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A. ADOPTION
"The best day was the day you returned," Ben said to Gaby.

Ben is our 5 1/2 year old son, Gaby our 5 year old daughter who returned with me from my adoption trip to China.

The first hug and kiss from Gaby was to Ben. She had seen him in the photo book prepared by my wife Janet for me to take along. Gaby knew her new family before we were all brought together at the Nashville airport in July.

We call her Gaby, short for Gabrielle, and she wears her name well. Gaby learns words with remarkable speed and accuracy.

"Grass," I said.

"Grass," she repeated. Gaby seemed puzzled at the trees and grass. She knelt down and grasped handfuls of it. Grass.

Chinese officials estimated she was born January 18, 1992. She was found, abandoned, near a hospital in Changshu. She was taken to the Kun Shan orphanage. Later, she was taken to another orphanage which was capable of processing international adoptions. All children in the second orphanage were given the surname YU, to which was added the name given to her at the first orphanage, KUN. Documents referred to her as Yu Kun. She called herself mei mei (meaning little sister) and Kun Kun (pronounced Quinn Quinn) but took to the name Gaby readily.

In the fall of 1995, a representative from Children's Hope International visited China and made video tapes of children for adoption. Our family saw the video and found ourselves drawn to her beautiful dark brown eyes. Many things occurred but we stayed the course and I boarded the plane to travel to China on July 13, 1996.

Gaby has a home now, and she continues to grow and delight herself and our family. Many things give me reason to reflect on her beginnings.

"For cooking?" Gaby asked.

She pointed at the flames in the fireplace.

We had just come in from the hot tub on a recent chilly evening. When the sun went down behind the Tennessee hills the temperature fell fast. I had turned on the gas logs and her question incited questions and images in my mind.

Did she deduce the purpose of fire? Did she recall its use from her former place half way around the world? 

I believe her childhood memories will be strong. They have a partition at age 4 1/2. Before that time was China. Birth, survival and all it implies to the western mind, abandonment around 2 years of age, discovery and placement in a life‑bridging orphanage.

When she was handed to me in July of 1996 in the Din Shan Hotel in Nanjing, she displayed a strong healthy cry ‑ she rebelled briefly at another abandonment. The orphanage director said she was happy the previous day, and even said, upon being challenged by another child, that it didn't matter because her American "Papa is coming to get me."

Such is the stuff of legends, myths, and  wives'  tales (at‑home dad's tales  too) or so it struck me. I had read translations of Chinese stories. They told of tricksters and ghosts and immortals. In the 'Song of Mu Lan'  a young girl goes to war dressed as a man to take her father's place. She keeps her secret and returns home a hero and only then reveals her secret to her comrades. Gaby's life, too, holds many secrets though some may never be revealed.

China has always been shrouded in mystery.  And revelation, when it comes, invites, though it is not always met with, enlightenment.

Gaby came to us clean and fully able to bathe herself, brush her teeth, clean up, dress herself, feed herself, and she brought an appetite for life and everything it had to offer. She was 28 lbs. and 89 cms. Six  months later she was 32.5 lbs. and 100 cms. At first, she could not negotiate steps, up or down. Now she climbs and descends with ease McDonald's play land.

She still loves noodles best of all her foods, and also anything on her mommie's plate which she eats while happily perched on her mommie's lap. And this gives me an insight into her make‑up and growth. While food sustains life, human contact sustains hope. Gaby's hope. The hope of a child.

There are vast areas of unknowns for our family about Gaby. How and why did we find each other? How and why did she survive her scars? How and why did she survive exposure to TB and hepatitis? How and why did she survive malnutrition and severe infection?

Somewhere along her journey she was given hope. It may have been the beating of her heart pressed against another. The human equation that binds us all together, where east and west do meet.

Gaby and our son Ben play together now. They have strong wills. Somehow and somewhere they find common ground and language. Like rolling in the sweet‑smelling grass, or jumping in the piles of leaves.

These are the places where hope ‑ a child's hope ‑ is rewarded.

B. BIKING
   It’s like riding a bicycle. Once you learn you never forget how to do it.

   My children have had training wheels for a while now. Our neighbor has gently urged my son, Ben, to ride without the training wheels since spring arrived. 

   “You won’t be needing those training wheels much longer,” our neighbor said.

   Ben smiled not sure how to respond. 

   “Maybe just a little longer,” he replied.

   Or Ben would say he would take them off in the summer, after school was out.

   Some people must have a special sense of timing. Probably it’s a talent that we all have to some degree, but some fine tune the ability with frequent exercise.

   About a month ago, Ben’s friend visited for the afternoon. When he saw our bikes he wanted to ride.

   “Can you take the training wheels off?” L asked.

   I found my wrench and removed the wheels. 

   “Just steady me while I get started,” L directed.

   While I held the bike steady, L climbed on and I nudged him forward. True to his word, he pedaled away. I watched briefly as the five year old circled the driveway and returned. He braked and placed his feet on the ground.

   “I want to try,” Ben said.

   “Me too,” said my daughter, Gaby.

   I held the seat and handle bars while Ben got on. Then as he pedaled I found myself walking, faster, then jogging to keep up.

   Occasionally, I let go for a second or two to gauge his balance. Then I grabbed hold to keep him from falling.

   Gaby of course, was certain she could do anything Ben could do. She had her turn. 

   “I am finished,” Gaby said.

   Her arms were tense from holding the wriggling bike. 

   L’s turn produced skillful displays of bikemanship. I talked with Ben about the need to use the helmet. 

   He and Gaby understood. They seemed to know that falling was a greater likelihood on a bike without training wheels. 

   “You need ten lessons before you learn everything,” L explained. “Lesson ten, you learn how to pop a wheelie.”  

   He told Ben and Gaby that a wheelie was riding on the rear wheel while balancing the front wheel in the air. His attempted demonstration was met with frustration. He explained that he wasn’t used to Ben’s bike though he liked it very much.

   I thanked him for giving my children their first lesson. They were both proud of their efforts. I sensed their confidence in future success. They had after all seen a friend, their peer, who had accomplished the task well.

   The next day I ran beside Ben as he practiced again. And Gaby had her turn.

   On the third lesson, we showed mom the skills they had learned. As I grew winded, my wife stepped in to hold the bike. As I watched and rested, I saw Ben pedal as she released her grip. Five feet, ten feet, he rode unassisted. Then she stopped, but he kept on going.

   “Brake,” I yelled.

   “Keep going,” she yelled.

   I don’t know if Ben heard either of us. But I hushed myself and watched as he biked down the street on his own.  

C. COOKING
During the most recent "spring thaw", my kindergartener son Ben

wanted to grill out.

The temperature was near 60 and the sky was clear. 

"Great idea," I said. I went on to explain that we didn't have any

charcoal, but could go to the store for some.

"Don't need charcoal," he said. 

"What do we use then?" I asked.

 We talked about what would work. Ben suggested using hickory sticks,

but since we didn't have any we collected miscellaneous dried sticks

off the ground from our hillside. I put some dried leaves on the bottom

of the grill to use as starter.

"Now what do we have to cook?" Ben asked. I had mentioned that we

didn't have any hamburger, or hotdogs, or steaks in the refrigerator

earlier when I tried to get Ben to agree to go to the grocery store.

"Gaby likes rice," said Ben. Coming from China, Gaby did indeed

like rice. 

I thought about this and since we had some that was already cooked

I thought it would work to warm it up on the grill.

Gaby was riding her tricycle across the driveway and coasting to

a stop in the grass. When she heard her name she stopped, looked up,

and said, "Good idea."

I went into the kitchen to prepare the snack. There I found a potato

which I washed and sliced thin, wrapped it in aluminum foil, added

salt and pepper and vegetable oil, then topped this with about a cup

full of rice. I confidently took this outside with matches to begin

the cooking.

"Me try," said Gaby.

"No, Gaby," said Ben, "Fire is dangerous. Dad will light it." And

I did.

While we all stood back and watched the leaves begin to burn and

smoke, I thought of the other cooking adventures Ben and I had enjoyed.

There was the time we tried to cook an egg in the microwave. 

"To boil an egg takes three minutes," I explained to Ben.

"But the microwave is more powerful," Ben said. Which is correct,

and which is why we only cooked it for about half the boil time. Then

I took it out and peeled the shell. It was very hot to the touch and

I made Ben stand back so he couldn't reach out with his curious fingers

and help.

I was feeling good about this new cooking discovery, when the egg

started to quiver.

"Why is it shaking?" Ben asked.

I didn't know, but decided to proceed with the preparation. I moved

my fork closer to split the egg. I knew just how to salt and pepper

the delicately chopped pieces. As the first tong pricked to quivering

white, it popped. Or rather, it exploded. Good thing Ben was standing

back.

It had happened so fast there was no time to react, and nothing

to do but clean up. 

At least, this was much better than the time I started a fire in

the microwave. 

Now there was a great example of quick thinking and gut reaction.

Ben and I had a Sonic burger and fries that we wanted to warm up

for supper. If you have ever had one you know they come in a nice

aluminum bag to keep the burgers hot. And they do. Then the burgers

and fries are put in a paper sack, and you've got your carry out.

I put the sack and all in the microwave and turned it on.

"Why is there a fire in our microwave?" Ben asked.

"Get back," I yelled as I opened the microwave door.

Ben recognized that this was not the way things should be and went

to the closet for the fire extinguisher. Blowing on a fire in the

microwave doesn't help, I learned.

"Take this," Ben said, holding the fire extinguisher out to me.

Instead, I grabbed the burning bag and tossed it in the sink. 

Then there was the time we tried to make bread using my dim memory

of my mom's 31 and 1/2 pie crust recipe...

"Can I touch it?" Gaby asked, bringing me out of my day dreaming

state.

"No, you can't touch smoke," Ben said.

 There was a lot of smoke before the leaves burned out. Then a nice

fire as the sticks caught fire. We could hear the crackling of the

oil in the aluminum foil.

"Does rice pop like corn?" Ben asked.

I wasn't sure. Not one to take chances, I removed the foil from

the fire.

"It's probably ready now," I said.

I prepared two plates. The rice smelled good, maybe a little smokey

from the leaves, and the potato was soft enough to cut with a fork.

I took a test bite. Not too hot, salt and pepper and oil fine. I

set the plates before Ben and Gaby and sat back to watch their enjoyment.

"Tastes not good," said Gaby. 

At least the clean up was easy this time.

D. DAD’S DAY
   George Washington was the father of our country. Hippocrates was the father of medicine. I have heard about a foreign ruler who fathered one thousand children. Of course, there are many religious references.   

   There are many kinds of fathers in the world.

   Men who care for and help create people have many names.  

   In my family, my father is called papa, and my mother’s father was called papa during his life, and I suppose I’ll be called papa in my older years. 

   For now, Ben and Gaby call me dad or daddy. 

   Regardless the name, we are most fortunate to be present to hear our children calling.

   “What do you do?” Ben asked me once.

   I told him I was a lawyer but since coming home to be an at-home dad, I didn’t practice anymore.

   One of my favorite comments since closing my law practice to be an at-home-dad came from my son’s buddy.

   “I wish my dad was a lawyer so he could stay home with me,” my son’s friend said. 

   I think I know what he meant.

   Children want their fathers near them. And children want their fathers to play with them and be good to them. 

   But somtimes my children are not the fortunate ones when I perceive they have misbehaved. Or at times when fatigue or preoccupation prevents my positive response, I can get really grouchy. For these times, Ben has given me some useful advice.

   “When Gaby’s being bad, you can have her do something else, like color or watch television,” Ben suggested.

   Since crayons or television haven’t always been available, I have tried having her count to ten.

   “At least, she’s learning to count to ten,” my wife said. 

   After that, I started to count. By the time I reached three, I had Gaby’s attention. Soon I’ll have to develop another ploy. 

   While I have tried to teach my children good behavior, I have found that I know very little about it.

   I have solicited opinions and ideas from others but usually have been advised this was just a phase, and to be patient.

   So I asked Ben what patience meant.

   “Patience means sit quietly and wait,” Ben said.

   The growing up phases of my children won’t wait for me, or any other.

   It has always been natural for children to play and work at some activity and finally, one day, display the results - the milestones. Time didn’t matter to them, and they didn’t display patience, they continuously learned, struggled, and tried new things until they succeeded..

   For example, my daughter used to say, “I Gaby.” 

   She had difficulty with the infinitive ‘to be’ and its conjugation.

   “I am Gaby,” I said and encouraged her to repeat what I said.

   Days and weeks and probably months went by.  

   I still remember clearly the relief I felt when she spoke the full sentence.

   “I am Gaby,” she said.

   Milestone achieved. 

   She has continued to make wonderful strides in the transition from her Chinese orphanage to our American family. 

   In this and other moments, I have learned that what I do, and what all parents do, is important work. 

   As father’s day approaches I am remined of my blessings time and again, and I revel in my good fortune to share in these milestones with my children.

E. EXPRESSIONS
   "I'm hot as a lizard,"  said Ben.  


   "What lizard?" Gaby asked.

   "It's an expression," Ben explained. "It means, I'm hot as a fox."

   Ben always picked up on the sayings passed down the family tree. And he did his best to teach them to Gaby.

   "You are tricking me," Gaby said and grinned. "You not fox."

   "Gaby, I know I am not a fox. I'm just hot," Ben tried again.

   "You are crazy," Gaby laughed.

   Ben and Gaby had been playing in the sand pile. It was one of those hot and humid afternoons.   Ben's face reddened easily from play and exertion, tiny beads of sweat popped up on his nose. I offered bottled water which Ben accepted and gulped thirstily.

   "Want a snack?"  I asked.

   "Sure,"  Ben said, nodding once for emphasis.

   "Me too," Gaby said. "I am hungry." 

   We brushed off sandy feet and shorts before entering the house.  Ben liked to rub his feet on the coarse bristles of the welcome mat, and he eyed Gaby to ensure she followed suit.

   Inside Ben dragged his stool to the sink, crawled up on the counter, put his feet up, and turned on a light stream of water.  While Ben washed and cooled off, I looked around the kitchen for snacks.

   "Want a brown snack?"  That was our name for Little Debbie Fudge Rounds, a sort of chocolate sandwich cake.

   "Sure."

   "How about raisins?"

   "Sure."

   "Apples?"

   No answer.  I got one from the bin in the refrigerator.  I peeled and sliced it.  

   Ben and Gaby dried their hands and feet and sat at the counter which extended between the breakfast table and the kitchen.  We ate quietly enjoying the respite from the play and heat.

   "These are good with milk,"  said Ben, as he ate his fudge round.

   I poured a glass of milk.

   "Can I have a fruit roll up?"  Gaby liked the real fruit snacks.

   "Are you sure?"

   "I could eat ‘em skin and bones and all," she said.

   "She doesn't know what she's saying," Ben said. "But she's trying."

   Ben turned to Gaby and explained, "When mom says that, Gaby, she means she could hug and kiss you a lot."

   When we were nearly finished eating Ben said, "I'm full as a tick.".

   "I'm full as a lizard," Gaby laughed.

   "No, full as a tick, and hot as a lizard,"  explained Ben.

   "You're silly as a goose," I laughed.

   "Silly as a goose,"  echoed Gaby.

   "Let's hurry and straighten up now,"  I said.

   Ben whispered something to Gaby. They climbed down and ran out the back door.   

   "Let's hurry," Ben urged Gaby. "Quick as a wink."

   I heard the outside faucet running. Then I watched from the kitchen window as Ben and Gaby hosed each other down. I tapped on the window and they began whispering to each other. 

   Gaby appeared in the doorway. 

   "Honey sweetie pie," she called to lure me into their trap.

   As I stepped outside, I got plastered with a jet of hose water.

   I feigned a charge after them, and they scattered. As I turned the water down to a trickle, they both  appeared around the corner.

   "We're naked as a jaybird," they chuckled.  

   And they sprinted off into the house for dry clothes.

F. Family Reunion
   “Will we see a witch or midgets?” Ben asked.

   Ben had heard the stories about the toll witch who took money by trickery from us one trip through a toll booth. And he knew we had encountered a circus troupe at a gas station on another trip.

   “Never know,” I said. To keep his interest and feed his imagination, I read a Hardy Boys adventure while my wife drove. Ben and Gaby listened intermittently from the back seat. We were on the toll road heading to our annual family reunion.  

   My maternal grandmother and her husband raised a big family. My mother was one of nine children who grew up on this farm family.

   For a while during the depression my grandparents operated the county farm which housed the poor and down on their luck people in the area. As you might imagine, there were plenty of folks in need. Back then, there was a lot of open space, and a farm seemed a proper place for many of these people. When the war came, those people who hadn’t yet left the farms seized the chance to see the world and do their duty as they had been raised to do. 

   But, when you’re from the land, you can’t survive long away from it. Consequently, the nine children eventually returned and settled close to home, settling in Kentucky and the bordering states. Through the years frequent trips were made back to the home place, but this shifted after the death of my grandmother in 1984 to the nearby state park on Lake Cumberland. Every summer, for the weekend nearest my grandmother’s birthday, the family has met at the old lodge called Pumpkin Creek.    

   The old lodge at the state park holds 40 people and we fill it up every year. The overflow has to stay at the new lodge. Some who play golf go to a nearby course for the annual tournament before check in time. Then, friday night is the potluck supper: homemade rolls, casseroles, fresh garden vegetables, country ham, and plenty of desserts. 

   This is the meeting and greeting time. Most everyone knows what has taken place since the last get together. But there is nothing to compare to the in person exchange of information. You get to see the faces and hear the voices. Some are a little taller, older and fresher. Some a little slower, older, and grayer. 

   We talk about the travels of the wanderers, those who have gone to Alaska, ‘across the water’, elsewhere in the U.S. and last year I not only told about China but showed off our newly adopted daughter Gaby.

   Last year, when an uncle brought out watermelons for cutting, Gaby raced to the table. Her nose barely reaching the surface top. She wanted to be, and was first in line.

   “That girl has seen watermelon before,” said my uncle. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast.”  

   This year the crowd was relaxed and in the mood for more talk, play and good food.

   The pot luck supper on Friday evening was a mix of southern, country, oriental, and New Orleans. My favorite were the fresh vegetable casseroles and fruit cobblers. I was kind of busy eating and didn’t notice what the others enjoyed most.

   After dinner, the teenagers grouped and traipsed off to the indoor pool at the lodge. It was a mild evening and I played pitch with the under six crowd. 

   The next morning we rented a pontoon boat from the state dock. Again the children seemed to enjoy the rides most. And afterward, we tied it up off a rocky inlet and floated and swam around it while wearing life jackets. 

   That night a few of us went to the county fair. 

   Sunday morning came too quickly. We packed and said good-byes.  

  “Next year at the home place,” a voice called out as we waved and drove away.

G. GROWING UP
   Ben wanted to attend his final day of kindergarten. I think he knew it was important.

   “It’ll never come again,” he said.

   Several of the parents who knew my children were talking about the year. 

   “This has been such a great year,” I said. 

   M’s mom agreed and mentioned that our children were fortunate to have so much. She meant more than things. She knew that the community, the facilities, the teachers, the activities, the other children, the parents and their involvement made the difference.

   I thought about the human factor. It really did make the difference. In our case it made a positive difference.

   Last August, my wife and I were so worried whether our children, Ben and Gaby, would like going to school every day. I remembered some children saying discouraging words. I tried to shield Ben from the words. Gaby’s Chinese was still strong then and was a natural barrier to comprehension. This was fortunate at the time, despite our desire to rush her understanding of English. 

   M’s mom had said she had her worries too. I suppose that’s what made her such an outstanding parent.

   We wanted to make a positive difference in children’s lives. It’s trite but important to remember that we were - every one of us - children. And there remains in each of us a child.

   One evening, before Ben’s last kindergarten day, we saw Mr. Rogers, our favorite television neighbor, receive a lifetime achievement award. My son and I were making a puppet show at the time. We had a one-page handwritten script, a curtain made of a blanket, and stuffed animal actors. Our production was underway. The television was on in the background. 

   “Our next recipient will be Fred Rogers,” the television announcer said.

   Ben’s head popped up from behind his curtain, “I’ve got to see this.” 

   We positioned ourselves before the screen as a brief biography of Mr. Rogers was presented. 

   His grandfather used to tell him he was special. Fred Rogers said that made such an important difference to him.

   “There are so many people to thank. Some are here tonight, some away, some are in heaven,” said Mr. Rogers.

   There were tender tears forming in the sparkling eyes of the viewers. He had the rare gift of speaking to each person individually, and on their level touching their lives and making a positive difference.

   Mr. Rogers said he wanted each of us to take ten seconds to quietly think of those people who made a positive difference in our lives and who made it possible for us to be where we were today.

   “I’ll keep time,” he said. And he looked at his watch and kept time.

   As the final moments of the school year passed, I thought of those people who had made a positive difference in my children’s year. 

   Summer vacation and all it implies has now arrived. Summer offers new challenges and opportunities. Gaby will wonder why she doesn’t go to preschool. She’ll learn the rhythm of the seasons in time. 

   Ben will have me working on his latest invention.

   We’ll swim, visit family, go to a wedding, meet new friends, and see old friends. There will be hello’s and good-bye’s. 

   Gaby has mastered the art of saying hello, while Ben has recognized the importance of a good-bye. They form impressions now which will be with them on their journey through life.

   “To infinity,” Ben said.

   “...and beyond,” Gaby answered.

   Before all of this sweeps me away, I’m taking ten seconds right now to remember quietly all the people who helped me get to this place.      

   Some are here, some are away, and some are in heaven . . . 

   Class dismissed.

H. HEROES
   My children and I watched a "hero party" on video. 

   On the video Christopher Robin suggested having a hero party for

Winnie the Pooh. Pooh asked if it would be all right to have a "two"

hero party. 

   "Dad, I entered the Crayola "true blue" hero contest," my kindergartner

son Ben said.

   As I was asking who his hero was, the video ended.  

   "Oh bother," my daughter Gaby said. She wanted the show to go on.

   "Let's go outside and play some before gymnastics class," Ben said.

   We decided to set out the sprouts that we had started in cups of

soil and placed in our kitchen window. We gathered tools and gloves

and loaded them in the Radio Flyer which we pulled to the side of

the yard where we had our garden.  

   While I dug Gaby exercised.

   "Up, down, up, down," Gaby said.

   "She's touching her toes like Pooh," Ben explained.

   Ben joined her. I stopped digging and joined them.

   As Pooh saw the real heroic nature of his good friend Piglet, so

I saw part of the true nature of my children as they worked and played.

From the "Pooh" exercises they switched to tumbling.

   "Perfect," Ben praised Gaby's front roll. 

   "Don't overdo it, save some for class," I said.

   While they played, I finished setting out the sprouts in the garden.

   "Is it time to go, Dad?" Ben asked.

   "Yeah, let's get cleaned up," I said. 

   We went in, washed hands, then loaded up in the Pathfinder for

gymnastics class.       

   During the drive, Ben asked me who he should name as his "true

blue" hero.

   I immediately began to mentally assemble a list of famous people.

Some or most my son wouldn't know. Then, I began to think of qualities

I would ascribe to heroes. Qualities of strength, quiet courage, resolve

and devotion. 

   I thought about the people around me. Not the people on television

or in the public eye. Too quickly had I accepted heroes only if famous.

But fame does not make a hero. Fame can in fact distort and prevent

us from recognizing our true heroes.

  I thought about everyday people. They wake up, do their work, respect

themselves and others, lend a helping hand according to their abilities.

These are qualities befitting a hero.

   I was about to speak when Ben said, "I've decided. My true blue

hero is my teacher."

   I was pleasantly surprised that Ben had chosen someone close to

him. I asked him why?

   "She's nice, and fun, and has taught me a lot," he said.      

   "Good choice," I said as we pulled into a parking space. It was

parent's day at gymnastics. I joined Ben and Gaby on the gym floor.

   When we arrived, S and her mother were on the mat waiting for the

session to begin. S's mother brought her daughter to school everyday.

Everyday she parked their van, unloaded the child's wheelchair, and

went into school. And every week the mother brought her daughter to

gymnastics class and every session they participated together.

   As the music signaled class to begin, the mother held her daughter

under her arms and walked for her. Her daughter loved it, as did the

other children in class. Just a mother's love?

   Next time you are asked to name a hero, don't look on television,

or even very far away. Heroes are the quiet, consistent, sometimes

dazzling people right here in our homes and in our community.

   And remember, it's okay to have a "two hero" party.

I. INVENTIONS
   You may recall last week, my son suggested we celebrate the holiday by reproducing Benjamin Franklin's kite flying (in a thunderstorm) experiment. The storm that crossed our neighborhood moved too quickly for that bit of history to repeat itself.

   My son, Ben, has however dusted off his notebook of inventions. He started his notebook because inventions, like dreams, are forgotten unless written down.

   We have both been fascinated by the space flight of the Mars Pathfinder.

   "This one could be used by the astronauts," Ben said.

   He pointed to the picture of his personal portable toilet system. The stick figure wore double lined britches.

   "Inventions don't always seem necessary in the here and now, but later and far  away," I noted.

   "Of course, if we could make a light speed traveling machine, this invention wouldn't be necessary," he said.

   Ben pointed to the picture of his two‑passenger, motorized flying convertible horse. 

   "Combining the familiar often results in something unfamiliar," I said.

   Ben pointed to his drawing of a time machine.

   "If we could make this we wouldn't have to bother with these others," he said and gave me a knowing look.

   "Dream the impossible," I said.

   Ben answered, "Inventors know that dreams do come true."

   We studied more of the notebook. I suggested we might not have all the parts necessary for the inventions.

   He reminded me that our local hardware store had about everything we had needed in the past. And indeed, it had been our first choice supplier for wires, paints, tools, nails, screws, washers, tubes, sandpaper and the assortment of home repair items of which we seemed constantly in need. 

   "What about crayons, office supplies, photo chemicals and paper, and electronic gizmos?" I asked.

   "What's a gizmo, anyway?" he said.

   I showed him the table of contents in his notebook which included topics on  making candles, a manual crayon copier, and a pin hole camera. He grasped the problem.

   "What we need," he said, "is to start a business that supplies parts for inventions."

   I questioned whether we could get the business going before he had to begin first grade.

   "We've only got a little over a month before school starts," I whined.

   Ben reluctantly agreed to delay the business venture.

   "School takes up all my time," helamented.

   "Keep up with your notebook and make improvements as you think of them," I said encouragingly. "Any good invention can be made better."

   I recalled the library book about Edison we had read together. 

   "Remember that Thomas Edison made inventions by making improvements on ideas of others," I said.

   "Right," he said. "And he tried a thousand times to make a light bulb before he got it right."

   We both smiled as we remembered that Edison never failed, but rather learned many ways things did not work.

   We talked some more about his inventions. There was the highway made of recycled garbage, and the bicycle rock tumbler, and the motor that operated on peanuts.

   After making a few notes, he closed the notebook.  

   "Let's get some fresh air," I suggested. "Let's ride bikes."

   Happily he agreed. 

   "Race you to the stop sign," he challenged. And he blasted off, no doubt, on one of his future inventions.

J. JULY 4TH
   The red and white stripped tent sat in the lot next to our neighborhood shopping district. 

   “Do you know what that’s for?” I asked my son, Ben.

   “Oh sure, it’s for fireworks,” he said. 

   “Should we get some firecrackers for July 4th?” I asked.

   “You mean Independence Day?” he said.

   “I stand corrected.”

   “Sure, let’s. Do they have any as big as the ones at DisneyWorld?”

   “I don’t think so.”   

   “What do they look like?” he asked.

   I told him firecrackers looked like birthday candles which I thought was appropriate since July 4th was the birthday of our country. 

   Ben knew that fireworks were extremely dangerous, especially the big ones.  

   “How do they work?” he asked.

   “Inside a firecracker is gunpowder, and when you light it, it explodes,” I said.

   “Where does gunpowder come from?” he asked.

   I told him about the chemicals that had to be combined and that my brother and I had tried to make gunpowder when we were younger but that it didn’t work.

   “But who invented it?” he asked.

   I told him that gunpowder was invented in China.

   “In Gaby’s China?” Ben said. 

   “Yes, my China,” my daughter, Gaby, piped up.

   Everything that occurred in China was claimed by Gaby. I wondered if Gaby recalled hearing fireworks in China. I had read that the Chinese celebrations, especially around their new year, were filled with firecracker displays.

   “Let’s make our celebration a tea party,” Ben said.

   “Yeah,” Gaby happily agreed. She loved tea parties.

   “I know the people who started our country drank tea,” he said. 

   Ben told me about the Boston tea party which he learned about during a curriculum enhancement week in kindergarten.

   “That’s a pretty important event,” I said.

   I marveled at the combinations of nations and cultures that swirled together. 

   “Let’s make this July 4th a real party, too.”

   Ben and Gaby went about the fun planning of the holiday: cookout, games, and music.

   “And we can get the tea from the grocery store,” Ben said. 

   “We need a back up plan in case of stormy weather,” I suggested. 

   “Have you ever heard of Benjamin Franklin?” Ben asked me.

   I told him I did. “He helped begin our country and was an inventor and did lots of things.”   

   “And he discovered electricity during a storm,” he informed me.

   “We’ll get a kite,” Ben said. “If we have a stormy day, you can fly it.”

   I hope it doesn’t rain on our party. Or on yours either.

K. KINDERGARTEN
  This is the time to make arrangements for your child who will begin

kindergarten in the fall.

Really, it's not too early. Soon the school system will hold open

houses for parents of children beginning  kindergarten. Last year

my wife and I heard about the meetings from friends down the street.

These meetings, usually held in April, are not to be missed. You get

to meet the teachers and principal, and see (maybe for the first time)

the facility where your child will spend countless hours.

   My kindergartener Ben loves his school, and his teacher. 

  "I had a great dream last night," Ben said.

  "What about?" I asked over breakfast.

  "Mrs. H (his teacher) was in my dream," he said. The details were

not clear but the fact that his teacher was in a great dream was significant.

  I had my worries whether Ben would like school. His cousins told

him they didn't like school. They said it was boring and had too many

rules. Of course, they are much older and aren't in the public schools

of Williamson county. Aren't we lucky, I mean really lucky, to have

such a great bunch of people working with our kids. 

  Of course, you may have your reasons and choose other avenues of

education for your child. There are fine private schools around, and

don't forget the ever growing home school movement. Whichever route

you go, it's not too early to prepare for the fall.

   Gaby is in pre‑school, and wants very much to go to Ben's school.

Why? Because Ben gets to go everyday. Having grown up in a Chinese

orphanage, Gaby is very independent and has social skills that dwarf

about everybody I have observed. She sees a friend in everyone she

meets.

   "What's your name?" Gaby asked the woman behind us in line a Eckerd's.

This is currently her favorite opening line to strangers she wants

to meet.

   After the woman answered, Gaby asked, "Are you a mommie?"

   Gaby likes to get to the point. 

   "Yes, I am," smiled the woman kindly.

   "Why?" Gaby asked.

   The woman laughed comfortably, as she enjoyed this conversation

too, and said, "Because I have children." 

   "She must be four," the woman said.

   "I am five," Gaby said.

   This raises another issue. When is your child ready for kindergarten?

Chronological age may be a simple guide, but is it a proper rule to

follow? Probably not in every instance. 

   The age window is from age five to age seven. Parents will have

to be more considerate and responsible for deciding when the appropriate

time has come for their child to start. While it's not final, the

writing's on the wall that the pre‑first program will be eliminated.

If we could be assured that the pre‑first program would be available

we would send Gaby to kindergarten next year, and expect her to move

to pre‑first then first grade. The first few years of school are so

important as a foundation for the entire education experience. You

don't want your child forever playing catch up, or traumatized by

feelings of inadequacy.

   Personal stress relief is not the reason to start your child in

kindergarten. Focus on your child. Does she share and play well with

other children (no biting)? Does he have separation anxiety? Can she

use scissors, glue and tape? Can he hop on one foot? Can she say her

ABC's and recognize letters, or write her name? Can he count to 20?

Does she know the primary and secondary colors, and recognize shapes?

   You'll need your child's birth certificate and social security

card. Don't forget to schedule a visit to your pediatrician between

now and the beginning of school in August. You need to have health

and immunization records signed. Forms are available from school.

You'll learn about this at the open houses that elementary schools

will soon host. 

   You'll also learn about school rules. I have received more pink

slips this year than I have ever had jobs. In this context, I am talking

about those notes that denote bad behavior. My son Ben has brought

the school's system of discipline home. Gaby and I could wallpaper

the living room with pink slips. In our defense I must say that Ben

and mom have not received one pink slip ‑ this makes me suspicious.

As a friend said, "my child is not a pink slip kind a kid." Ben is

writing a computer program to organize all my pink slips. He would

have finished this already but his library program had to be debugged

first.

   He complains of scheduling problems. So, when did he have time

to learn computer programming? 

   "School takes up all my time," Ben says. Time management and scheduling

are big parts of kindergarten.

   You'll learn of schedules: computer, art, music, physical education,

and lunch. And you will learn about the all important, helper ‑ the

room mother. The room mother gathers the names and numbers of parent

volunteers to staff fund raisers, class parties, teacher gifts, health

clinic, readathon, and support activities. 

   There was a meeting for all interested parent volunteers. Last

year, I was the only male room mother at Ben's school. It has been

a blast. I can't wait to see the yearbook. 

L. LETTERHOME
Dear Mom and Dad,

   We miss you but are having a great time here at Nanny and Papa's house. Papa says I should write you and he is helping me with this letter. 

   Uncle Bro dropped me and Gaby here around 7:00 p.m. on his way home. We went to bed at out usual time. Gaby slept in the playroom, I slept with Papa, and Nanny slept in the yellow room. 

   The next morning, Papa made hashed browns, bacon, fried eggs, toast, and fresh squeezed orange juice for breakfast.

   After breakfast we piled into the car and drove to Coy Lacy Park. We climbed the ladder, dug in the  rocks, whirled on the merry go round, zoomed down the slides and swung on the big swings. Papa, Gaby and I swung for a long time. Nanny rode the seesaw because it reminded her of old Tony, her family's work horse that her brothers and sisters rode.

   After playing at the park for an hour we came home and shortly left for the putt‑putt near the mall. The temperature was only in the 80's. I played great and made a hole in one. Papa, Nanny and Gaby made mostly bogies.

   Later, at home, Papa brought out a pad of paper and a stick of glue and tube of glitter. We drew lines and pictures and spread the glitter to make sparkly pictures and designs. While we were spreading glitter, Nanny was making apple and pumpkin pies. When we finished the pictures, Nanny showed Gaby and me how to make leftover pie crust twiddles. They are made by sprinkling cinnamon and sugar over the crust then baked at 425 degrees for 10 minutes on a cookie sheet.

   By then it was time for lunch. We had peanut butter sandwiches and Jell‑O and the cinnamon‑sugar twiddles. 

   We then got ready to go to see the movie "Air Bud" which was very good. The movie lasted about two hours and it kept our attention the whole time. Bud was a big yellow dog who bounced the basketball off his nose up in the air so that it went into the basket. He helped the team win the state championship.

   After the movie we went swimming at Lyndy's house which was refreshing because it was really hot then. On the way back to Nanny and Papa's, Gaby fell asleep. We woke her at the house to brush teeth and put on PJ's. Then Papa read us stories until I couldn't keep my eyes open any longer and I guess I just fell asleep. 

   On the last day, Lyndy and Katie came over and we played hospital.

   We had a critical care unit and gave electric shock to our patient who was Ernest Hemingway. Gaby was really the patient. Katie kept calling her Ernest Hemingway. Katie said she had to write something called a book report because he was an old man who lived in the sea. Also, Nanny was admitted to our  hospital for attempted care. We also had an old soldier's parade while Katie played her electric piano.

   After a visit like this, I am ready for first grade. I miss you. Gaby says she misses you, too.

   Gaby says she wants to miss you again really soon.

Love,

   Ben 

M. MEDITATIONS ON GOD
   My daughter, Gaby, set out her church clothes on Saturday night. She wanted to wear khaki slacks and Ben’s blue blazer which he had outgrown.

   “That’s fine with me,” Ben said. 

   He wanted to wear his new blazer. The one he would wear as ring bearer in the July wedding.

   “I wear same thing,” Gaby said.

   She was pleased to mimic Ben. While they competed for attention and play, they were best friends.

   Sunday morning, Gaby awoke and went about her task as human alarm clock. She crawled in  bed with my wife and I, and ordered breakfast. 

   “Cheerios,” she said.

   I left for the kitchen and made coffee for myself. I knew I had several minutes quiet before the rest of the family would descend upon the breakfast table. Some Sunday mornings, I would take my son, Ben, with me and do the grocery shopping. Ben made it clear that he preferred the family to stay together.

   “Do the groceries on Saturday, so we can all go to church on Sunday,” he requested.

   After breakfast, the children played while my wife and I got ready. Then we helped the children. 

   “We need pictures of this,” Ben said.

   He found the camera and we took turns posing and snapping pictures.

   Ben and Gaby looked cute in their matching khaki slacks and navy blazers. 

   “We need to be going,” said my wife.

   “Don’t forget Gaby’s snacks,” Ben said ever the thoughtful big brother.

   Gaby’s favorite part was the lunch box. We filled it with snacks. Usually, we packed crackers, cookies, dried fruit, bottled water, and/or lollipops. I don’t think Ben minded having the snacks nearby either. Or maybe, he remembered not too many months ago when he enjoyed the treats as Gaby now did.

   Ben, having turned six, paid more attention to the people, music, words and rituals of church now.

   “Where did God come from?” Ben asked me.

   I fumbled with the words to make some sense.

   “Who was here before God?” Ben continued.

   I told him I didn’t know but I didn’t think anyone was here before God.

   “I mean, who made God?” Ben said.

   My son wanted answers that I couldn’t supply, and I told him so.

   He wasn’t disappointed, and strangely neither was I. He had given me more to think about. 

   The children were invited to leave for their own worship service. 

   “Gaby wants to come with me,” Ben said.

   She closed her snack box. And looked at us hopefully. My wife and I nodded.

   Gaby had not joined the other children before. Maybe, she sensed this was important to growing up, or maybe a chance to stretch.

   Ben held Gaby’s hand as they stepped into the aisle to join the other children. The group of children walked down the aisle. Gaby looked back. She smiled and waved. Then she turned and continued on.                                            

N. NURSING
   The parents of each class where my son attends kindergarten are

responsible for staffing the clinic for a week during the school year.

The week was divided into ten slots of three hours each. I arrived

at noon to begin my adventures as "school nurse". 

   Mrs. D was completing the morning shift.

   "You're right on time," she smiled.

   There were four kids in various states of repose on the two exam

room recliners. 

   "These two have headaches. She has a stomach ache. And he has a

temperature of 99.4, so I've left a message for his mother." She smiled.

   Mrs. D told me how to fill in the log: name, time in, time out,

teacher's name, problem, treatment, discharge. She showed me the bandaids,

the ointments, the thermometer, and the rolodex. I was now on my own.

   "Can I have some ice," asked a new child who appeared at the doorway.

   "Move over guys, we have to share the space," I said. The new patient

sat down.

   "What seems to be bothering you?" I said.

   He explained how he had bent his hand back too far and that the

wrist was giving him a lot of pain. 

   "Let's see," I held his hand to exam the wrist. No cuts or scraps,

and no swelling. Maybe a little redness.

   "OK, just a little ice in a baggie," he said, "I've done this before."

   On the table was a pail of crushed ice and a box of baggies. I

filled a baggie with ice and gave it to him.  

   "Hold your hand around the opening so it won't leak," I said. The

baggies were generic and didn't have a firm seal.

   The boy with the fever had red chapped lips. He told me his lips

were always redder than those of the other kids. I gave him some vaseline

and suggested he try some ChapStick. The other kids wanted some vaseline

too.

   The ice pail needed refilling. I stuck my head out the door and

asked the front office workers about refills. They showed me where

the cooler was kept. I spied some dixie cups and took a dozen for

my patients.

   "Do we have any Tylenol?" I asked. I thought the boy with the temperature

would feel better with a pediatric dose. 

   "We can't give them any medicines unless their parents have given

written permission," the office worker said. There were no authorizations

from any parents as far as I could determine.

   I went back to the room and handed out cups of crushed ice. 

   "Before you have yours," I said to the boy with the fever, "Let

me take your temperature."

   Just then, a boy and teacher appeared in the door. The boy had

blood coming from some place on his head.

   "He has a nose bleed," the teacher said.

   I had the kids make room for the child with the nose bleed.

   "Lie down here," I said.  I wet a paper towel and wiped the blood

off his face, then gave him a clean gauze to hold below his nose.

   "When I was here this morning I held some ice on my nose, and that

helped too," the boy said through the gauze. 

   The room was filled to overflowing. 

   "Does anybody feel better?" I pleaded. No volunteers.

   I turned my attention back to the boy with the nose bleed. He said

someone should clean up the library book. He explained he was reading

in the library when he sneezed and the library book was splattered

from his renewed bleeding episode.   

   The other children listened wide‑eyed. The boy with the sore wrist

said he could go back to class if he could take the baggie of crushed

ice with him. The child with the headache told me recess was about

to start and would go on now. The boy with the fever said he felt

better too. I quickly took his temperature. It was 99.2. I told him

to go on but return if he felt worse. As he left he munched happily

on some crushed ice. 

   I filled out the log on the children coming and going.

   Another girl appeared in the doorway. As she came in and sat down

I took her history. She had a tummy ache. 

   "I just would like to lie down a while," she said. She informed

me that she would like to go home because her favorite aunt was visiting,

but she knew that her mom wouldn't come get her. She was content to

rest a few minutes in the clinic. It wasn't everyday that her class

had a substitute teacher. And those were the only days that she could

come to the clinic because her regular teacher wouldn't let her.

   I had seen a dozen children and the first hour wasn't up. I seriously

began to wonder whether hiring a school nurse wouldn't be a wiser

and healthier choice.

O. ONE YEAR ANNIVERSARY
   While reflecting on  our daughter Gaby’s one year anniversary in America I am thrilled by the changes that have occurred. Gaby no longer has fitful nightmares. We all sleep better and that is good. Her health has improved since her September surgery and she suffers no longer in constant pain. She no longer eats three breakfasts each morning. She knows there will be food when she is hungry. I am glad she still likes noodles best of all her foods. And she and our six year old son Ben are best friends.       

   “I am tall to Ben’s teeth,” Gaby said.

   “When she stands in front of me, the top of her head comes to my mouth,” Ben explained.

   Gaby had grown to 42 inches, almost three inches in height since she returned with me from China last July. 

    “How much do you weigh?” I asked them both.

   Ben weighed 46 pounds, and Gaby was 36.5 pounds.

   “Point five,” Gaby said. And she held up five fingers. It was important to her to be point five. She associated the point five with her age of five years. If the point five didn’t show up on the scale, she would reset the scale and try again until she got point five. 

   “You’ve almost gained nine pounds,” I said. She was about 28 pounds when she arrived last year.

   “I am big,” Gaby said. “And strong.” 

   She showed me her muscles. Ben too flexed his biceps. He put his arms around her and lifted Gaby up.

   Then Gaby tried to lift Ben.

   “Easy there,” I cautioned. “You don’t want to throw him through the roof.”

   I was afraid really that Gaby would strain herself trying to lift Ben. I needn’t have worried. She has become as flexible as a gymnast. In fact, she was a gymnast during the school year. She and Ben were in the same after-school class.

   When Gaby joined us, she had trouble walking. She couldn’t walk up or down stairs. Some of you may recall the episode in which she stepped into thin air and tumbled down a flight of stairs. She executed two perfect front roles. 

   Her gross motor skills needed development. The physical process of bending the knee, holding a handrail, and using thigh muscles to climb were as foreign to her as being in America instead of in her orphanage in China.

   She couldn’t walk heel-toe, or run, or ride a bike, all of which she can now do well. Her gymnastic’s coach would be proud. Her orphanage nanny would be shocked.  And I’m amazed, especially because she hasn’t broken any bones. Though she did lose a tooth.

   Speaking of teeth, can you believe her smile. You won’t notice it if you don’t pay close attention. It seems nowadays she keeps her mouth moving all the time and filling up the air with new words and phrases.

   When we first got Gaby, she didn’t speak a word of English. Now it seems she won’t be quiet.

   “Ni  Hao,” I said. 

   “Now,” Gaby repeated.    

   “Dad’s telling you ‘hello’ in Chinese,” Ben explained.

   All the Chinese words we learned to survive the first few weeks are now forgotten to her. She wanted to adapt  quickly. Last October, the Chinese born director of the adoption agency met Gaby and tried to speak to her in her local dialect. Gaby shied away and wouldn’t talk. She had found her new home and didn’t want to risk going back.

   Gaby liked her new home inside and out.

   “Grass,” she repeated when my wife Janet told her what the seemingly strange growth was in the yards of our neighborhood. She didn’t know what it was. Now she likes to roll down the slope until giddy.

   When it snowed last winter, my wife took her to the window to get a first view.

   “Paint,” Gaby said in amazement.

   Outside she lay on her back on the ground. Making snow angels must be an innate instinct of the human species.

   Inside, I turned on the gas logs in the fireplace and recall her asking if it was for cooking.

   “No, it’s to warm yourself, and to look at,” I said. “Do you like it?”

   I know she did. She likes so much. And you should hear her shriek for joy when she hears the garage door open at the end of the work day.

   “Mama’s home,” she yells as she scrambles down the steps to open the door.

P. PICNICS
   “...And the monster has long green teeth and lives in the cave in the woods,” I said.

   The neighborhood children grinned nervously as they listened. Eyes were as big as saucers.

   “He’s tricking,” said one boy hopefully.

   “Yeah, you’re tricking, right?” added another.

   “Time to eat,” called Janet. “And stop telling those scary stories. Some of the children might believe you.”

   “It’s okay, mom,” Ben said. “Nobody believes dad’s goofy stories.” 

   Our neighbors had gathered for the annual picnic on the grassy lot at the foot of the forested hill. There were about 50 in attendance and when the call to eat was made, the lines formed to load up the plates with the barbeque and potluck. The food was amazingly varied and delicious. 

   Every year the gathering was held thanks to the generous nature of the residents who offered chairs, tables, tent awning, tableware, and home cooking. Some families brought blankets to spread on the lawn. Frisbees and footballs were tossed nearby.

   “This area was subdivided over twenty years ago,” explained my neighbor, one of the original “pioneers” of the neighborhood. “The first picnic was in 1974.”

   The picnic has experienced slight variations over the years. For a while, the neighbors met down the road on the lot backing up to the garden nursery. Some of the men would prepare the roasting fire, cook the barbeque all night long, then shred it the next day in time for a late afternoon feast. 

   The nearby nursery and garden center no doubt contributed to the diverse and beautiful shrubbery and trees. Not a month passed without a different tree or shrub displaying its brilliant bloom or color.

   The hilltop forest is home also to abundant wildlife that finds refuge from the encroaching developments.

   Hawks roost in the trees. Some days you can see five or six riding the wind currents and circling their territory. 

   Opossums and raccoons come out at night. Shine a flashlight up in the woods at night and you’ll likely see pairs of sparkling diamond eyes freeze then scurry away. 

   The raccoon is, as you may know, a formidable foe when it comes to trash control. They open lids regardless of the barriers placed to deter them. 

   And this year the deer have returned. A few weeks ago we awoke to see seven doe with fawns grazing on our back yard hillside.

      This is a good piece of earth to share with our neighbors. It’s a good, fabled place for children to grow up in. 

   “The hill around which this subdivision was laid out, remains fully forested with some tree trunks so big that it would take two people joining hands to wrap their arms completely around,” another “pioneer” ruminated as a few children gathered around. “There remain a couple of trees deep in the woods that reach into the clouds. Every few years some wild child will take up a dare to climb to the top.” 

   The fat was being chewed in earnest, as the storyteller paused to view the saucer-eyed children.

   “Well, what happened to the kids who climbed those trees?” one child asked.

   “No one who has ever tried has been seen or heard from again,” he answered.

   As the county continues to develop, I hope the forest-covered hills remain. I hope wildlife thrives. And I hope neighborhoods continue to gather for picnics.              

Q. QUICK STOPS
   The children are in the car. The line of cars starts to move. The cars proceed slowly, almost  reverently toward the main highway. The traffic director stops traffic for our group to merge onto the highway together. It's been a long day. Everybody is a little tired and thirsty. After about a mile the cars pull off the road into a parking lot. Motors are turned off and the people file into an old building, a community landmark.

   "I want blue."

   "Make mine orange."

   "A big cherry for me."

   "Cola!" shouts another.

   This is the after school Icee mania at C.Y. Market. 

   The market has been redesigned for easy access. And the selection has been broadened to include four flavors, instead of the normal two. There are several sizes which don't matter as much as the flavors. Everybody has a favorite. 

   There are a lot of friendly people who work at the market. 

   "How was school?" asks Mike Franks. "How are you?"

   The children's eyes light up when they are welcomed.

   The favorite comment made to the children is, "What'll you have."

   That's when they get to order their Icee. 

   Some of the children draw on the dry erase board set up for them. It's right at their level, and they love to leave their mark. It's a fun place to be, even if only for a few minutes.

   The place is hopping and the bustle keeps people moving in and out.

   Ben, Gaby, and I sit outside on the picnic tables under the umbrellas. We see others we know while we slurp our drinks.

   There are different technics for slurping an Icee. Suffice it to say that the basic tool is the straw. After a few sips you might need to tap the cup against the table. If that fails you have to take off the top and scoop a mouthful with the flared end of the straw. 

   The toughest one to consume is the blue. It doesn't melt as fast as the others. 

   "Oh, my head," I squeeze my temples and press my tongue up against my palette.

   Ben and Gaby laugh and mimic me. They know the problem.

   I have a "freezing" headache. It's a strange phenomenon caused by slurping too much Icee too fast. It doesn't last long, and as far as I am aware it has no lasting deleterious health effects. It causes me to see stars temporarily.

   Speaking of which, it's fun to see people we know while we sit under the umbrella. Did I mention that Amy Grant and Alan Jackson stop in here for an Icee? Fine, as long as you didn't hear it from me. At least the tour buses haven't begun to make this place a regular stop.

   I think it's safe because there isn't any more room in the parking lot after school anyway. And it would be impossible even for regulars if we lingered for more than a few minutes. Courteous bunch that we are.

   Fortunately, it only takes a few minutes to enjoy an Icee.

   A minute of happiness then you move politely on. It's the code of C.Y.

R. READING
   An article in Smithsonian magazine suggested reading to your child twenty minutes every day. Maybe you read the article, or read about the recent promotion to turn off your television for a week. 

   “Too much television is bad for your eyes and your brain,” my son, Ben, said.

   He had brought notices home from school that announced it was ‘turn off the television’ week.

   “There are lots of things we can do. We can play, or read, or invent things,” he said.

   These were activities that we regularly engaged in. Ben had a list, or rather a book, of his inventions, and every now and again he wanted to build one of his projects. 

   Only recently, I had disappointed him by failing in yet another attempt to build a time machine. .

   “We’ll have to leave for school soon, but you and Gaby have a few minutes to do what you want,” I said.   

   Ben decided to work on his computer. Gaby watched Scooby Doo.

   After dropping Ben off at Kindergarten, I took Gaby to pre-school.

   There, I saw Mrs. S who greeted me with her smile and cheerful welcome. I told her about Ben’s comments. Then I asked her advice concerning children and specifically what would be most helpful to their development. Her advice was direct and straight forward: read to your children.

   “You sit together, share the same story and pictures,” she said.

   I recalled many stories my mom had read to me. I still enjoyed listening to a good voice read aloud. 

   That night when we were all home, my wife took Gaby up for the bath. I joined Ben who was watching television. 

   “What’s on?” I asked.

   “It’s the Discovery Channel, of course. They’re performing heart surgery,” he said.

   Ben thought the Discovery Channel always had the best programs. 

   “They’re starting to cauterize,” he announced. “You can’t smell it over the TV.”

   “I thought you were going to turn off  the television,” I reminded him.

   He blinked and said he might have to have his eyes checked soon. 

   “Let me hear you read your book from school,” I requested.

   He turned off the television, got his book and started to read. His library book had a red dot on the spine which indicated it was an accelerated reader. He asked me to finish the book for him. He said his eyes were tired. He told me mom’s and dad’s were supposed to read to children, and that it was fine if I read to him.  

   “Time for your bath,” I said.

   “Okay,” he said, “will you still read my book to me?”

   I read the story while he washed.

   The book was called Problems at the North Pole by Lauren Peters. Ben liked the story because it had Santa, presents, and computers which were among his favorite topics. He must have enjoyed the story because he even washed his hair without a fuss.

   I noticed the book’s author and illustrator was seven years old. She had won a contest and had her book published. If you know an interested child between 6 and 19 you may want to write the National Written and Illustrated By...Awards Contest For Students, Landmark Editions, Inc., P.O. Box 270169, Kansas City, MO 64127; or call (816)241-4919. The contest deadline is the 1st of May so you’ll have plenty of time to prepare for next year 

   Whatever you decide, take my friend’s sound advice and read to your child.   

S. SAFETY
   We have some friends who host an annual volleyball party at their

home. Previously kids have not been invited, and we haven't attended.

   "Our house isn't child proofed," the hosts said.

   In about a week they are having a baby. Congratulations are in

order, and perhaps a reminder about child safety ‑ since their annual

party will never be the same. 

   There is no such thing as child proofing your home.

   We have child safety latches on all cabinets and drawers, and child

safety caps on all medicines. Cleaning supplies are out of reach of

our children. We have the medical emergency information magnetized

to the refrigerator. The emergency 911 number has been etched in our

minds. Our kitchen, as you may recall from an earlier column, is equipped

with a fire extinguisher, and smoke detectors accent our ceiling decor,

and have been checked in the event of an emergency.

   No problems, all set, all safe. All wrong. 

   As most parents know, kids are highly creative, curious and unpredictable.

   Our five year old Gaby probably never saw cabinet safety latches

in her Chinese orphanage. (Though maybe she did ‑ they say 'made in

china'.) 

   "I can't open it," Gaby told Ben.

   Ben's current creed, which he learned in kindergarten, is never

say can't. Ben loves to teach Gaby philosophy. After only a few demonstrations

by our son Ben on the proper technique for opening the latches, she

overcame this barrier easily.

   Gaby saw mom use the pump hair spray. Later, Gaby bypassed the

child safety latches and sprayed her hair with Cepacol throat spray.

   Gaby watched as mom applied hand lotion. Later, Gaby got in the

drawer and was found rubbing Bengay on her hands and was stopped moments

before applying generous amounts to her face. 

   I told Gaby not to open the cabinets ever again.

   "Why?" Gaby said.

   I explained it was a rule. 

   "Do you know what a rule is?" I asked.

   "Yes," she said.

   "Okay, what is it?" I said.

   "Rule is ‑ Daddy says."

   "Good girl, Gaby," I praised her phrasing.  And now the rule is

'daddy says'.

   Everything I say now was the rule in our house. At least it was

to Gaby. 

   My life was simpler for a few days. I had a good thing and I should

have kept it simple. I let it slip from my grasp. 

   I began expanding 'the rule' to allow others to supplant me. I

told Gaby when she went to pre school the rule was what the 'teacher

says'. And when mom needed help the rule was 'mom says'.

   Kids are, I must keep reminding myself, creative. Ben soon decided

since he was older that the rule could be 'Ben says'. Then Gaby decided

the rule was 'Gaby says'. Now everybody makes rules.

   As I shake my head at how I lost control of an ideal situation,

I remember the real purpose of rules, and possibly one of the real

purposes of daddies, indeed of all parents. And that is to keep our

children, all children we are fortunate enough to meet, safe and away

from danger until they are ready to cope with the challenges of life

on their own. 

   When viewed this way, it's easier to instill safe behavior. It

begins with easy things such as riding in a car seat when the child

is under four years old or forty pounds. It includes the current knowledge

that children under twelve must ride in the back seat if the car has

passenger side airbags. After that it's easy to encourage safe behavior

such as bike riding with a helmet. Your child may want to take a bike

safety course, or swimming lessons or gymnastics, or any of the many

healthy and safe activities available in our neighborhoods. 

   Ben and Gaby take gymnastics. They love to practice at home, and

show off their skills. 

   Recently, Gaby stumbled going down our stairs. I heard a cry, and

ran to investigate. My wife Janet was cradling Gaby on the floor at

the bottom of the steps. 

   "She did two perfect front rolls down the steps," Janet said. I

don't know if Gaby was aware of her performance, she looked pretty

bewildered, a little dazed. 

   She was fine. We were relieved.

   Now we want to teach her something a little less flamboyant, like

her phone number and address.

T. THUNDERSTORMS
   “Go out,” Donna urged. “We’ll watch the kids.”

   Donna, her husband Russell, and their three year old daughter Megan had been visiting us for a few days. She was insistent. Reluctantly, my wife Janet and I agreed.

   As we drove away, a line of dark clouds hung in early evening sky. Birds were flying. The wind whipped the leaves loose from the treetops.

   “I don’t like the look of this,” Janet said.

   Lightning flashed and thunder boomed. I felt a chill up my spine. Suddenly, the skies opened and raindrops pelted our car. 

   “Let’s drive to the grocery store,” I suggested. “We can pick up some ice cream and head home.”

   Janet liked the plan. “Blame it on the threatening weather.”

   The rain fell even heavier on the drive home. The windshield wipers beat furiously as we slowed to a crawl.

   “You’re home early,” Donna said.

   “Postponed on account of rain,” I answered as Janet and I entered the through the garage door.

   The sky lit up with streaks of lightning. I counted between flashes and thunder crashes. And then there was no time separating the thunder and the lightning. The next flash and boom made the lights flicker and go out.

   I placed candles on the kitchen table and lit them. The children each sat in an adult’s lap while I rummaged in the next room to find a book. We tried to make the small room comfortable and reassuring.

   “Let’s tell stories,” I suggested. “I bet you all haven’t read Gram and The Haunted House?”

   “Yeah,” said Gaby safely seated on Janet’s lap.  Megan and Ben sounded their approval.

   As we snuggled, the thunder rumbled outside. It felt as if the house itself was being shaken.

   “When Gram was a little girl, she lived on a farm,” I read aloud.

   The candlelight cast long fuzzy shadows on the kitchen walls

   I continued:

   “There were horses and cows and chickens and turkeys and cats and hound dogs on Gram’s farm!

   “Gram’s Mama and Papa lived with Gram on her farm - and Gram had lots of brothers and sisters, too. She had three brothers and five sisters.

   “Everyday Gram and her brothers and sisters all went to school in a little one-room schoolhouse called Pleasant Hill.

   “And everyday after school they all had chores to do. Gram would work in the garden or help get supper ready.

   “But in between school and chores they had time to play - and sometimes get into trouble!

   “One Halloween, Gram, her brother Jimmy, and her twin sister ruby were carving pumpkins on the back porch.

   “ `I’m organizing a midnight raid on Ghos’ Coffee’s house tonight,’ Gram announced. `Wanna come?’

   “Ruby stopped carving her pumpkin and said, `But Ghos’ Coffee’s house is haunted!’

   “ `And Mama told us to stay away from there,’ Jimmy added.

   “ `That’s right,’ said there Mama, who was suddenly standing there in the doorway. `Now there’s no such thing as a haunted house. The Coffee place is just old and falling apart and people could get hurt playing around there. So you all stay away, you hear?’

   “Gram heard but Gram didn’t listen! That night when Gram’s Mama and Papa were sound asleep, Gram, Jimmy, and Ruby snuck out of their house.

   “Down the road they went toward the haunted house. They marched past the old dead tree, feeling very brave.

   “The moon was full and it cast a bright but eerie light on the old haunted house.

   “Gram led the way onto the creaky front porch and pushed open the squeaky front door. She lit the candle she had wisely brought with her.

   “ `Come on in, scaredy cats!’ Gram called to Jimmy and Ruby, who were still standing on the front porch. `Let’s explore!’

   “The rooms were covered with cobwebs. Gram’s candle cast spooky shadows on the walls.

   “Bang! The front door slammed shut and out went the candle and it was black as ink in the haunted house.

   “ `Everybody hold hands,’ Gram said. `It was just the wind that made the door slam shut and blew out the candle. Don’t worry.  I have more matches!’

   “Just as Gram lit the candle again, they heard a long, low moan and the sound of rattling chains. They saw a white figure floating down the stairs.

   “ `Who dares disturb my rest?’ moaned the figure as it floated toward them.

   “ `Not us!’ cried Jimmy as he ran for the front door, with Ruby and Gram following closely behind.

   “Once outside, they didn’t stop running until they were all the way home...and safe in their beds.

   “But if they had only peeked into their Mama’s room, they might have discovered just who the ghost of the old haunted house really was!”

   And just as the story ended, the lights flickered and came on, returning us from the magic of storytelling.

U. UNEMPLOYMENT
   Last month, I received e-mail from a friend. I haven’t replied yet. If you have children in school you may be able to surmise the reason. If not let me draw you a picture.

   After dropping the children off at schools (elementary and pre-school) I drive on to the grocery store for pop tarts which were polished off at morning breakfast and which I had forgotten to restock during yesterday’s grocery run. Next, I begin the search for air conditioning filters, which were not available at two stores, and so I make the trip to the old reliable hardware store where they have plenty in stock. 

   Finally, I pull into the recycling center to deposit bottles and papers. I’m unloading the newspapers when I am startled by movement in the bin. I jump back ready to be assaulted by a wild animal, when instead I am greeted by two women.

   “Surprised aren’t you?” one calls out. “Don’t worry we’re harmless.”

   Keeping my distance but curious, I inquire as to their purpose.

   “We’re looking for coupons.”

   “I lost my winning lottery ticket,” I announce. “I’ll split the winnings with you if you find it.”

   The women are furiously flinging papers about as I cautiously step backwards to my car.

   Once safely inside, I flick the locks. Of course, I always lock the car doors.

   Leaving the parking lot, I see a parent whose child and mine shared kindergarten. I learn her pre-schooler is sick and they are making a pharmacy run. Her part-time employment is thankfully flexible enough to accommodate this family development. She tells me about her children and I let her know about mine.

   Her child is fastened in the car seat in the back seat and looks tired. We drive off in different directions. Same goals. Family matters. 

   At home I replace the air filters to stop the popping of the air conditioner upon starting and stopping. Then bag the garbage and unload the dishwasher. Next the list of chores is checked and items marked. 

   In an hour I am back on the road to pick up my daughter from pre-school. She’ll want lunch. No problem. Noodles and dried seaweed. Don’t knock it. Carbohydrates and protein. She loves it.

Go figure. 

   Afterward, she’ll dress in leotards for dance class. She loves dance too. I think music was a big part - a happy part - of her life before she joined our family. It remains to be important and fun.

   After dance, we’ll load up and head off to get in line at the elementary school. Nearby in line I see some parents who are volunteering with the current fund-raiser. 

   “There’s a meeting tomorrow,” I am reminded. “Jot down your scheduling ideas and we’ll try to reach some final plans.”

   The children are coming out of the building now. The impromptu meeting dissolves. The teachers are directing the children to cars and vans and SUV’s with the help of their walkie-talkies.

   I remember I have a dental appointment tomorrow or is it the next day. I’ll check later and call to reschedule something when I get back to the house. If I don’t forget it by then.

   The children want drinks so we stop nearby for Icees. Another parent is there with her children.

I learn her children’s piano lessons are going well. Another parent stops to say hello. I learn her children are struggling with advanced gymnastics classes. 

   Politely, I flee toward home before my children get any ideas about more activities. I need not worry so, they have their own ideas.

   My son asks, “Is it too early to take flying lessons?”

V. VACATIONS END

   “You’ve got to come,” Ben said. “It’s the last swim of summer.”

   My wife and the children were suited and ready to go. Ben’s words were compelling. I have found the last of something to be as important a thing as there is in life.

   Within moments, I suited up for the last swim of summer.

   We went down our checklist including lotion, towels, swim noodles, and ended with, “Cool shades - on.” 

   It was a bright, sunny day, and hot enough to stir fry on the hood. By the time we got to the pool, the towering clouds were building but not blocking the sun. 

   The last remnants of the lifeguard corps were positioned to oversee the throng of water people. 

   We found lounges for our towels and bag.

   “Let’s pearl dive,” Ben said.

   He and Gaby would swim to bottom of the pool and search for treasures. They had previously found coins and jewelry. I scanned the waters for turbulence. Floats and noodles sprinkled the surface of the pool, while inflatable beach balls and foam baseballs filled the air.

   There was a wild bunch in a water fight and dunking match. Another few were recklessly running and jumping into the pool attempting to crush their playmates. Janet and I steered our children away from the wild bunch and reckless youth.

   The lifeguards quickly whistled down the horseplay. They had done a good job all summer protecting swimmers and were doing their best to prevent anything harmful from happening on the last day.

   After some time in both the wading and big pools, we went back to our lounges. 

   “We need popcorn and drinks,” Janet said. 

   While munching and sipping, a cloud passed between us and the sun providing momentary shade. 

   “No more lazy days of summer,” Janet said.

   She was right though I liked to pretend that summer was hectic for me and the children. 

   Now when we woke up in the morning there would be a schedule to adhere to.

   Ben called them his stations. And that served the purpose of keeping everybody moving to the next station to eat, brush, dress, and go out the door to school. 

   With luck our favorite school crossing guard, the one who wore white gloves, would be on duty.

   After deliveries to the schools, I would run errands, or return to write or paint. And then there would be days when I could have lunch with either Ben or Gaby. 

   Soon the volunteering at the schools would move into high gear. I am amazed at the necessary work done by parent volunteers nowadays. Each year it seems to become harder for enough parents to be available to do the work. This year Grassland Elementary will not have its fall carnival but instead host a “labor lite” fun and fitness fest with proceeds going to the funding of the art program.

   Ben and Gaby have begun gymnastics. And soon Gaby will get to practice being a ballerina (there was not a  mermaid class to be found.) And Ben will practice piano. And still there has to be time for after school biking and basketball in the neighborhood.

   Planning and organizational skills needed to be stretched. The new year was upon us. I almost felt those butterflies I used to get when embarking on a youthful adventure.

   And then it started to rain just as the sun came back out. Even the weather had mixed emotions.

   It was the last swim of summer after all.

W. WEDDINGS
   “I didn’t know there was so much that went into a wedding,” Ben said.

   Ben was dressed in his navy blazer, khaki slacks, blue button down shirt, and red tie with baseball players on it.

   “You are beautiful,” Gaby told Ben. “And me too.”

   “No, Gaby, I mean yes,” Ben began. “You are beautiful, but I am handsome.”

   “And me too,” Gaby agreed.

   Gaby loved to dress up. She was the flower girl and wore a pink bow in her hair. Whenever Gaby wore a dress, she said she was beautiful. And of course she was. I imagined she didn’t have much to dress up in when she lived in China. She wore only the clothes on her back when my wife and I adopted her from the orphanage in July 1996.

   We were not in China anymore. Nor were we in Tennessee. For this wedding, we had traveled to Cajun country. South central Louisiana. The land was flat. The weather sultry. We stayed at the Holiday Inn by the lake in Lake Charles. 

   The main view was of the pastel neon lights of the casinos, and the towering bridges that spanned the waterways, and the industrial stacks of refineries. Gambling though newly legal, seemed to fit a land that depended on the fortuitous placement of the oil derrick.

   My wife Janet gave approval to our wedding attire and general appearance. We loaded in the car to drive to the next town where the wedding was to take place. The air conditioning in the car made the trip bearable.

   We arrived at the groom’s parents’ house. This was a good, loving family. Janet went in while I kept the car running. Soon she emerged and we followed the hosts to the church. 

   Getting out of the car, I felt as if a hot, heavy overcoat had been thrown over my head. It was about 5:30 p.m. and about 98 degrees. The walk to the church was mercifully short. I carried the video camera, while Janet helped the children. 

   Inside the church we were greeted by the pastor, and the quiet cool sanctuary. 

   “Did you bring a tripod?” asked the pastor. “You can borrow mine if you’d like.”

   He showed me a spot in the choir loft where I could get a good view and not be obtrusive.

   Janet took Ben and Gaby to the foyer. They listened while she explained the procession, and where everyone should stand after entering the church.

   “Ah, and you must be the bridesmaid,” the pastor said to Janet.

   She nodded.

   He showed her and the best man where to stand. The children would take their queues from the adults.

   The church filled up. The organist played. 

   The wedding party processed down the aisle. Gaby examined the pink flower petals before sprinkling handfuls down the aisle. 

   The bride entered and was of course beautiful.

   Gaby turned and waved to me, “Hi, daddy.”

   The bride was smiling and demure. Janet was almost as proud as a member of the family. She was almost family.

   Janet and the bride had met 14 years earlier. They were paired in the Big Sister/Little Sister program. And now, having stayed in contact through all the years and across two continents, they were back together.

   Little sister was getting married. It felt right that big sister served as bridesmaid.

   The bride was getting emotional and tears welled up in her dark brown eyes. She was happy.

   I know Janet was too.

   And Ben was right. There is a lot that goes into a wedding.

X. X-TRAS: SPORTS
   “These golf balls must be defective,” I said to my son as I picked up another from our yard.

   “What’s wrong with them?” he asked. They looked flawless.

   “There’s got to be something wrong with them,” I explained. “Why else would the players hook perfectly new golf balls out of bounds?” 

   “That’s a no-brainer,” he answered. “The balls are fine. The golfers are defective.”

   “So why,” I asked, “do they continue to play the game?”

   “Everybody needs a sport,” he said.

   I heard the thunk of another golf shot from the neighboring course.

   “Incoming!” I shouted as I scanned the skies and covered my son’s head. 

   “Don’t worry. The trees will protect us,” he said. Nothing fell nearby.

   One of these times I worried that there would be no warning. No notice of things coming.

   “I like golf,” Ben said. “I think I’ll make it my sport.”

   He explained that he needed a sport and that he could play golf his whole life. Then he told me that he liked Tiger Woods, as well as family players like his uncle, and older cousin.

   “Are you giving up on gymnastics?” I asked.

   “No,” he said. “I need to build up my muscles and flexibility.”

   I recalled when the season started he had trouble keeping up with the advanced gymnasts who were part of his class. He couldn’t climb a rope and was exhausted after the initial session. He told me not to take him back to classes the next week. The next day, we found some sturdy rope and tied a knot at one end and attached the other to a limb high in the sugar maple tree in our yard. He loved it.

   “This is like the one at gymnastics,” he beamed.  jumped up to grab a firm hold and wrap his legs around the rope above the knot. 

   “Swing me,” he said.

   So I gave him a gentle push. 

   “Watch out for that tree,” he sang. 

   I suggested he try to lock his feet if he wanted to climb the rope. Ben played and worked on that rope swing. Later that week, he showed me he could lock his feet and pull himself up. Eventually, he climbed the rope, not only at home, but in gym class which he continued.

   One of the greatest rewards a parent can have is seeing your child improve at something important. This child’s play was important.            

   I heard another thunk from the golf course.

   “The sky is falling,” I said as I covered my head and shielded his body.

   There was a rustling in the leaves and branches that marked the boundary between our yard and the course. A shiny new golf ball dropped lightly to the grass. Ben rushed over to pick it up.

   “It’s only a ball,” he held it up for my inspection. A little time passed and nobody came along to claim the ball. 

   “Should I keep it?” he asked.

   A gust of wind blew a leaf up and away. I watched it a long time.

   “I suppose,” I said. “It’s your game. And your time to play.”

   And I wasn’t going to take that away from him. 

X. X-TRAS: CINDERELLA
   We await news from the Immigration and Naturalization Service regarding our daughter’s naturalization date. In the meantime, the Americanization of our Chinese-born daughter continues.  

   A recent American Girl catalog offers a new way to customize your doll. You choose the hair, eyes, and skin pigment. Our daughter, Gaby, wants a doll with black hair, dark almond-shaped eyes, and light brown skin pigment. Essentially, a doll that looks like her. My wife has ordered one of these dolls for our daughter’s citizenship celebration.

   After a year and a half in the USA, she is ready to celebrate. She is always ready to celebrate. At the drop of a hat. We were outside on a recent breezy day, and my cap blew off my head. She danced around it and stomped on it. Then she burst into song. Speaking of singing, her favorite tune is the “Happy Birthday” song. Every birthday is her birthday party. Any party is in her honor. Any event offers a fine excuse for a party. As a preschooler, though, Gaby doesn’t need a reason.

   “Did you bring me a present?” she asks my wife when she gets home from the office.

   “It’s not your birthday,” I remind her.

   “You’re so weird,” she tells me. This is her most recently adopted American phrase.

   “Okay, but it’s still not your birthday,” I maintain.

   “Today can be your birthday,” Ben comes to the rescue. Even as a first grader, Ben has performed his mission as big brother admirably. Ben assembles Gaby’s tea set and directs me to fetch candles and matches. I have been trained to roll over and sit up too.

   “But it’s not her birthday.” My protest fails to dissuade the revelers.

   “We’ll celebrate Columbus Day,” Ben explains.

   Ben goes to the wall calendar and points.

   “Look! Columbus Day is here,” he says. “If you don’t like that we’ll go for Halloween. It’s down here.”

   Gaby is trotting toward her room. 

   “Where are you off to?” I ask.

   She has already told mom she wants to dress up for the party.

   “What are you gonna be?” I want to know.

   “I am Cinderella,” Gaby says. 

   “Wouldn’t you rather be Mu Lan?” I call after her. Mu Lan was a fabled woman from Gaby’s birth country. She shakes her head and continues. Her transformation is nearly complete. Luckily, this Cinderella’s life will not change back to her previous situation after the stroke of midnight.

   A beautiful Cinderella returns, wearing a crown and carrying a magic wand. Ben serves her a few Goldfish crackers.

   “Fix some hot tea,” Ben says.

   “No, thank you,” Gaby interjects. “I would like Hi-C and some Fruit Roll-ups.”

   And so the party continues.

   “Whatever happened to noodles,” I ask aloud.

   “Oh yes, please,” Gaby agrees. “And seaweed.”

   I recently found some packaged dried seaweed at the grocery store, bought some and Gaby couldn’t get enough. A survey of the table now revealed an eclectic blend of east and west.    

   Which brings me to conclude with Rudyard Kipling’s observation that east is east and west is west and never the twain shall meet.

   But then, he never met Gaby.

Y. YEAR STARTING - FIRST GRADE
   “I see Ben,” Gaby said. 

   Her brother walked through the crowd of other school children to our car. He opened the door and climbed in and belted himself in his seat.

   “How was your day?” 

   “Great!” he said. “First grade is even better than kindergarten. And it keeps getting better.” 

   After a little reflection, he confided in me that fifth grade might be difficult.

   We waited in the pick up line at school for the signal to start our engines and proceed home. Gaby was in her car seat playing with her bean bag puppy.

   “I like Ben’s school,” Gaby said. “Tomorrow I can go.”

   “Next week your school starts,” I reminded her. Gaby would be in preschool another year before starting kindergarten.

   “I go to George of the Jungle preschool,” Gaby said. Since seeing the movie by that name she decided that was the name of her school. I figured there might be similarities.

   We watched as the kindergarten teachers took their positions with walkie talkies in hand to help place the children with the right parent. The parents were staying by their cars as instructed.

   “Maybe we should bring walkie talkies so we can listen to the teachers,” Ben said.  

   I opened the glove box.

   “You must have read my mind,” Ben said as he reached in and pulled out a walkie talkie. He turned it on and extended the antenna. We leaned close to eavesdrop.

   “Red Rover, send Daisy-Head Mayzie to the circle. Her mom is frantic,” the voice said.

   A moment later a little girl with a flower in her hair came skipping around the corner into her mother’s arms.

   “Goldilocks to Mama Bear I’ve got an engine revving up,” another voice said.

   “Well, you’ll have to shut ‘em down. No engines while they’re in line. It’s not safe,” answered Mama Bear.

   Ben, Gaby and I looked at each other and laughed.

   “They have code names, I guess,” I said.

   “This is great,” Ben said. “Maybe they work for the secret service.”

   Gaby picked up the walkie talkie. She wanted to talk back.

   “No talk back,” Ben said.

   “Why?” Gaby asked.

   “They’ve got a job to do and we can’t interfere,” I explained although I wanted to be mischievous.

   “Red Rover, send Harold to the circle,” the voice said.

   “Be patient on that one,” said Red Rover. “Harold is looking for his purple crayon.”

   Presently, Harold came around to the circle drawing signs and lines with his purple crayon.

   “How does he do that?” I said.

   “Just use your imagination,” Ben said. “That’s what we learn to do in school. Have you forgotten that already?”

   I sat there amazed at the colorful world of elementary life flooding out of the building and into the world that we adults too often allow to become drab and dry. 

   “Calamity Jane to Mama Bear,” spoke another voice. “When do you know when to let this group out?”

   “That’s just something you learn to get a feel for,” Mama Bear said.

   Shortly, Mama Bear spoke again, “It’s time.”

   As the cars started to move I think I heard Calamity’s voice through the din of engine roar, “Head ‘em up and move ‘em out.”

Z. ZILLIONS: FUNDRAISING
   October is a beautiful month. Of course, the leaves turn every color imaginable, and the temperature moderates putting a nip in the air. Sweaters are pulled from the cedar chests. There are the smiles and smells of fall festivals.

   But these things are secondary to the real marvel and peace of October. As any parent of school aged children knows, October is the month when the major school fund‑raising drives end. While the Tennessee constitution guarantees a free public education, it is "curiouser and curiouser" that more donations are required each year to keep the schools afloat. This is not a trivial matter in these days when more tax dollars are spent on the justice system than on education.

   Grassland Elementary is holding it's major fund‑raising event today. It's called the Fun and Fitness Fest. The students have had a blast with a pep rally and spirit week. One of the highlights is sure to be the auction of over 30 class‑made scarecrows. I've seen a few of them and they are marvelous.

   The goal is to raise $50,000 for art and computer instruction and materials. That works out to about $75 per child attending the school. I recall selling birdseed when in high school to raise money for the student council. Our band sold delicious "band candy" which was the best stick of chocolate ever made. But these programs were for trips or retreats for the clubs, not for educational services. 

   The people at Grassland Elementary are off to a great start. On Monday, the first day to turn in dollars, over $9500 was brought in. Organizers of the event are doing fabulously despite difficult constraints. 

   As one organizer said, "We're doing everything possible, because we don't want to be caught with our pants down." Now there's motivation for you.

   Speaking of motivation, there was one volunteer who said she would kiss a snake if the full amount of the goal was raised. This strange and discarded suggestion was found out to have originated at another school. You may have seen the photograph in the Sunday issue of this paper displaying the amorous nature of a boa constrictor and a certain Harpeth Academy employee.    

   While I am puzzled by the herculean efforts to fund‑raise, I am reminded that the activity has both lofty and common  roots.

   "It was Jesus who fed the five thousand by calling for donations of loaves and fishes. And then there were baskets full left over," a parent said.

   "But we're talking about public schools, not religion," another parent responded.

   And if we look to public offices and the government for guidance, then there too fund‑raising gets validation. Can you imagine a campaign or politician not asking for donations? Not hardly. 

   For example, the first letter I received from Senator Fred Thompson's office included a request that I send in a few dollars to defer the cost of the mailing at a minimum, and to send more if possible.

   Need another example? Look to the highest government office. I thought about calling the White House, but figured all I would get would be a busy signal. If Al Gore would get off the phone long enough to take my call, I would ask him to help raise funds for my son's elementary school. He's great at it. A real pro. He could help a lot. 

   Our children need help. I've witnessed wave after wave of neighborhood children seeking money for their schools. Public and private and home‑schools. 

   Until the cavalry rides to the rescue, dig deep. Never turn a child away empty handed.

AFTERWORD...
ALL THE CHILDREN OF THE WORLD 

   It’s not how you live, it’s how you die. 

   When I heard this remark, it was placed in some cool, deliberate writing about dignity and character. It was slick and appealing, like a Madison Avenue ad slogan. It assumed you have learned about the adult concepts of dignity and character. And it assumed you have had a time to live.

   On this anniversary of the adoption of our Chinese daughter Gaby, I am thankful that we can share a time to live.

I wish that all children could have the opportunities that the fine families in our community give to our children.

   But I know it’s not to be in our imperfect world. And it’s not to be dwelt upon unduly. It only serves to dampen the spirit to realize that most of the children in the developing world go hungry on a daily basis. And worse that there is a poverty of love and hope for this majority of the next human generation.

   In our own community, there are many children who are trapped in a cycle of poverty and hopelessness. This cycle need not continue. There are people of character and dignity who reach out  everyday to help a child in need. And I am reminded that we are all children and in need sometimes. 

   Gaby has a time to live. She has made wonderful strides since coming to our community. To those of you who have aided her, thank you. 

   When I got off the plane last July, my wife Janet and son Ben grabbed us and haven’t let go. There were other dear friends there who knew about the adoption process and helped our family, and celebrated with us. 

   You may have seen Gaby in the stores, touching everything she sees. She has discovered it is acceptable and is encouraged to be curious. 

   You may have seen Gaby in pre-school, playing wildly or listening intently. She has discovered her own way of expression and learning.

   You may have seen Gaby in church, wearing her pretty dress and carrying her snack box. She has discovered herself and her needs.

   When we are out around people who don’t know us, the adults we encounter sometimes think she is a boy if she wears  shorts and shirt as my son Ben and I dress.        

   “Not boy, I am girl,” she may correct them.

   She reads people with an uncanny ability, or maybe she brings out the friendly side of most people. Or maybe those of you we have met this past year understand the joy you bring to children by your kindness.

One of the best things a parent can experience, is the kindness of another to his child. Love my children and you love me. We owe a lot of emotional debts to the many who have been kind to Gaby.

   I am reminded that while Gaby is part of our family, it was only through a maze of seemingly random events that this occurred. And I am reminded too that there are over 100,000 abandoned children, in China alone, who await there daily bread. 

   “When is there time to live?” I wonder. And there are thousands more in a hundred countries such as Russia and India, and even here in our own community.

   If you have room in your home, and your heart, you may wish to adopt a child. Or it may suit your personality better to express your love by simple acts of kindness. Whatever you do, plan to make a positive difference in our community, both now and in the years ahead. 

   The American folk hero Johnny Appleseed spread seeds across the land. It didn’t matter to him that he wouldn’t be present to see and reap the harvest. He got joy from his acts and too I suppose from the realization that someone, sometime would eventually benefit.        Whether or not we are present, the seeds of kindness planted for the a child will produce a rich and bountiful harvest. Choose wisely what you sew.

   It may be that we can all one day accept death with character and dignity. But first you must live a life that has at it’s core a moment - even one brief shining moment - in which you feel loved.

THE END

