlyn: You lived in your mother’s belly.

			She raised you and your sister.

			Hmmm.

			Maybe Kaitlyn thinks we can’t remember how to do anything anymore. Maybe that’s it. Half the time, we do call the babe “Louis,” our dog. Probably doesn’t help.

			Life is confusing.
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			I was sharing Grammie and Grampie notes with Becky and Jai in town. They don’t make ’em better.

			They told me about the marching orders they got from their daughter, Cami.

			I just adore Cami. Cami’s got the cutest little boy.

			Cami did the same thing. Sat her mom and pop down on her living room sofa for a little “Parenting 101.”

			Jai and Becky got strict marching orders that there would be absolutely no drinking while babysitting the precious one. (They barely drink.) Jai and Becky just smiled and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Now to make sure Grammie and Grampie were following orders, Cami pointed to cameras she installed in her place to make sure they were following the rules.

			Well, it didn’t really play out that way.

			Becky and Jai quickly become experts at holding the little guy while walking with their wine on their hips “out of the camera’s eye.” Thank God Cami hasn’t caught on.

			Whoops. Maybe I shouldn’t have put this story in a book.
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			Here’s what I know for sure. It doesn’t get better than this.

			Babysitting. Best job in the world.

			I’ve gotta run. The baby’s crying in Catherine’s arms.

			Maybe Catherine can’t get that bottle in the babe’s ear.

			 

		

	
		
			Gardening
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			It’s a spectacular Sunday morning.

			I bicycled by a dad gardening in the front lawn of his home. He had a good sweat going on—digging a hole for a little bush.

			From the look of his snappy home, he wasn’t out there to save a few bucks on a gardening bill.

			My guess is he was tapping into something that goes back a couple thousand generations in all of us.

			He’s tapping into a connection, a need, a gravity to be one with our home. This place we’re so privileged to be a guest.

			Our extraordinarily amazing, colorful, delicate, evolving earth.

			And in planting that bush, in some way, we’re holding in our hands where we came from.

			We’re seeding something with the excitement of imagining what it will become.

			[image: ]

			We’re all hurting right now—to varying degrees.

			Because of the divisiveness of politics and all it breeds. The looming threats of war, the ever-present nuclear card dangling out there, all things the environment, inflation, Ukraine, AI, Israel-Gaza, just stuff. Just angry, unsettling stuff.

			All this stuff ratchets up our worries about what we’re handing over to the next generation—and to their children.

			We may not feel it, but it’s there under the surface of it all.

			It’s there at the stop signs when folks are waiting for their turn to go. It’s there in curt phone conversations we have with people on the other end of a call across the world. In comments on Facebook and blogs.

			It’s seeping into the roots.

			There’s a wonderful Ukrainian toast they make at large family events.

			They clink their glasses, look each other in the eyes, and say something that translates to, “Know who you are.”

			What a beautiful thought.

			To know who you are.

			From the moment of waking into the world in a loving mother’s arms, we spend a lifetime trying to uncover the answer to this ultimate puzzle and mystery of life.

			Maybe just touching the earth is a good place for us to start.

			To show our deference to our home. To remind us to find humility, a thankfulness for who and where we are.

			To touch, and feel, and smell, and hear, and witness nature.

			Maybe it’s making a special weekend morning with our kids or grandkids to stick some bulbs in the soil with our hands.

			Maybe it’s taking a walk at dusk with our dog—listening to what the swaying trees in town that blanket us may be trying to whisper.

			Maybe it’s putting our feet in the gentle, lapping water where the warm sand meets the cool hello of the ocean.

			Maybe it’s a morning picnic at the park with our families where the blue jays, hummingbirds, parakeets, and song sparrows are the loveliest choir in a stunning song.

			Or maybe it’s biting into an apple, or cherry, or orange—tasting it as we haven’t tasted it in a while. And wondering where it was born and where it grew to be as beautiful as it is.

			Maybe it’s about tonight after we go around our home and turn off all the lights. Stepping out in our backyard all by ourselves.

			Looking up.

			And thinking about how what we see and feel will never be exactly this way again.

			While we stand so firmly on that rich soil under our feet. That anchors us. That settles us. 

			That heartens us. 

		

	
		
			First Dates
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			Some lanky high school freshman kid with a sea of pimples on his too-red face with that determined look of “One day I’m going to look like John Cusack” knocked on our front door to pick up my daughter Kaitlyn for her first real high school “date.”

			I waved to his my-age dad, sitting in his car waiting to take them to the freshman dance.

			As I shook the kid’s hand and looked into his eyes, I spotted that first-date terror festering underneath his goofy, “it’s no big deal” grin.

			We shook hands longer than he was comfortable with, and I gave him that look of, “I have no problem going back to prison again.”

			And, out of nowhere, it was like that kid and I heard the theme from Gone with the Wind—as we turned around to stare at my absolutely stunning daughter waltzing down the staircase.

			As she smiled, heading toward that petrified kid—the memory of my first date danced in my head…
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			It was my freshman year of high school. Kathy Delaney. God, I was in love with Kathy Delaney. Stunning. Long black hair. A great rack for a freshman.

			And beautiful teeth under that wire scaffolding in her mouth.

			It was the freshman class homecoming dance. The first real “date” in my life.
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			Asking Kathy Delaney out was no walk in the park. It was an autumn Monday night, less than two weeks before our high school’s homecoming dance.

			If I didn’t ask her that night, I knew she’d get snatched up by some other freshman clown.
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			I swear to God, I came home after school, went upstairs, and spent the next two and a half hours pacing in front of our second-floor hallway yellow rotary phone.

			Thinking about every possible scenario of how she was going to reject me on that call.
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			Our freshman “pom pom” cheerleaders. A solar system out of my league.

			I knew she’d say no. That was a for-sure. I figured it was like original sin; I deserved to get no for an answer.

			I had to call her up, take it like a man, and be done with it.

			Come hell or high water, I was calling that girl that night.

			I didn’t care that she was better than me in every way a human being could be better than you. She was Aphrodite. I was Spam.

			The clock was ticking.

			It was almost six and about time for our brisket of beef family dinner. We had brisket of beef every night. Except Fridays, of course. That was Catholic fish sticks night.

			I looked at the clock in the bathroom and decided I was pulling the trigger. I’m walking to that phone, and I’m dialing that number.

			And that’s exactly what I did.

			Then the most horrible thing happened. Kathy answered the phone. It was all happening too fast; it was surreal.

			I said, “Kathy?”

			She said, “Yes.” And then the impossible happened.

			My mother, out of absolutely nowhere, came roaring up the staircase with her new Hoover carpet cleaner. It sounded like a helicopter rising up the stairs.

			I screamed into the phone, “It’s Jimmy Dunne.”

			“Who?”

			“Jimmy Dunne.”

			“What?”

			“Do you want to go to the homecoming dance with me?”

			“Who?”

			“Jimmy Dunne. You know, from school. Next to your locker.”

			“Okay.”

			I couldn’t tell for sure what she said with the 747 landing in my other ear.

			“Did you say, ‘Okay,’ or, ‘No way’?”

			“I said, ‘Okay.’”

			I never thought that she might say that. I didn’t elaborate on how much fun I thought we’d have, or where we could go to dinner, or who else I heard was going.

			I just hung up.

			I didn’t even confirm I heard her. I just hung up the damn phone because I didn’t know what to say after she said, “Okay.”

			To punish myself, I walked down those stairs and slugged down four times my normal allotment of fatty brisket of beef.
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			Here’s what our dinner table looked like. I’m sure on this night, we just finished some fine brisket of beef with our two sweet grandmas. I’m not sure why my brother is pointing a gun at the birthday girl while she’s blowing out her cake. I’d chalk it up to anger management issues. And I don’t know what’s wrong with
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