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Introduction

This book is our parents’ fault.

Had they not believed what the Bible says about
children being a blessing and the fruit of the womb being a gift
from God, we would not have a tale to tell. The dramatis
personae who have made life so very, very interesting up to
this point—our combined cadre of eighteen siblings—would
not exist. Without them, our lives would be much impover-
ished.

We, the authors of this book, are second cousins whose
families have chosen to walk a fairly counter-cultural road: in
numbers of children, in homeschooling, and in various other
ways. Through most of our growing up years we lived on
opposite sides of Canada with little idea of one another’s
existence. Then, one fateful day, a relative suggested that we

might have something in common.



Thomson and Currey

One of us took the bait. We started emailing. Polite,
stunted emails crossed the ether. That is, until the day we
discovered each other’s sense of humor. The stories began to
spill forth: every uproarious family tale we could think of.
Eventually, we realized that we could write a book.

So we did. You're holding it now. We hope that you
will laugh as you read it. We hope that it will help you look at
all the chaotic, beautiful things in your life and see God smiling
through them. But we also hope that you will learn to see
family in a new way. In writing this, we’ve opened our eyes
anew to all the marvels God has placed in our lives: to the joy
of living life in a way that makes room for children and
catastrophes, for shared and simple things, and greets it all with
gusto.

To our parents, whose steps of faith started all this years
ago, we say thank you. To God, whose conductor’s hand guides
this delightfully messy orchestra, we give glory. The music is
beautiful.

Enjoy.

Rachel and Carolyn
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Ontario

The Journey Begins

Rachel:

Carolyn Currey and I had emailed for two years without
ever having met. She lived in British Columbia, I lived in
Michigan. We grew close in heart despite the distance, so
when the Curreys announced that they were moving to
Waterloo, Ontario (a scant four hours north of my house), we
were overjoyed. And when it became clear that first, getting
together was harder than it sounded, and second, their move
would be short-lived and they’d soon be heading west again,
we were determined to meet somehow.

So it was that I found myself in Waterloo the night
before the Curreys were due to set out across Canada, ready to

pack myself into the van along with my aunt and uncle, eight
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cousins, two dogs, a hamster, a guinea pig, and a rabbit. When I
arrived in the dusk, the house was a-twitter with activity. We
went through whirlwind introductions (“Rachel, meet Carolyn,
Janice, Dana, Christa, Sara, Andrew, Naomi, and Elyssa . . .
family, meet Rachel”) and then plunged back to work, packing
and cleaning till the wee hours of the morning.

After a few hours of sleep, we were set to wake up again
and receive visitors: old friends of the Curreys who had
procrastinated their own visit until moving day. They pulled
up in their fifteen-passenger van late in the morning and
unloaded another tribe of ten children. The movers were due
to arrive in an hour or so.

So there we were: ten Curreys, twelve friends, one
Thomson (laughing up her sleeve at the familiar absurdity of
the situation), a myriad of pets, and a few other friends and
family members who’d come to say good-bye—all of us
prepared to meet the movers. The movers, I think, were not

quite so prepared to meet us.
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Carolyn:

The movers carefully backed the truck down our long
laneway, dodging half a dozen children under the age of ten.
The supervisor marched into the house, took stock of the
situation, and opened her mouth to issue orders. She’d barely
had time to say, “Look lively, boys, there must be a zillion beds
here somewhere. There are eighteen kids in this house!” before
five of the girls (all dancers, small but surprisingly strong),
grabbed two fifty-pound boxes or a bookcase each and charged
out again. That was the beginning of the end. The hordes
descended upon the work. We emptied the house in record
time, and the overseer staggered out at the end with her eyes
still popping.

The rest of the afternoon was filled with last minute
cleaning, visiting, and packing. Once the disbelieving movers
had left, more friends and relatives showed up to say good-bye.
A few more showed up for supper, and then quietness
descended as the population dwindled to a mere eleven.

My dad, the master packer, filled our van with sleeping
bags, tents, animals, suitcases, and (most dreaded of all) small
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stuffables. Mom and a few of the older girls stood out in the
field as the sun set.

“I feel like the words ‘End of Chapter Whatever-It-Is’
ought to appear in the sky right about there,” Mom chuckled.

The peace was quickly shattered by a loud bellow. “Are
there any more small stuffables? Last call for small stuffables!
No? All right, then . . . everybody in!”

Accordingly, we crammed eleven people into the

overstuffed vehicle and set off for parts unknown.
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We Wish You a Currey Christmas

Carolyn

Christmas is a time-honoured tradition in our family.
Christmas carols are wonderful in December, but another song
might express it best: “Tradition!” sings Tevye in Fiddler on the
Roof. “Tradition!” sings our family as we pull out the home-
made decorations and recipes we’ve used for two decades—and
especially as we hunt for the yearly foliage.

The Great Christmas Tree Hunt is an important part of
Currey tradition. A particular weekend arrives, and my parents
hold council to decide whether they should bring home the
Christmas tree or wait another week. Excited little children
prevail, and the discussion ends several hours later with the
entire family pulling on winter paraphernalia as the sun sets
(i’s not that Mom and Dad take hours to decide anything, but

there have been a few interruptions).
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We reach the tree farm as the last light fades and whip
out our flashlights. After an hour or so, in which people get
lost, fall in the mud, and name half the Christmas trees on the
lot, we select one. The tree is christened—"Sir Bulstrode” or
“Oswald Bosley” or some other ostentatious title—and is
ceremoniously cut down. We haul it back to the van, realize
we have no way of getting it inside the vehicle, and somehow
secure it to the top with ropes. By the end of the evening the
tree stands securely tied to the living room wall, and ten
contented Curreys munch cinnamon buns around it.

One Christmas was an utter disaster in the way of
shrubbery. After we found and adopted a massive tree, we
decided that we would just prop it up in the corner, rather than
tying it back as we usually do. Bad plan. No sooner was the tree
decorated than it fell over, flooding the living room with the
contents of the tree-bucket (large rocks and inordinate
amounts of water) and breaking several ornaments.

Disaster ensued as all ten of us tromped around in the
newly created lake, getting in each others’ way and trying to
salvage the ornaments. Oh, did I neglect to mention that my
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father was stuck underneath the tree? We eventually tied it
back, but by that time it had acquired a habit of toppling. It
continued to do so throughout the holidays. We tiptoed around
the tree whenever we had to go near it. Putting presents under
it was like building a delicate puzzle. Every Christmas after
that, we have hoped for a better-behaved tree!

Then there is the matter of baking. About twice a year,
the baking fit falls upon me. When that happens, nothing can
stand in the way of my wooden spoon. Conveniently,
Christmas happens to be one of those times. I stalk into the
kitchen with a determined look and proceed to crank out about
three dozen sweet breads, twenty-four dozen sweet rolls,
hundreds of cookies, and copious amounts of candy and cake.
This ensures that we don’t run out over Christmas. It also lasts
us for months. I call to witness the fact that Christa pranced
past me on this lovely May day gurgling, “I found another loaf
of cranberry eggnog bread from Christmas! How
wooooonderful!”

Then comes the mass present attack. We do not do this
like most North American families. My father, ever neat and
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orderly, passes out one present at a time, and we all politely
watch the recipient open it. After sufficient oohing and aahing,
we pass out another one.

Once a few presents have been opened, Dad calls a halt
to the proceedings so we can clean up the wrapping paper. We
carefully sort through the paper to make sure nothing of value
gets thrown out. Then the paper is piled into two boxes. Two,
because my father always unwraps his presents very carefully
so the wrapping paper can be reused. The rest of us are not so
thrifty, so our shredded paper goes in the other box. We hear
that many families get through the pile in an hour or so, but it
takes us all day.

For a lot of people, this is what Christmas is all about.
The exterior things—the presents, the getting, and that feeling
of not being quite satisfied because you already have too much.
But this is just like focusing on the wrapping paper rather than
what’s inside. We often get stuck with the glitz because we’ve
missed the real thing.

The real thing is carefully wrapped up in swaddling
clothes and lying in a manger. The whole point of Christmas is

12
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the salvation that came into the world so many years ago.
Christmas is such a wonderful time to reflect this in our own
families. The handmade gifts and bits of folded, coloured paper
carry a dear message of love. They are like a mirror reflecting

the greater love. Immanuel: God with us.
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Freezing At 85 Degrees

Rachel

One day in June I walked two miles, came home,
vacuumed, and did stomach crunches for ten minutes. I opened
every window in the house and went to get myself a drink of
water. When I came back to the living room, Deborah was
standing there in a jogging suit, slamming the windows down.
“It’s freezing in here.”

God is a perfect planner. He knew people would be
lonely, so He put us in families. He knew we’d need to learn
the virtue of compromise, so He set each person’s internal
thermostat differently.

It’s not as though we’re programmed according to our
environments. If this were true, all people in a given location

would be hot or cold at the same time, and there would be no
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reason to fight over the controls on the air conditioner. This is
obviously not the case. Polar bears, seals, and naked mole rats
are suited to their environments. People are not.

Nor is the hot/cold factor passed on through the genes. I
know this for a fact, because Deborah and I have the same two
parents (count them: two) and the same four grandparents and
the same blue eyes, but we will never ever be comfortable at
the same time.

I sleep with my windows open in January. She sleeps
under three quilts in July. Someday when we have our own
households I'll need special equipment to visit her: a water
squirter, heat-stroke medication, and maybe a dromedary.

I don’t blame Deborah. It’s not her fault. It’s just that
her internal thermometer thinks 85 degrees Fahrenheit is
freezing, and mine thinks the Yukon looks like a nice place to
spend Christmas vacation.

We’'re not the only ones in the family who have this
problem. When Mom and I go for walks together, she dresses

in everything except her bedding. Mom is very thin-blooded.
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Dad, on the other hand, gets hot and sweaty if he does
anything as strenuous as, say, starting the car or talking on his
cell phone.

Judging from conversations overheard, read, and
participated in, I gather that thermostatic incompatibility is a
prerequisite for marriage. I've never heard of a couple who
agreed on what temperature the house should be kept at or
how many blankets should be piled on their bed. (If you've
noticed that one of your parents sleeps in a t-shirt while the
other one sleeps in a fur-lined parka, you know what I mean.)

Dad’s not even consistent with himself. He dislikes
living in Canada because it’s too cold. The desert he likes—he
stays inside all day and cranks up the air conditioning until his
children have icicles hanging off the ends of their noses.

Recently I read an article about clothing with personal
heating and cooling systems woven into the cloth. This may be
the wave of the future, but I wonder whether we really need it.
Our skill at compromising may be undermined if we can
control our environments to that extent. “That which does not
kill me makes me stronger,” or so the wise men say. Like most

16
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things in a family of any size, temperature discrepancies are
one more opportunity for building character.
Thus I say, long live compromise, long live character,

and let’s please turn down the thermostat.
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Hobbits Shall Not Suffer Alone

Carolyn

June 2004 was the Summer of the Rings. The movies
based on Tolkien’s classic had swept us up in a furor of fandom.
I translated psalms into Elvish. Dana and Christa began calling
each other “Merry” and “Pippin.” Sara learned to do her hair in
a “Gimli braid.” To my chagrin, I was dubbed “The EIf” and
called nothing else for months.

In the summers before I was an elf, I established a dance
camp tradition. These camps are advertised as “a fun week of
dance, choreographing and worshiping God.” Well, this is
true—but my nice little advertisement leaves out the gory
details.

“All right everybody! The sun’s up; roll out and start

jogging! Breakfast afterwards.” The orders change with the day:
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“I don’t care if it’s 4:30 and you’ve been dancing since nine! Do
it again! Next person to talk after lights-out is on kitchen duty
for breakfast tomorrow—alone! You spoke. I heard you! Ten
push-ups, and let’s see some muscle!”

It’s not as harsh as it may sound. Dance campers thrive
on my rigorous schedule.

When we moved to Waterloo, we decided to hold a
dance camp with several dearly loved Ontario cousins. Little
did I know what I was letting myself in for. This was not to be
a typical tyrannical dance camp experience.

The cousins arrived Saturday night. We snacked,
scurried, and held evening devotions, and I shuttled the whole
crew off to their tents for the night with strict orders to be
silent. No sooner were they nicely stowed away in sleeping
bags than the skies poured forth in abundance. This was no
quick downpour, either. This was a massive thunderstorm; a
forty-five minute celestial waterfall.

Chaos ensued when a bedraggled cousin appeared at the
door to report that all the bedding was soaked, and forsooth,
the cousins themselves were in little better condition. The
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order was given: “Dance campers, evacuate!”

In they came like refugees out of the night, slipping and
sliding their way to dry mattresses and the promised (or was
that “commanded”?) sleep. A couple of girls tried and failed
miserably to maintain order in the tents among those who had
not yet made the great wet dash. One cousin helped me with
soggy things in the garage while another ran things in from the
tents with Dana. (Dana fell flat in the mud in her pajamas—
poor brave soul, there’s always at least one casualty in these
matters.)

By Monday night our yard was as dry as Ararat and the
girls were back in tents. At seven the next morning I headed
out to wake them up. I was still a few yards away from the
tents when I heard foreboding whispers.

Now, it is a frightening thing to realize that one’s
cousins and sisters do not need a wake-up call. It makes one
think of plots being hatched. They had piled into a single tent
for a good old cousinly pow-wow. As I strolled apprehensively
to the tent window, they leapt out of their sleeping bags, raised
their right hands with great solemnity, and recited,

20
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“I am a nice hobbit,
Not a mindless eating machine.
If I am to change this image,
I must first change myself:

Elves are friends; not food!”

I detected a serious note of challenge to me and my
brass-handled whip.

My suspicions were confirmed when Christa kept up
her chattering in class even after an ultimatum order of silence.
To curb her conversation, I ordered her to do ten push-ups. She
complied readily enough. An instant later three cousins and
Dana all dropped to the floor and did push-ups with her as they
bellowed, “Hobbits shall not suffer alone!” I thought I had
invited cousins to dance camp, not half the Shire! But it got
worse.

Lunchtime came, and my campers dashed madly for the
table. A nose count revealed one or two missing, so I went to
hunt for the strays. Upon returning, melodious sounds greeted
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me. As I came nearer, I realized my proper dance campers were
belting out a tavern song from The Fellowship of the Ring.

I stalked in with a glare that would have frozen a
buffalo in its tracks. Hobbits, evidently, are made of hardier
stuff. They gave me a reprise.

Friday came at last, bringing parents for the recital. The
girls had worked hard, and they did a really good job. When all
was done, they assembled in the living room and began a chant
at top volume: “No more push ups! No more stretching! No
more jogging before breakfast!”

On that note, the War of the Rings—er, dance
camp—ended. I suppose you could say it was a draw. Let
history record that I never surrendered.

(I may have quailed a little . . . but at least they didn’t

eat me.)
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Can I Have...?

Rachel

Babysitting is like playing tennis. The kids stand on one
side of the net and fire requests. The babysitter leaps, dives,
and swishes to throw the answers right back before something
unfortunate happens.

“Can I have a cookie?” whizzes over the net.

“No!” (Whap!)

“Can I paint the house blue?”

“Absolutely not!” (Whiz!)

“Can I stay up past my bedtime and watch TV?”

“Ha, ha, ha.” (Sarcastic whap whap.)

“Can I become our family’s first three-year-old coffee
addict?”

“No!” (Whing—ten points!)

23
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When we pray together at meals, the prayers sound
something like this:

“Dear Jesus, thank you for the food and for today and
for making me win the race at Awana. Help us have a good
day.”

“And me not to be wetting.”

“And help Anna not to wet her pants.”

“And no bad dreams.”

“And help Tuey not to have any bad dreams. And help
me and Jimmy win at the races when we go to nationals and be
good sports no matter what happens. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

“Amen.”

“Ah-men.”

“Isaid Amen...”

And then Tirzah will look up at me with her plate
heaped full of food—at least enough to feed a ravening wolf or
two—and say, “Can we have seconds?”

My mental tennis racket comes up, and I want to fire
back a resounding “No!” What usually comes out is, “Can’t you

just wait until you've finished your first? My goodness, I've
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never seen children eat like you.” Etc, etc.

They say there are people (on mountain tops, in Tibet)
who are content with what they have in life. Those people are
not kids. Kids want things. They are not shy about asking for
them. Sometimes, we have the opportunity to give them a
joyful yes and be as thrilled as they are about it. Sometimes
they need to be told no. And no. And absolutely not, not on
your life, are you kidding, and if you ask one more time there
will be consequences!

Sometimes I realize that I am just as whining and
demanding as the younger kids can be.

“God,” I say, “I don’t trust You to take care of me. I
know I have enough now, but what about tomorrow? Can I
have seconds? And why won’t You let me stay up later, and
have more, and be more,and ...and...and...”

To be blunt about it, sometimes I'm covetous. To covet
is to have the attitude that God has not given us what we need,
that He will not give us what we need, and that we must go

after it ourselves.
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I don’t always get what I want. I don’t usually under-
stand why I can’t have it. Sometimes I'll keep asking, just to
make sure God heard me. But like a child who wants to eat all
her Easter candy at one sitting, I need looking after, and God
does indeed look after me. Sometimes by saying no.

Thankfully, God doesn’t have a tennis racket with
which to slam my requests back down to Earth. He’s so good to
me, He loves to catch my prayers and throw them higher until
they rain back down on me in showers of blessing. He
commanded me to ask so that I can receive. But 'm just as

thankful that sometimes I don’t.
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The Rutabaga Fest

Rachel

When I talk with people for the first time, certain
questions tend to come up. Questions asked by quiet,
unsuspecting people. Questions like, “How many kids are there
in your family?” “Where do you go to school?” “Has your
mother been nominated for sainthood yet?” (Or the unedited
version of the same question: “Are your parents insane?”)

Then, of course, there’s “What does your father do for a
living?” To this I usually reply, “Whatever he wants.”

My father is an entrepreneur and as such defies
categorization. He does things that involve giant balloons, rock
concerts, real estate, and whales. Many of the things he does
involve all the rest of us too—especially that paragon of penny-

earning, the trade show.
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For a couple of years we Thomsons descended on the
world of trade shows like Attila the Hun with a sales pitch. We
sold a lot of things: little wooden chairs that cure backaches,
fudge, music, African baskets, real estate. We never sold a
whale, but then again, life ain’t over yet. Every weekend Mom
and Dad and a few of the older kids would load up the van to
the breaking point and drive off to some far horizon, there to
set up one, two, or three booths and hawk our wares for a few
days.

One summer the trade show crew went to Rhode
Island, some fourteen hours from our house. The show was an
utter disaster. I heard the customer was nice enough—and all
the vendors got a chance to personally try to sell him
something—but overall the show was dead with a capital D
and lucrative with a capital Broke.

Still, all was not lost. Mom and Dad may have come
home short the contents of their wallets, but they brought back
a metric tonne or so of carrots, gifted to us by another vendor.
And rutabaga. Lots of rutabaga.

Now, we like rutabaga as much as the next family with
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half a dozen little kids. Possibly even more. But there are limits
to how much of the stuff can be peeled, processed, and eaten
before the surplus downstairs starts to fertilize the basement
floor and grow more little rutabagas.

One sunny day, I cut a wide swath around the rutabaga
boxes (which were beginning to put forth, shall we politely
say, an odour) on my way up to the kitchen. Mom was standing
over the cutting board with a wild look in her eyes. My mother
does not generally get wild looks in her eyes, but any vegetable
which is peeled by hacking off three-foot outer walls is bound
to inspire violence in the meekest of us.

“Growl,” she said (or something like that). “We have got
to find a way to use up the rutabaga.”

“Agreed,” I said. “We still have two boxes full, they are
growing fur, and by this time,” (to be Biblical about it) “they
stinketh.”

Deborah walked into the kitchen and said, “Does the
Strawberry Festival start today?”

Ding! went the little light bulb which appeared,
cartoon-style, above my head.
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“I have a brilliant idea,” I said. “Let’s have a Rutabaga
Fest.”

My mother and my sibling looked at me strangely.

“No, really!” I argued. “It’s a wonderful idea. We can
advertise in all the local newspapers. We can charge vendors to
set up booths on our lawn.”

Deborah’s eyes sparkled. “We can have a rutabaga cook-
off,” she said. “Everyone can bring their own rutabagas
and...”

“No,” Mom said. “Everyone can pay us and use our
rutabagas. The goal is to get rid of them.”

“We can play Bobbing for Rutabaga,” I said. “We’ll have
a campfire and sing rutabaga songs.”

“Rutabaga carvings,” Deborah said. “Everyone can bring
their own rutabaga to carve, and then .. .”

“No!” Mom said. “The goal is to get rid of our rutabaga!”
She pointed a knife at the half-skewered thing on the cutting
board. A dreamy look came over her face. “We can have a huge
rutabaga barbecue. It will bring the whole community

together. Maybe we can do it every year.”
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“And,” said Deborah, voice resounding with
determination, “we can have a competition to see who can
grow the largest rutabaga. They’ll all bring their own and . . .
and...”

At this point the conversation broke down. Our
dysfunctional committee torched my wonderful idea. It was
thrown aside like . . . well, like so much rotten rutabaga. While
we were arguing, the rutabaga finished going bad. That night it
was taken outside and tossed into the bush for the benefit of
the soil and the local wildlife.

What use they’re making of it I don’t know, but the

other night I'm fairly certain I heard the chipmunks singing

rutabaga songs.
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How To Be Funny Without Even Trying

Rachel

One night, we “big girls” sat around the kitchen table
talking about funniness and how to attain it. Some of us are
considered naturally funnier than others, and the others in
question were bellyaching about it. Why do some people have
such a natural flair for the comedic while others couldn’t
deliver a punch line if they were wearing boxing gloves?

The subject came up while we were reviewing the
episode of Saturday Night News with Muffy Peachblossom that
we shot recently. (With a video camera, not a gun, though
some of us would like to take the latter approach lest anyone
actually see what we have done.) The episode included
interviews with movie stunt men (“We had to jump off a lot of

buildings. It really hurt”), actresses, and people on the street
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(“Lady, that only happens in the moo-vies”). It also included
commercial breaks from Cheerios and Darth Lizard of the
Salamander’s Guild (kindly do not ask).

Anyway, it didn’t seem fair that in the course of the
video some of us managed to be so screamingly hilarious while
others of us tried so screamingly hard to be hilarious and fell
flat on our laughing faces. I've given some thought to this, and
I have reached at least one conclusion: if you are not naturally
Gracie Allen, you will not be funny if you are trying. The key,
then, is to be funny by accident.

Jane Austen’s Emma is an instructive example. Jane
Austen’s characters are very, very funny, mostly because they
are a lot of meddlers who think they know everything and
don’t. You could be funny as a meddling know-it-all, too, but I
don’t suggest you try it. You may get a few laughs, but you're
more likely to get a frying pan wrapped around your head.
Besides, the goal is not so much to be laughed at as it is to be
laughed with.

Not knowing what you're talking about is a surefire way
to get laughs. We once had a landlord who told us that straw
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spontaneously combusts when wet. We still split our sides
laughing every time we think of it. But again, since he doesn’t
think spontaneously combusting straw is funny, this isn’t the
ideal way to become a humourist—you can’t enjoy it properly.

Another good way to be funny is to never know what’s
going on. This one works for me quite often. A little absent-
mindedness works wonders. All you have to do is stumble
around the house a few times looking for the glasses which are
perched atop your head, and you will quickly gain a reputation
as “a real funny one.”

This is especially useful if you don’t pay attention when
you'’re getting dressed. I remember sitting down one evening in
a room full of friends. We all took one look at each other’s jean
skirts, multi-colored socks, and sneakers and burst out
laughing. We were a collective fashion disaster. Become an
abnormality when it comes to dressing, a sort of hiccup in the
world of fashion, and voila! You’re hilarious.

In fact, idiosyncrasies in general have a humourous bent
to them. These can be idiosyncrasies of the body, mind, or
spirit. My bones often crack when I move. Yesterday I climbed
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the stairs in search of my mother and she called out, “Here
comes ol’” knickety-knock knees.” See? She thinks I'm funny,
and I'm not even trying.

One of my friends throws food around the kitchen
whenever she cooks anything. Carolyn launches into
Shakespearean English whenever she feels strongly about
something, particularly if she’s trying to rid herself of male
attention. Another friend talks to stuffed animals and
occasionally attacks people with them. All of these things are
funny—and we don’t even have to work at it!

The most important thing is that you learn to laugh at
yourself. When my grandmother was in college, she wrote a
letter home to her parents every day and faithfully posted it.
After a couple weeks of doing this, she began to feel hurt that
there was no response. She complained to a friend, who
accompanied her the next time she posted a letter. When they
returned to the dorm room, the friend said, with her eyes
twinkling, “Funny how much the trash cans look like the post

boxes, isn’t it?”
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Sending letters by trash can—Grandma laughed so hard
she cried. Therein lies the secret of being truly funny: laugh at
yourself. Cultivate a sense of the ridiculous in your own life.
Before you know it, the whole world will be laughing with

you.
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Those Bygone Weiner Days

Carolyn

It all began with the days when my parents took five
little girls camping in a four-man tent. Other campers stared in
amazement as my dad, my very-pregnant-with-Andrew mom,
and five small, disheveled girls crawled out of our teeny-weeny
tent in the morning—Ilooking a bit like those circus acts when
two dozen clowns pop out of a two-person car.

Camping has been a tradition in our family for as long as
I can remember, and the memories associated with it are many.

When Andrew was still fairly little we went to Cultus
Lake for a week. The temperature exceeded the bounds of
decency, but otherwise the trip went quite well. Figuring we
were on a roll, we tried a second camping trip in the same

summer. We headed up to the mountains that August—a
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mistake, as we discovered. As the year waned, so did the
mountain temperatures. By the end of the trip we had all
abandoned our personal sleeping bags and taken to huddling
together in the middle of the tent like a pile of shivering
kittens.

We had survived far from civilization in two rickety
tents twice in one summer, so we figured we could manage two
consecutive weeks the next year. We set out to try.

We arrived at Alice Lake on a Sunday night and set up
the same two old tents. The first week was a blast. We added
phenomenal numbers of “do-you-remembers” to the family
archives. I remember standing on my dad’s shoulders trying to
rig up a tarp as the neighbouring campers looked on and
chuckled.

Once we were comfortably set up, all the girls started a
plea to go swimming—just as our parents had settled down in
their lawn chairs. Andrew, who was three or four at the time,
looked up from lolling about and proclaimed, “T'll take them.

I'm a grown up.”
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The next week, a blight fell upon the picturesque scene.
Rain clouds rolled in on Monday, and we all cast anxious
glances at the sky. That night the skies let loose. It poured
ceaselessly for days. Once again we huddled in the middle of
the tents, trying not to lie in puddles.

Everyone but Mom and Elyssa ended up in the larger
tent. The small tent had been taking colander lessons. Mom set
up a reclining lawn chair in the middle of a puddle and tried to
sleep with Elyssa, the aerobic sleeper, perched atop her. During
Elyssa’s nightly acrobatics, the sleeping bag would inevitably
end up dragging on the ground. Throughout the night a small
lake would seep its way up the sleeping bag.

Dad dug trenches around the tents to keep out the
water, but to no avail. At last we came to a conclusion: this was
ridiculous! We were drenched, our bedding was saturated,
there were no more dry clothes, and we couldn’t even cook.
We packed up our wet selves and our even wetter belongings
and drove out of the campground. Just as we crossed the camp
border, the sun came out. We all moaned loudly in protest, but
to no avail.
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A few years later, we headed for the Okanagan. The
weather was lovely, the lake warm, the area beautiful and . . .
crowded. We staked our claim in an open, public area—the
only place we could find.

In no time at all we became the talk of the place. The
campground hosts brought us other campers’ forgotten toys,
invited us over to pat their dog, told us all the campground
news, and delivered hot, buttered popcorn to our tents. We
waited in line at the washrooms and listened with a wry grin as
total strangers discussed the size, attributes, and behaviour of
our family. There are so many of us that no one ever realized
the subjects of their conversation were the people next in line!

An elderly couple in the camper next to our tents
watched our every move. It didn’t matter what time of day it
was. They sat in their lawn chairs quietly observing or watched
us from their camper window as they ate dinner.

One fine afternoon, we decided to climb the four
hundred steps up to the top of a waterfall. We hiked up and
then took a path back to our campsite. Merrily and rowdily we
hiked along, cracked jokes, threw pine cones, remarked on the
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view, and made as much noise as a jovial family of ten can
possibly make. Suddenly, someone (I suspect it was me)
glanced up the mountain and saw a terrible something with a
large head, a barrel-like body and a long nose.

Everyone else followed my startled gaze. Horrified, we
hushed. Dad and Mom cautioned us to stop talking and walk
very quietly past the bear. The ten of us tiptoed as silently as
we could around the bend, which is how we escaped being
mauled, eaten, and otherwise prevented from camping ever
again. My astuteness saved the day.

I wish that was the end of the story, but actually,
someone decided to take a second look. And then a very hard
third stare. From the new angle it was very apparent that we
had just pussyfooted past a very cleverly arranged tree stump.
(No one remembers who instigated the panic and you won'’t
tell, will you?)

We’ve been cautioned about so many things in life.
When our family became larger than normal, people reeled
with horror. We began to homeschool, and mere acquaintances
called, begging us not to go through with it. Then there were
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the just-you-waits. Just wait until they’re done high school. No
credits? What university will accept them? How will they ever
get a job? Your kids will drive you crazy if you keep them
home! Just wait until they’re (gasp, choke, faint) teenagers.
Then you’ll be sorry.

The just-you-waits, like that bear, have proved to be
hollow. So many people dread these life milestones without
realizing that they’re pussyfooting around something that
doesn’t really exist. When you find yourself consumed with
worry about tomorrow, recall the saga of the bear that wasn’t
and the stump that was. Don’t waste time with worry. There’s

too much to do today!
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A Mother’s Eye View

Rachel

On Mom’s forty-seventh birthday, Jimmy gave her a
homemade card. It said, “Forty-seven years. How did you ever
make it?” (Heartwarming, isn’t it?)

One thing I know: Mom didn’t make it this far without
some special abilities in her arsenal. As she opened piles of
homemade presents and cards, most of them hastily slapped
together five minutes before the birthday celebration, I knew I
was watching one such ability in action. Little toys, slips of
paper with drawings on them, bits of material sewn together,
an enormous pile of scrap-paper cards—Mom oohed and aahed
over all of them. She managed to be genuinely excited over

what was, quite frankly, a pile of junk.
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Every year on my birthday I am presented with a
similar onslaught of gifts, and although I thank the givers for
them, I can’t conjure up the sparkle in my eyes that Mom
always gets. My mother is not the only woman with this talent;
this special ability that looks at any crayon scribbling and
pronounces it a masterpiece (provided, of course, that it’s not
on the walls). I've noticed it in most mothers.

Some people have concluded, based on such behaviour,
that all mothers are liars. Otherwise, how could they look at a
card like Jimmy’s and say, “That’s so sweet”? I don’t agree with
their conclusion. Not all mothers lie. Mine doesn’t. They just
see things differently.

My brother Jon used to spend hours digging in the
desert dirt-pile we called a backyard. He’d come inside with
rusty nails, thorny sticks, and unidentifiable objects in various
stages of mangling. They were treasure to him. Mothers can
look at the junk hauled in from the dirt and agree that their
children have found treasure. They have the ability to wrestle
half a dozen scrap-paper-and-packing-tape packages open and
become genuinely excited about the contents. They can smile
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at a little boy and encourage him to keep seeing things
differently, because that’s the magic of childhood, and who
wants their children to grow up too fast?

Not all mothers have an equal share of this ability, and
not all have it in equal measures from day to day, or even from
hour to hour. I'm convinced that it comes straight from God,
because God looks at things like a mother. He looks at a
widow’s mite and says, “That’s treasure. That’s riches.” God
looks more at the giver than He does at the gift. And there, I
think, lies the secret.

When I turned eighteen, a friend asked if I felt any
different. I said no. She told me that when she’d reached that
age, she had expected wisdom to magically fall out of the sky
and make her an adult. It didn’t happen to her, and it didn’t
happen to me. Remembering that, I think I had better start
working now on obtaining a motherly perspective (which is
also a godly one). After all, I want to be ready when I get my
first scrap-paper card and read those magical words on it:

“Dear Mom . . . how did you ever make it?”
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Pitter-Patter

Rachel

“I think this is an error; at best an error of false sentiment, and
one that is therefore most often made by those who, for
whatever private reason (such as childlessness), tend to think
of children as a special kind of creature, almost a different race,
rather than as normal, if immature, members of a particular

family, and of the human family at large.”

- J.R.R. Tolkien, “On Faerie-Stories”

In his essay, dear old Tolkien was talking about children

and fairy tales—but his point can be applied elsewhere: there is

loads of false sentiment surrounding children nowadays.
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Now, I can be just as sappy and sentimental about
children as the next girl, but my sentiments have grown out of
a life spent with eleven of them. Thus, my ideas are very
different from those of people who have confused children
with those chubby little angels artists insist on painting, whose
wings probably sprinkle fairy dust and talcum powder when
they fly.

For example, whoever coined the phrase “pitter-patter
of little feet” didn’t have children. He had mice. Children don’t
pitter-patter except when they don’t want you to know what
they’re doing, or when they’re sneaking up on you. When, for
instance, they all wake up at some unearthly hour of the
morning while I'm babysitting.

I lay in bed, deep in slumber, when a pitter-patter in the
hallway alerts me to the fact that the children are congregat-
ing. I groan inwardly, because in this case “pitter-patter”
means, “We're awake, we’re starving, and if you don’t get up
and feed us breakfast in the next five minutes we will pitter the

bedroom door down, storm the bed, and patter all over the
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mattress until you're either up of your own volition or bounced
right out of bed.”

I sleep in the basement, so I get to hear all the noises
feet make over my head every day. I'm pretty good at
interpreting them by now. For instance: “Pitter-patter-pitter-
patter-pitter-patter-pitterpatterpitterpatter-squeeeeeal-
CRASH” means the kids are running down the hallway in
socks, sliding across the kitchen floor, and landing in the pots
and pans we keep by the back door.

Recently, “Pitter-patter-BOOM-BOOM-BOOM” meant
that our teenage girls had been strewn all over the living room
floor playing with makeup. Specifically, they were painting
half of each face to look like it had just flown in from
Zimbabwe while the other half remained relatively normal.
Just then a complete stranger (a male one) drove up and
knocked on the front door.

The girls did a vanishing act with sound effects. Imagine
a buffalo herd on a plywood floor and you’ll get the idea.
Thirty seconds later they were all in my room, heaving sighs of
relief and fiddling with their hair in my mirror.
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Our house isn’t often empty, but when it is, every little
noise starts to echo hollowly. Silence is golden, but after a
while even gold can tarnish. Every time a car goes by I jump
up, until finally the van pulls up in the driveway. Everyone
piles out and comes in, and then the pitter-patter-boom-crash-
squeak-squeal-skip-hop of little feet (and big ones) is the most

welcome sound imaginable.
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Bare Foots and Bunting Bags

(or Why Babies Are the Bestest)

Rachel

“Tabithah.” The voice was soft, high-pitched, and
slightly lispy.

I cracked an eye open. Sure enough: my baby sister was
standing beside my bed, peering into my face from half an inch
away. My clock was at a bad angle, so I couldn’t see the time,
but there was no question that it was earlier than I would have
been up on my own.

I grunted.

“Tabithah cute,” she insisted.

“Mmm-hmm. Hi, Taba.”

She leaned over, resting chubby little arms on my bed

and smiling confidentially. “Meth.”
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I sat up. “Mess” indeed. My books and papers were all
over the floor. My bookshelf’s greatest nemesis had struck
again.

She reached up to me. “Up?”

I picked her up and put her on the bed. She grinned and
bounced. “Jump, jump, jump. Whee!”

We've always had babies. The name varies, but there’s
always someone to wake you up in the morning, strew your
belongings about, and declare his or her own inherent
cuteness. There are twelve of us now, and my parents aren’t
getting any younger, so Tabithah might be the last. It’s a sad
thought. Babies are the bestest. I'm not sure what I'll do
without them until I can have some of my own.

They say babies are the future. I find it comforting that
the future of the world is in the hands of someone who once
believed piggy toes were the most interesting things on the
planet, and that nothing was more urgent than a snack and a
cuddle.

Babies are comfortable being themselves. They don’t
feel guilty because the world is going down the toilet and
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they’re not doing anything about it. They know it’s not time
for that yet. Their trust is natural and unthought of, but
nevertheless they trust God to choose what is best for them.
They’re not in any rush to change things.

I love babies because they turn sane adults into googling
idiots. People who normally sound like walking dictionaries
revert to a sort of hilarious pidgin when they talk to babies.
They screw up their faces, smile and coo, and say things like,
“There’s my wittle punky-wunkin. Hi, bubby-poo! Can you
smi-o? Can you? Yay! Gimme a kiss!” And then they present
their noses to be slobbered all over. Babies may be one form of
pride control, instated by a God who knows that one cannot be
entirely puffed up before one’s peers when one has recently
loved and been loved by someone so humble.

I love babies because they look so cute in bunting
bags—and hats, and mittens, and shoes, and dresses, and hair
ribbons, and . . . well, they just look cute. All the time. Even
when they’re crying, they’re cute. I often hear people marvel at
the creativity of a God who could invent majesty and beauty;
music and bird calls; photosynthesis and the segments of an
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orange. But have you ever stopped to think of the creativity of
a God who could invent “cute”? There is something to be
learned here about God’s sense of value and also about His
sense of humour, because cuteness is intrinsically light-
hearted.

Babies, I have heard, are God’s way of being an optimist.
They are his way of reminding us that things are not so bad.
Evil may be rampant in this world, but as long as piggy toes are
fascinating, bunting bags are adorable, and grown men will
bend over backwards to earn a slobbery smile, there is hope for

us.
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