Chapter Eleven

PERFECTLY FLAWED

 Courage is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities because it is the quality which guarantees all others.  

- Winston Churchill

Sipping hot tea, I watched a beautiful light rain dancing on the lake. There was time to let Andrew sleep a little longer. It was the first day of December, a day we had long anticipated. Soon we would be on our way to Chattanooga, where the Tennessee Valley Railroad’s North Pole Limited would take us to visit Santa Claus.

When Andrew woke we sat in our bedroom recliner, where we have shared so many books and stories. Listening to the rain on our roof reminded me of a story about the perfectly flawed aprons.

I was nine years old. Mom and I were driving back home in heavy rain after my first meeting with Mrs. Lazarus. The windshield wipers on our 1953 Pontiac were flapping rapidly, and on the car’s bench seat were six handmade aprons. 

Mom explained what Aunt Jenny had told her. Mrs. Lazarus had lost her entire family to the Nazis. After moving to the United States, she now lived alone a few doors down from my Aunt Jenny in a modest South Miami apartment. Mrs. Lazarus lived on some sort of small disability pension from Germany and the proceeds from her cheerful red and white hand-sewn aprons, which she sold in a consignment shop for fifty cents each. I had a cursory understanding of World War II, but I had never before met someone so affected by the abject evil of Nazi Germany.

Mom and Aunt Jenny had been pitching my services as a salesman to Mrs. Lazarus. Mom once said that I could sell ice to Eskimos, and Aunt Jenny had told Mrs. Lazarus that her ambitious nephew was a natural-born salesman. Holding up one of her aprons, Mrs. Lazarus proposed that we split the fifty cents evenly. 

This seemed fair to me – it would supplement my other incomes from cutting grass and selling stuff, but Mom had a different thought. She suggested a more equitable split would be thirty-five cents for Mrs. Lazarus and fifteen cents for me. The larger share for Mrs. Lazarus would cover the cost of her materials and her time in making the garment. Mom pointed out that it shouldn’t take long for “a salesman of your ability” to peddle the aprons. 

Dad helped me practice my sales pitch. I had never sold aprons, but I’d built a strong customer base mowing lawns and selling TV Guides and tomatoes. My customers were good folks, but I knew they would only buy if they wanted what I was selling. It would be a true test for my proposed venture with Mrs. Lazarus. Riding my bike to the affluent neighborhood where my customers lived, my heart raced with anticipation as I knocked on the first door.

“Paul, give me twenty-five cents – it’s the tomato boy!” said the lady who answered. 

Andrew smiled broadly, tickled at the thought of his dad being the tomato boy, in his vivid imagination seeing a plump red nine-year-old standing on the porch. 

“Don’t you usually come on Saturday mornings?” Mrs. Rogers asked. Flustered and wishing I had brought my tomatoes, I recovered and launched into my Friday-afternoon pitch.

“Yes, but today I’m selling this beautiful handmade apron sewn by a lady from Germany.” 

Looking over the checkered garment, Mrs. Rogers noted that one tie was longer than the other. She said she thought the price was high. 

The Rogers used the same scrutiny when I cut their grass. The first time I mowed and edged the Rogers’ lawn they had wanted it just right, and they about drove me crazy, but eventually the lawn was acceptable and I was better for it. The Rogers became loyal clients for lots of things and a good source of referrals. The Rogers taught me the value of a job well done. They also taught me the value of preparation. I always felt that they enjoyed the banter, regardless of what I was selling.

Fortunately, my dad had prepared me for the “imperfect” objection. 

“All of the aprons are uniquely different,” I said. “That is what makes them special.” 

“But why doesn’t she stick to the pattern?” Mrs. Rogers countered. 

Neither Dad nor anyone else had covered this objection. I was on my own. Revealing the reason would risk betraying Mrs. Lazarus. Would mentioning it be wrong? Would it make her sewing less appreciated? It wasn’t part of my prepared script and I hadn’t planned ahead, but it seemed appropriate to inform Mrs. Rogers that the reason Mrs. Lazarus couldn’t stick to the pattern was that she was blind. 

A sharp intake of breath informed me that Andrew had understood. He was inspired by how a blind woman could sew.

“People are like aprons,” I told him. “Our differences and our imperfections make us special.” 

Excited about selling my first apron and emboldened, I decided I’d make fifty sales calls that day. On the forty-seventh call, I sold my last apron. Elated, I rode my bike home in near-darkness and called Aunt Jenny and Mrs. Lazarus. I had missed dinner with my family but they, too, were euphoric over the sale of my six perfectly flawed aprons. 

The following week Mrs. Lazarus provided six more aprons. In short order I was selling twelve garments a week. After selling sixty aprons between Thanksgiving and Christmas, we celebrated with Sunday dinner at Aunt Jenny’s apartment. Offering the blessing, Mrs. Lazarus thanked God for her new family. 

Who You Marry

Andrew was all smiles as I finished my story. Wanting to leave him with a moral lesson, I thought about the role of Aunt Jenny and my mom, both of whom had believed in me and who had assured Mrs. Lazarus of my commitment and determination. My strong desire to meet the expectations of these women had played a huge role in my success.  

“Andrew, this story is about the wonderful motivation that women can bring to your life. The influence of good women, especially your mother and your wife, will inspire you to great heights.” 

“Dad, tell me again about if I marry,” he answered. 

“Who you marry is one of the most important decisions you will make, second only to loving God.” I said. “God has plans for your life, and who you marry will affect His plans for you.”

We paused to watch the rain falling on our lake.

“Remember to choose your friends wisely. This is especially important for the person who should be your best friend, your wife. You must take meaningful time to make a great decision. The woman you share your life with will significantly affect everything else, including your spiritual, physical and intellectual well-being.” 

I closed the apron story knowing there would be another opportunity to retell it, and other life lessons to revisit. Now we needed to get going. 

Bad Guys Finish Last     

Just because you’re afraid doesn’t mean you aren’t brave.

Being brave means doing what you have to do 

no matter how scared you feel.

- Paulette Bourgeois and Brenda Clark 

Franklin Goes to the Hospital
Wearing our Sunday best, we drove to Berkeley Lake Elementary School for our Christmas lunch date with Mandy. Lunch was festive, with the school choir singing carols against the high-pitched background roar of excited children. Our friends and neighbors Phil and Beth Gilbert arrived shortly after we sat down. We chatted and ate, and when Mandy returned to her class Andrew and I retrieved our soggy umbrella and bid everyone adieu. 

The school where Mandy teaches is only a mile from our house. After returning home to change into jeans, our plan was to drive to Chattanooga for the train ride to visit Santa. Driving home, Andrew said that a boy in his pre-school class had told him there is no Santa. I replied that St. Nicholas is real to all who have joyful hearts. The rain had picked up, so we parked in our driveway and postponed the task of taking the trash container in the garage up to the curb. Entering our house, Andrew suddenly stopped. 

“Daddy, why is the porch screen on the kitchen table?” 

Had Mandy left the screen there? But that was impossible – we had eaten breakfast at that table after she left for work. My mind raced to find an answer. After spending precious moments trying to understand the situation, it clicked.

“Andrew, get out of the house now!” 

In an emergency, Andrew was to run toward the side door and his safe hiding place. At that moment two thugs who had been burglarizing our bedroom came thundering down the stairs. One ran out the front door, but the second turned toward the side door. I glanced at Andrew, and a large knife on the counter caught my attention. My heart pounding, I braced myself and hit the burglar hard with a forearm across his chest. It felt unlike anything I’d done since playing Air Force football. Exhaling loudly, he staggered back toward the front foyer. 

The crook was motivated to save his skin, while I was driven to protect my son. I had the higher calling. Fear and anger combined with a forceful shove sent him reeling out the front door, where he somehow kept his feet and raced up our driveway to rejoin his accomplice. 

I turned back to find Andrew concealed in his safe hiding place. Clutching him and praising him for his prompt and valiant act, we jumped in the Marquis. Backing out of the driveway, I fumbled to dial 911. 

Explaining to the 911 operator what had happened, we made a two-minute drive around the neighborhood seeking the getaway car, then circled back to our home to await the police. Bill Dixon, a neighbor, came over to say that while we were gone the bad guys had escaped. Incredibly, they had parked their car in our garage! When the police arrived, Bill and Andrew helped me explain what had transpired. 

“Was anything said between you and the burglars?” the officer asked. I told him that I had yelled at them to get out of our house. Andrew interrupted me. 

“Dad, can I tell you a secret?”

The officer asked that I listen to Andrew. He said children are often better witnesses than adults.  

“Daddy, you didn’t just say ‘get out of our house.’ You said, ‘Get the hell out of our house you ash!’” 

In laughter we found relief, but at the same time the questions came flooding in. What if we had not left the driveway to find the getaway car? What would have happened if the rain had not picked up when we arrived home? What if I’d opened the garage door to take out the trash? What if Andrew had run upstairs while I was taking out the trash? Of all my post-trauma thoughts, the latter was the most disconcerting. 

Gwinnett County police officer Seymour spent two hours completing the break-in report while his associate fingerprinted suspected items. With the officers there, we began to feel comfortable again in our home. We were most fortunate that Andrew and I were okay, and we could easily repair the damage. 

I chose not to call Mandy while the police were there. I didn’t want her to see the utter disarray of recklessly emptied drawers and closets. It was a distressing feeling. When the police departed I left a message asking her to come directly home after school. 

Everything was indeed okay. As Andrew and I talked, we agreed to be grateful for the good things that had happened that morning. I hugged him and praised him for listening, and for acting so courageously. We thanked God for keeping us safe, and for the limited damage to our home. What had been taken could be replaced. When we finished praying, my son said, “Daddy, you forgot something.” 

Puzzled, I inquired as to what I forgot. 

“You forgot to pray for the bad guys.” 

I have a confession. My own reaction to the events of that day was not entirely consistent with that of my wise young son. Still unsure, I asked him precisely how we should pray for the bad guys.

“Can we pray they get jobs so they don’t have to break into houses?” 

While I admired my son’s request, I wanted the jobs to come after they had spent a significant stint in the pokey. But children are often more forgiving than adults. I suspect that I was the less sincere, but we did offer Andrew’s additional prayer. 

The Key to Life 

We must travel in the direction of our fear.

- John Berryman

For weeks after the break-in every bump in the night became a cause for concern, and for months Andrew was uncomfortable sleeping alone in his bedroom. Shaken by the event, we began sharing the fear and suspicion that consumes a thief’s desperate existence. 

The thieves had committed a felony by ransacking our home and they had risked harming us, but we needed to move forward. Mandy and I told Andrew that they had left behind an emotional stench from which we needed to free ourselves. 

I once had a revealing conversation with a man who spent three years in prison for burglary, and who said prison helped turn his life around. Before prison, he was empty of love and filled with distrust. 

“I didn’t understand why, but I was always angry,” he said. “I couldn’t sleep or even rest. When the doorbell or phone rang, I worried that it was the police.” 

Andrew asked what happened to the man, and was surprised to discover that he was now a family friend. 

“Crooks are foolish.” I said. “If they’d put as much effort into honest work, they’d likely be successful.”

Determined to make the break-in a positive learning experience, I reaffirmed to my maturing son that living well and respecting others is its own reward. We also affirmed that life is a series of events or seasons, some of which we can control, and some which we cannot. Some are good, and some appear to be bad. Regardless of our circumstances, the key to life is found by living each day to the fullest. 

In retrospect, it was apparent that the two thugs were primarily interested in stealing our classic Ford Mustang. Rummaging desperately through our home, they had cast aside many other valuables in their hunt for the key to the car. I’m just relieved that in their feverish foray through our lives they didn’t look under the driver’s-side floor mat of the Mustang.  

Hope Children’s Home

Many years ago I decided to do something about the growing disdain I felt over the commercialization of Christmas. I decided to recapture the original spirit of the holiday, to again find peace in Christmas. 

The very first Christmas gifts were few, and they were for the Child. What the observance had become, however, was distracting. More than anything, it made me feel tired. I dreaded what Christmas had become.

At first, my idea appeared radical. From now on, I would only buy gifts for my parents, for the little ones in our family, and for the less fortunate. The first two were easy, but I contemplated how to handle the others. 

A few weeks after my decision, as I was still contemplating how to go about implementing my idea, a group of children came to our church to sing Christmas music. The choral group from a children’s home, they were all sizes and colors and they sang wonderfully well. 

Hope Ministries provided them a loving home, schooling and a place to worship on a then-modest campus in Tampa, Florida. Prior to landing in Hope Children’s Home, the youngsters had experienced heartbreaking abuse and abandonment. As they sang, Scripture came to mind. Christmas was once about the birth of the Christ-child. The verse that came to mind was spoken by Him in the Gospel of Matthew: 

Assuredly I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me. 

- Matthew 25:40

Inspired, I needed no more time to contemplate my gift-giving. That night I wrote everyone on my gift list a letter describing my new approach. The letter was straightforward. Going forward, it said, my Christmas giving to siblings, family and friends would be in the form of a donation to Hope Children’s Home. I’d give an amount equal to what I customarily spent at the malls. I asked my correspondents to reciprocate, and I felt the weight of wild consumerism lifting from my shoulders. 

Some of those who received the letter were relieved that they would no longer have to endure my poor gift choices. Others thought I’d lost my mind, or joined a cult. But today my crazy idea has become a family tradition that has spread beyond our family to a number of friends. A recent count included fourteen families who now make joyful annual investments in the future of children.   

Ben Stein

I grew up in a modest home with few gifts but lots of love. Love brought less focus on self, and more interest in others. I remember wishing my friends – Jews and Christians alike – Merry Christmas. I was as appreciative of a Happy Chanukah as a Merry Christmas. We couldn’t imagine being offended by either; we were grateful for the thought. 

I formed the same friendships attending Bar Mitzvahs or Seders as I did at Confirmation or Easter dinner. They were times to share meaning with friends. These spiritual and social events gave me a better appreciation of Judaism and strengthened my own faith. They fostered friendships that still enrich my life. 

I’ve always found Ben Stein to be an interesting convention speaker and author. Something he recently opined strongly resonates with where I am today. I know the world is a better place when we selflessly hold convictions like those of Ben Stein. In part, here is what Ben Stein wrote: 

I am a Jew, and every single one of my ancestors was Jewish. And it does not bother me even a little bit when people call those beautiful lit-up, bejeweled trees Christmas trees. I don’t feel threatened. I don’t feel discriminated against. It doesn’t bother me a bit when people say, “Merry Christmas” to me. In fact, I kind of like it. It shows we are all brothers and sisters celebrating this happy time of year. It doesn’t bother me at all that there is a manger scene on display at a key intersection near my beach house in Malibu. If people want a crèche, it’s just as fine with me as is the Menorah a few hundred yards away. 

