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Lost Keys


My wife and I were in Hawaii two months ago for the first time since before we became parents. A different type of vacation, but certainly pleasant in its own way. While there, we were pleasantly surprised to see people we knew from our hometown in Minnesota. Their children are close in age to our children and we set up close to each other on the beach. About an hour later, we saw them walking slowly back and forth in the ocean, heads down, looking for the only set of keys they had for their rental car. The two parents and the two teenagers were not able to find the keys and after several hours of telephone calls and waiting, the rental car company’s locksmith made them a replacement key and they were back on vacation again. 


I was impressed with this family and their response to the disappearance of the keys, and wanted to share their story. After all, many of us may find ourselves dealing with unplanned and unwanted events on vacations of our own during the next few months.


When it was time to look for the keys, the four of them looked for the keys. When it was time to make phone calls to the rental car company and the locksmith, they made phone calls. Husband and wife took turns dealing with their phone’s search engine, the various voicemail menus and the very real possibility that the battery in the phone wouldn’t last until the problem was solved. When it was waiting time, they waited. There was no blaming and no whining. In fact, the father said to me, “This isn’t really a problem, just an expense.” I told him that I was enjoying watching his family pull together and handle this uninvited part of their vacation so well. Here’s what he said next: “I only hope I would have handled it so well if the keys had fallen out of one of the kids’ pockets instead of my own!”


Isn’t that an interesting twist? It was one of the parents who got excited to finally be on the beach and ran into the waves with the keys in the bathing suit.  Mother and father pulled together. Teenagers followed their parents' lead. 

· These things happen. 

· Could just as easily have been me. 

· We’re not the first person to lose keys to a rental car. 


We don’t know if they would have reacted differently if one of the teens had been the excited one. However, in my imagination I can hear the following kinds of comments.

· How could you have been so thoughtless?

· What were you thinking?

· Nobody runs into the ocean with car keys in the bathing suit!

· Now we are stuck here for hours and who knows how much this will end up costing.


How often our reaction to a stressful event can change the size and shape of the event itself. This family lost one set of keys and turned it into an interesting and memorable part of their vacation. A less than desirable part of their vacation to be sure, certainly uninvited, but not really catastrophic. Nobody got their feelings hurt, no apologies later, and no unpleasant memories.


One of the ways that parenting is challenging is that all of our days, not only our vacation days, are filled with uninvited moments with our children. What is important to remember, and what this family’s response to the lost keys demonstrates so beautifully, is the options we have in our reactions to the uninvited moments. Sometimes the uninvited moments include our children being mean to each other or talking disrespectfully to us. On other days, we are confronted with poor study habits or birthday party invitations that don’t arrive. We show up for all the moments of our lives, the positive, smooth-running days and the challenging days with their unexpected setbacks and disappointments with our skills, our mindsets, and our attitudes. Our children are watching us to learn how to react to setbacks. Hopefully, we will be able to take advantage of opportunities like lost keys to teach them how to be strong, put one foot in front of the other, do what needs to be done, and to stick together as a family through it all. 

Dr. Steve Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. Please check www.drstevekahn.com for additional (free) articles about parenting or to learn more about the book, available both in paperback and as an audio book. Please feel free to share this article with others. 

