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Introduction

The second most destructive hurricane in history, surpassed only by Katrina in 2005, was Andrew, which made landfall as a category 5 storm in Dade County, Florida, on August 24, 1992. Essentially, that’s my backyard.

However, just a few miles away from the storm’s narrow path, it was nearly impossible to surmise that a catastrophic event had happened—except, of course, for the continuous drone of low-flying Hueys and C130s, and the endless convoys of National Guard and Army trucks streaming southbound down the turnpike to the epicenter. Clearly, now we all understood what the term “natural disaster” meant: life had changed. For some it would never be the same.

In times such as those, we couldn’t afford to concentrate on the negative. In times such as those we craved—we absolutely needed—good news. We needed it shouted from podiums, rooftops, front pages, and breaking news bulletins; but that seldom happened. Instead, we saw sensational images of disaster or turmoil, and we read more about the worst actions of a few than we ever did of the many good and kind. In times such as those we needed an antidote to the six o’clock news. I didn’t know it in 1992, but that was the beginning of Chicken Soup for the Soul, Celebrating People Who Make a Difference.

Mahatma Gandhi once said, “Be the change you want to see in the world.” Think about that. Chances are you often see where change is needed, but do nothing. Why not? Perhaps, individually, we seldom feel empowered or effective to create change. But what if we didn’t focus on the larger, daunting picture? What if we weren’t dealing with natural disaster on a grand scale, but with the person in need next door? What if we simply did what Gandhi suggested and became the change we want to see? What might happen then?

Something that sounds so simple but with so much potential just can’t be simple or easy, right? Well, the people you are about to meet in this book will prove it’s easier than you think. They aren’t heroes, they aren’t superhuman. But they are powerful, wealthy people who held someone else’s welfare in the palm of their hands, albeit not in the generally accepted sense of those words.

The people in this book are everyday people who performed uncommon deeds. Their actions were undertaken without thinking about what was is in it for them, or even if they were putting themselves at risk. Universally, they believed that helping others, that acknowledging another person’s value, that recognizing someone else’s potential, their challenges, or pain was as essential as taking a breath. They became the change they wanted to see. How much more powerful and wealthy would you want to be?

These are stories about the small kindnesses, the ordinary things that have extraordinary meaning for the people to whom they happened, the quintessential defining moments in life, that ripple of a butterfly wing. This book represents a thank-you to all the unknown people who should have been recognized. It’s a chance for the good news to be told. And it proves that the expression of compassion is a powerful agent for change. It is what makes us human.

What I hope you’ll discover in reading these stories is that giving makes you happier, helping someone is fulfilling, and that seeds planted early in life result in a bountiful harvest of service to others. If you are inspired to fulfill your intrinsic potential and embrace the change you want to see, this world will indeed be a better place—because of you.

Theresa Peluso 



1 
A HELPING HAND

We have stopped for a moment to encounter each other. To meet, to love, to share. It is a precious moment, but it is transient. It is a little parenthesis in eternity. If we share with caring, lightheartedness, and love, we will create abundance and joy for each other, and this moment will have been worthwhile.

Deepak Chopra, M.D.



Rescue of Little Naomi 

Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence.

Calvin Coolidge

Darkness was closing in as I maneuvered my old Dodge Charger down the treacherous road around Blood Mountain toward home after my shift at Union County Medical Center in Blairsville, Georgia.

Beep! My pager startled me. I answered to hear, “You’re to call this number in Dahlonega.”

“Dahlonega?” I wondered aloud, fear taking hold. Duane was taking the children hiking toward Dahlonega. But they should have been home hours ago! I dialed the number. “Lumpkin County Sheriff’s Office.” Suddenly I felt sick to my stomach.

“This is Mirna Whidden,” I said, panic building. “What’s wrong?”

“You need to get down here right away.”

I started to cry. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Mrs. Whidden, one of your children is missing.”

My heart stopped. Dear God, help me.

I don’t recall the hour’s ride to Dahlonega. Unanswered questions pounded inside my head. Which child? What happened? A kidnapping?

I bolted out of the car smack into a bevy of media people with cameras and microphones in hand.

The sheriff rushed out and escorted me into his office. “Where are my babies? I want to see my babies!” I was becoming hysterical.

Finally I heard him say, “Matthew and Rachel are back there in an office, playing with a computer and eating cookies. But your youngest—the two-year-old—is missing.”

“Naomi! Naomi is missing? What are you saying? Someone took my baby?” By now, I had lost all control.

“Your husband said she wandered off while they were hiking. She’s lost in the forest.”

“Lost? Naomi is lost in the forest? My baby is out there all alone in those mountains? It’s cold out there. And dark. And raining. And there are wild animals! We’ve got to find her! Take me there!”

“We have crews out there searching, Mrs. Whidden. It will be best if you stay here.”

“Where is my husband? I want to see Duane!” I needed Duane, desperately. I needed his steadying strength.

“Mr. Whidden is here, but you can’t see him right now. We’re questioning him, trying to find out what happened.”

By nine o’clock, the officers surrendered to my frenzied pleas and drove me out through rugged terrain to the Chattahoochee National Forest. We passed a roadblock, then came to a stop where an old logging trail snaked precariously around the side of a mountain.

“This is where Mr. Whidden parked his car this morning,” the officer told me. “He said the children stopped to play in a clearing about a mile and a half down this trail. He took his eyes off them for a minute and little Naomi disappeared.”

I called out across the black forest, “Naomi—Naomi—Mommy’s here, baby. Come to Mommy.” My voice was devoured by the vast darkness.

Far away, across the valley, I saw a long line of lights moving slowly through the trees. The searchers! Dear God, please help them find my baby.

Beautiful little Naomi had just turned two. Naomi, with the precious pixie smile and big brown eyes, her light brown hair tied with a bright ribbon on top of her sweet head. Please, God, send your angels to look after Naomi.

In the patrol car, I could hear communication between the staging area and searchers in the woods. The radio’s every crackle made me hold my breath. At one point an Army helicopter was brought in, giving me hope. Its heat sensors located two coon hunters and a deer. But no little girl.

Then search dogs arrived. In teams of two, they were led down the logging trail, not making a sound. “The dogs will find her if anything can,” someone stated. But they didn’t.

I shivered in the night air as the temperature dipped down to forty degrees. “Naomi. . . . ” Please, God, if they don’t find her right away, put her into a deep sleep so she won’t feel anything. So she won’t feel fear or cold or pain. And especially, dear Lord, so she won’t feel Mommy and Daddy abandoned her. It just about killed me to think she might feel we didn’t love her.

When Duane was finally brought out to the site at three in the morning, we held each other and cried.

Soon after, the sheriff drove us home to get Naomi’s bed linens so the dogs could pick up her scent. There, in the baby crib, her little brown teddy bear waited. I couldn’t watch as the men donned rubber gloves, removed her sheets and pillowcase, and placed them in a plastic bag.

With the coming of daylight, I just knew they would find Naomi. But as the hours ticked by and steady rain cast a dreary pall, I experienced an indescribable mental agony. Eventually, my anguished prayers began to include, Lord, I don’t need to know the why of this. And whether I like the result or not, help me to accept it. But, Lord, most of all, I pray you will give Naomi peace in her little heart.

By early afternoon on Saturday, almost twenty-four hours since Naomi had disappeared, hope dwindled for the more than 200 professionals and volunteers who were combing the forest. One more sweep and the searchers would abandon their efforts. Kip Clayton and his volunteer unit, the Habersham County High Angle Rescue Team, were making their final sweep when he led his search team to the outer limit of their assigned area. Reluctantly, he turned to start back but “something” told him to go an additional 250 yards. He did. “I turned and took two steps. She was lying five feet in front of me.” Shocked, he yelled to his teammates, “I see her!”

Kip feared little Naomi was dead. She was lying so still, face down in wet leaves and mud. “Just as close up against a log as she could get.” Then a tiny whimper—almost like a sigh—came from the little soaked body. “She’s alive!” he shouted into the radio. “She’s alive!”

At the same time, Al Stowers, a physician specializing in pediatric trauma medicine, who had recently received special training in hypothermia, arrived at the staging area to volunteer. Because the last search for Naomi was coming to an end, Dr. Stowers was turned away. Just as he put his car into gear and was about to drive away, someone ran toward him. “Don’t leave. We’ve found her! She’s alive!” Dr. Stowers reached the ambulance just in time to see it was a “load and go” situation. “I’m right behind you,” he called out to the driver as they both sped off toward the local hospital.

In the patrol car, Duane and I heard Kip’s shouts over the radio—”She’s alive! She’s alive!” Relief and gratitude filled my being. “Oh, Duane. She’s alive.”

“They’re rushing her to an ambulance,” an excited officer told us. “We’ll meet them at St. Joseph!” We beat them there.

As they hurried Naomi into the ER, I called out to the little form in the huge cocoon of blankets, “Naomi, baby. Mommy and Daddy are here. We love you!” We prayed.

The doctor pronounced Naomi's condition critical. She was unconscious, swollen, and blue. Her temperature registered only 74 degrees; her heart rate just 70 beats per minute. “I doubt if she could have survived out there another two hours,” Dr. Stowers told us.

Ordering warmed intravenous fluid for Naomi, Dr. Stowers and the local medical team worked feverishly to stabilize her enough for transport to Egleston Children’s Hospital in Atlanta for more intensive care. Dr. Stowers asked the director of nurses, “Can you get me a pediatric nurse to travel with us?” Gail Blankenship, a highly skilled nurse with regular weekend duty in Atlanta, just happened not to have left home for work.

An hour later, Sherrie, the respiratory specialist, sat at Naomi’s head, operating the breathing bag; an EMT at her left checked equipment; Gail, the pediatric nurse, was at Naomi’s right, keeping the IV tubes functioning; and Dr. Stowers, at her feet, watched the heart monitor. They positioned me so I could talk to her and pat her little head, barely visible above the heated-air blanket.

Naomi’s temperature remained precariously low, and she continued to be unresponsive. But when I gently laid my index finger in her hand, she weakly, very weakly, closed her little fingers around it. Midway to Atlanta, Naomi’s eyes fluttered, and she murmured, “Mama.” We all gasped. I continued to gently stroke her forehead, whispering, “Naomi, baby. Mommy’s here.”

Then a faintly audible, “Mama, song.”

I knew what she wanted. I started singing softly, “Jesus loves me! This I know, for the Bible tells me so.” Sherrie sang, too. And then, unbelievably, little Naomi—through swollen and chapped lips—tried to join in. I looked around at the circle. Dr. Stowers made no effort to hide the tears spilling down his face. Nor did we.

Dear Jesus, who loves Naomi, thank you, thank you, thank you! 

On arrival at Egleston, Naomi’s condition was still listed as critical. She was not yet fully conscious—indeed she slept through most of Sunday. But on Monday she woke up her normal self. As her dad laughingly describes it, “She perked right up and trashed the room.” Later that day, she walked to the car. Our little family came home—together.

I can never say thank-you enough to all those who took time from their busy lives to rescue little Naomi. They have my undying gratitude and my prayers that they will be blessed beyond measure. I will never wonder whether or not God hears and answers prayers, for only God and his ministering angels could have orchestrated such a miraculous set of circumstances. Yes, he hears. And answers.

Mirna Whidden 
as told to Gloria Cassity Stargel 



Gertrude’s Stuff 

The best things in life aren’t things.

Art Buchwald

“Thank you for putting up with my eccentricities,” she said.

“Oh, I don’t mind so much.” Tell the truth. “There is one thing that kind of bothers me.”

“Hum?”

“It’s when you go through trash cans.”

Silence.

“Why do you do that?”

“Well,” she reasoned, “that’s when people give me money. Five bucks. Twenty bucks, once.”

Shrewd, I thought. Not crazy.

“Besides, I find lots of valuable stuff.”

“Like what?”

She smiled a wide, toothless smile. “One time, I was diggin’ around at the supermarket and I found a fast food bag with six packets of catsup in it!”

My great aunt Gertrude and I were sitting on her back porch, sorting through old papers, canned food, and cardboard that she had stashed in metal trash cans for safekeeping. She was hunched over a feed sack filled with old mail. I studied the hand-knit orange hat she wore, in spite of the heat, to cover her matted gray hair. She had on a man’s shirt. The breast pocket was stuffed with so many pencils and paper towels, they stayed put as she bent down.

For as long as anyone could remember, Aunt Gertrude was weird. She loved radios and telescopes, not cooking and sewing. She hadn’t worn high heels since her graduation from Parsons Junior College in 1936. She followed Edgar Cayce and other mystics down a path of woo-woo that caused our strict Methodist relatives to call her crazy. But by far her biggest sin was that she never threw anything away. Nowadays, what was “wrong” with Aunt Gertrude would be diagnosed as obsessive-compulsive disorder, and she would receive treatment for it; then, we just referred to her as eccentric and left her alone.

She had not asked for my help. In fact, she barely knew me. I started writing to her the day we buried my grandmother. And she wrote back—volumes: life stories, bits of wisdom, journal entries. We had journaling in common. And we were both single women. Even though it was an unlikely friendship, my thirty-something to her eighty-something, we were kindred spirits. Later, she would tell me that she kept it going because, “You were the only one who hugged me at my sister’s funeral.” That small kindness would change my life.

A few years and many letters passed between us. Then Aunt Gertrude’s across-the-street neighbor called me. “It’s time,” Joe said. “Someone in the family has got to come take her out of that house. She doesn’t want to go.” He was insistent. My aunt had stopped bathing after an army of court-ordered Boy Scouts with garbage bags convened in her yard to help bring her property into compliance with city code. An inexperienced volunteer driving a bulldozer broke the water line and Gertrude never had it fixed. She had taken to hauling water from the garden hose for drinking, cooking, and filling the toilet tank.

Joe and Janette had helped for as long as they could: delivering groceries, mowing her front yard, and inviting her for dinner. When Gertrude’s license was revoked, they drove her to doctor’s appointments—if she would clean up in their bathtub first.

The morning I made up my mind to leave Dallas, I talked to God. “I’ll move to California to take care of my great-aunt; but, I want a dog, a house with a fenced yard, and a garden,” then added, “and a partner.” It was more of an ultimatum than a prayer. “I’ll do this good deed, but I’m getting something I want out of it, okay, Almighty?” Of course, I was joking. I wanted to believe that we all have someone who will be there for us in our old age. For Gertrude, that someone was me.

My father came from Illinois to drive the moving truck the 1,500 miles to Roseville and to move me into a falling-down rented house that overlooked a horse pasture. A week later, Gertrude moved in with me.

For months, I worked by myself knee-deep in debris at Gertrude’s house, sorting treasure from trash: old newspaper, toss; photograph of my mother as a baby, save. It was like an archaeological dig: layer upon layer of magazines, flat boxes filled with buttons and coins, watches, and dry pens. I unearthed letters from 1919 and Christmas cards from the Depression. I uncovered a nest of chicken eggs in the living room, about three feet down, vintage—early eighties if the newspaper stratum was accurate. More bags, boxes, old transistor radios, and acid-bubbled batteries.

And there were antiques, like prescriptions dated before printers and plastic, when headache remedies came in tins, nerve pills in wooden cylinders, and laxatives in blue glass bottles. Each Saturday the narrow path through the house widened. But at this rate we would both be dead before I finished.

One evening a man in my Bible study group announced that he was moving into a new apartment on Saturday and could use a hand. About eight people showed up—in no time the job was done. I knew then that I had to do the unthinkable: ask for help. At the next meeting, I explained that I had come to Roseville to be my great-aunt’s caregiver and that she had filled her house with so much stuff it was uninhabitable. It was awful, dangerous work, but if anyone was available on Saturday, I would really appreciate help. I looked around the group and my nervousness subsided. They were smiling.

“Community Services is donating a Dumpster,” I added. “I have maps . . . and if you come, bring work gloves.” On the way home I bought extra garbage bags, dust masks, and bottles of water. That wasn’t too hard. But will anybody show up?

On the designated day, I arrived early to open the house. I dragged a few full garbage bags to the Dumpster. Doubts crowded in. You’re asking too much. I had been taught that it is better to give than it is to receive. Here I was, begging others to give to me. I sat on the crumbling front step, feeling guilty. You couldn’t handle Gertrude’s stuff alone. You failed.

At five minutes after ten, when I was sure that no one was coming, a car parked across the street. Peace swept over me as the first volunteer walked toward the house. Soon, another car arrived. Joy swelled up to tears. Then another pulled up. In a matter of minutes, twenty people were standing with me in Gertrude’s front yard.

Maybe it is better to give than it is to receive. But I learned a valuable lesson that day. If you can put aside your pride and ask for what you need, when help comes it brings with it an unexpected blessing—love.

Ask. Receive. Could it be that simple? I asked God for a dog, a house with a fenced yard, a garden, and a partner. One month before I moved to help Gertrude, I was walking in the park when a stray puppy was run over by a car. As I carried the injured dog back to my apartment, someone offered to drive me the final mile. Two years later, I returned to Dallas with Aunt Gertrude to marry the man who had helped me. We live in a house with a fenced yard and that dog can jump it. The garden thing isn’t working out too well. God?

Rhonda Richards-Cohen 



Rock Island Angel 

Nothing is as frightening as ignorance in action.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

“What if I forget my solo?” I said, practicing my ballet steps for the umpteenth time.

“Everyone has a guardian angel, Susie.” Mom winked. “Your angel will guide your feet.”

“Oh, Mom, you’re just saying that to make me feel better.” Still, I squeezed my eyes tight and tried to imagine what my angel would be like, probably graceful and light, dressed in white, with fluffy wings, and a halo. Oh, how I wanted to believe it was true.

Just like I’d wanted to believe that I would be the next Margot Fonteyn. She had been magical in the Nutcracker Suite. I was spellbound as the lights in the theater dimmed, the music swelled, and the curtain went up. From that moment, I dreamed of becoming a prima ballerina. So the next year, when I turned five, Mom enrolled me in Miss Daphne’s School of Dance.

Finally, after ten years of classes, Miss Daphne took me aside and said, “Susan, this will be your last recital with our studio. It’s time you moved on to more serious lessons.”

More serious lessons? Me? I was thrilled, of course, but it would mean traveling into the windy city of Chicago. That was almost an hour from our sleepy town of Tinley Park, so I’d have to take the train. To quell my nerves, Dad went along the first few times to show me the ropes. By the third trip, I was feeling quite grown-up, so I stated boldly, “You don’t have to ride with me today. I can go by myself.”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure if I want my little girl alone in the big city.”

“Aw, Dad, I’m not a baby anymore,” I said as the train’s whistle blew. “I’m fifteen now!”

My dad yelled out, “Be careful,” as I hopped aboard and waved good-bye.

I easily found the dance studio and quickly changed into my black leotard, pink tights, and toe shoes. I stared at my reflection in the mirror as I drew my hair into a bun. See, Dad, I told you I wasn’t a baby. I danced and got lost in the piano music, until, tap, tap, tap, Madame Bender clacked her cane against the wooden floor.

“That will be all for today. Allez-vous en—quickly now, go change.”

With my head held high, I walked out of the studio; I was on my way to becoming the prima ballerina I’d always dreamed of. I made it about a block before I realized how dark it was. Suddenly the city was a spooky place, with lots of murky alleys and streets that all looked the same. My eyes darted from one street sign to the next. I wondered where the confident girl of this morning had gone. I tucked my fear inside my warm down jacket as I raced for LaSalle Street. It couldn’t be much farther now!

Finally, I spotted the familiar sign “Rock Island Railroad” above the doors of the cavernous building. I just about cried as I hurried over to the ticket counter.

“One way to Tinley Park,” I said in a small voice.

“That will be a dollar twenty-five.”

I reached for the fare nestled safely in the bottom of my dance bag and gasped. My bag! Oh no, I must have left it at the studio! The ticket clerk drummed his fingers on the counter. I quickly stepped out of line, the red heat of embarrassment warming my cheeks.

Now what? It was dark outside. No way did I want to run all the way back to Wabash Avenue. Besides, I knew Madame Bender would be long gone. She’d rushed us all out of class. “Vite, vite, cheries,” she’d said, herding us out the door. She rushed me so much I’d left without my bag. An announcement crackled over the public address system, “The six fifteen to Tinley Park will be boarding on track three in fifteen minutes; fifteen minutes to boarding time.”

My stomach somersaulted. That’s my train! Throngs of people pushed around me in a rush to catch their trains. Then a terrible thought hit me. What if this was the last train of the night? I raced for the stairs. Should I just board and hope the conductor would let me slide? My temples throbbed as I plunked down on a bench and cried.

“What’s the problem here, dearie?”

Startled, I looked up, swiping the tears from my eyes. A rumpled old man with bushy white hair sat down beside me. I shrank back. Never talk to strangers. Hadn’t my parents always told me that? But I was desperate, and his deep blue eyes sparkled with compassion.

“I left my money at the dance studio, and my train is leaving soon. I don’t even have change to call my parents, and we live way out in the suburbs.” My chest heaved as I struggled to choke out the words between sobs.

“That ain’t no problem. Let’s just go over and get you a ticket. You’ll be home in no time.”

I wiped away the last of my tears as I studied the old man. His coat was shabby and his shoes had holes in them. It didn’t look like he could afford a cup of coffee, let alone a train ticket. He looked like a street person—one of those poor homeless souls who huddled under the stairs and panhandled coins just to survive.

“C’mon, darlin’, you can still make the train,” he gestured with a gnarled hand.

What if he just wanted to lure me away from the crowds and then kidnap me?

Nah, he looked harmless. And those kind eyes. I felt safe, almost as if I were with my grandpop.

“Okay,” I sniffled. True to his word, he shuffled up to the ticket counter.

“Where to, young lady?” he asked me, a crooked smile lighting his face.

“Tinley Park.”

He turned to the agent. “One way to Tinley Park, please.”

“That’ll be a dollar twenty-five,” the agent barked. He punched a button and sent the ticket shooting out of the slot.

The old man wheezed as he reached into the worn pocket of his trousers. I figured his hand would come up empty, then I’d be sunk. I stared intently, willing the money to appear. He slowly pulled out coin after coin, counting each one before sliding them under the window.

He turned and handed me the ticket. “Here you go, honey.” His blue eyes shimmered, and I felt warm all over. “Now get on that train and get home safe.”

I tucked the ticket safely into my pocket, trembling with relief. “I don’t know how to thank you mister. . . .” I looked up. He was gone! I turned in a slow circle, searching the station, but he was nowhere to be seen.

With hardly a moment to spare, I collapsed onto a seat on the train, then it hit me. Mom was right. I really did have a guardian angel. He wasn’t anything like I’d imagined. No fluffy wings or halo. And definitely not dressed in white. But he was there for me just when I needed him.

Susan A. Karas 



Good Samaritans in Disguise 

Kindness makes a fellow feel good, whether it’s being done to him or by him.

Frank A. Clark

“Al, you better watch that tank.” My mother smiled at my father and motioned toward the gas gauge. “You know you’re not used to this new car yet.”

“Honey, relax. I know what this baby can do,” my dad replied, pacifying my mother and applying more pressure on the accelerator. He was driving our new dual exhaust 1955 tan and white Ford Fairlane. How he loved that dual exhaust. I ignored the banter between my parents. I was lost in my own little world, my blond hair flying in my face, pretending I was Annie Oakley. I had on my red cowgirl hat and my new leather holster, complete with cap gun, as we sped down the highway. We were cruising across the big state of Texas on our way to California when the car gave a gasp, coughed, and coasted to a stop.

“Are we out of gas, honey?” my mother asked.

“Sure sounds that way, but I could have sworn we’d get better mileage than this. Yup, it’s on empty. We’ve got our-selves a problem,” my father replied. That was the understatement of the century. Cotton fields lined both sides of the highway as far as the eye could see. They seemed to go on for miles. We hadn’t seen a car for a very long time, and we’d passed the last town an hour ago. “Don’t you worry your pretty head,” my dad said, looking at me. “Someone will be along soon.” But he didn’t sound very sure about that. My father got out and put the car’s hood up. “This will let them know we’re in trouble,” he explained to me.

My mother proceeded to produce a snack of homemade chocolate chip cookies. Her solution to any problem was comfort food. After about an hour, we saw dust in the distance. A car was fast approaching, going the same direction we were. My father jumped to his feet, waving his arms wildly. He smiled as the car got closer. In my cowgirl mind, I thought he wanted them to know we were the friendly hombres, not the bad guys out to do them harm. I think, in reality, he was just secretly pleased to see another soul on this lonely highway.

My father swore softly under his breath as the car tooted its horn and whizzed on by. What had started for me as a fun adventure, pretending to be Annie Oakley stranded in the badlands, was now becoming a tad scary. Dusk was approaching and we had been sitting a couple of hours. Then we heard it. A faint noise in the distance.

It sounded like men singing at the top of their lungs. It got louder, and pretty soon we saw a beat-up old truck meandering slowly down the highway toward us. The whole truck seemed to float along surrounded by songs sung in Spanish, punctuated by lots of exuberant whoops and hollers.

“Get in the car immediately and lock your door,” my mother instructed me sternly. “Al, you better get in here, too. We can’t be too careful out here in the middle of nowhere.” My father just stood by the car door, tension making the veins on his forehead stand up and salute.

The wooden-sided truck came to a halt right beside him. Mom and I held our breath. Would they hold us up? What would happen to us? We were at their mercy.

“¿Habla Español?” the driver called out his window at my father.

“No,” my father shouted back, shaking his head.

Through gesturing and some small English pronouns, my father managed to convey that we needed a ride to a gas station. The next thing I knew, my mother and I were sitting inside the truck next to the driver, and my father was in the back riding with the men. They sang us all the way to the nearest town, twenty-five miles back down the road they had just come.

We pulled into the gas station, and one of the men lifted me down from the truck. He offered my mother his hand as she stepped down onto the floorboard. “Gracias,” I said, the only word I knew in Spanish. His eyes lit up and he smiled.

My father thanked them profusely and offered to give each man some money. None of them would take a dime. My dad asked the man at the gas station, who spoke some Spanish, to tell them he really wanted to repay them. When he did, they all laughed and shook their heads no. The gas station owner said they were very proud men, even though they labored in the fields all day under the hot Texas sun.

We expected them to leave, but they sat and waited while my father filled an old container with a couple gallons of gas. When he finished, they motioned for us to get back into the truck. My father gave the owner a puzzled look.

He laughed. “It’s dark and they want to make sure you get back to your car safely, so they’re driving you back.”

We rumbled back down the highway to our car. The last we saw them, they were singing and driving away into the night. When I look over my pictures from that trip, I see a young girl in an Annie Oakley hat with a holster at her side who learned a valuable lesson that day. There are Good Samaritans everywhere, even if they come disguised in an old pickup truck.

Sallie A. Rodman 



Full Circle 

The true meaning of life is to plant trees, under whose shade you do not expect to sit.

Nelson Henderson

We’d been roaming the city for hours, dragging heavy suitcases and anxiously searching for a place to stay. It was July 7, 2005, and eighteen members of my church and I were on our way home to New York from a mission trip in Nairobi, Kenya. After an eight-hour flight, we touched down at Heathrow Airport, ready for a few days of rest in London before continuing on to New York. We were tired, and now we were frightened. Just a few hours earlier, as we were riding toward King’s Cross station on the Piccadilly subway line, what locals call “the tube,” everything ground to a halt.

Workers urgently directed us to evacuate the subway immediately. Confused, we joined the throng of passengers crushing out the doors and emerging onto the streets. There, hundreds of others, also evacuated from their trains, ran up and down the sidewalks. It looked like a scene from an action movie. Sirens blared and traffic tangled in all directions. Dear Lord, what has happened here? I wondered.

“What’s going on?” I asked everyone I saw.

“A bomb!” someone said.

“Terrorist bombings,” another passerby explained, his eyes wide. “One bomb blew up a double-decker bus. Another went off at the King’s Cross station.”

King’s Cross—that was where we had been headed! We were only a handful of stops away. If we had been a few minutes earlier, our trip would have taken a sudden, tragic turn.

The subways were down, all buses had stopped running, and taxis and car rentals were nowhere to be found. After walking and lugging our bags for hours, we realized there was no way we could get across town to our hotel. We needed some place to rest, regroup, and touch base with our families across the Atlantic. With the afternoon waning, we’d have to settle for anything we could find.

“Do you have any rooms?” I asked over and over, my voice growing hoarse. We were turned away everywhere. We found vacancies only in large hotels with sky-high prices, far out of reach on our modest budget. When we passed a small local hotel—Cromwell Crown Hotel—something told me to give it a try.

“We’ve been wandering for hours,” I told the lady behind the desk. “We’ve just returned from a mission trip in Kenya and we’re very tired. Can you help us?”

As I explained my plight to the desk clerk, a man stepped next to me, seemingly out of nowhere. His expressive dark eyes revealed that he understood our predicament. “What can you afford?” he asked.

“Not much,” I replied soberly.

He looked at us thoughtfully for a moment and then nodded. “I can help.”

I didn’t quite believe it. “Thank you very much. We’re very grateful,” I said, finally releasing my heavy bags.

But his response surprised me. “No, I am grateful. It is my turn to help you,” he said. “You see, I am from Kenya.”

It had been an honor to serve in Kenya, and we had been more than compensated by the loving gratitude of the people we helped there. But through this man’s generosity, we were shown again that our efforts had mattered. We marveled that we were led to just the right hotel and, even half a world away, to someone from Kenya who had reached out and helped us. Just when we needed it most, when the city’s peace was shattered and our nerves were raw, we felt God’s touch and blessing.

Harry Heintz as told to Peggy Frezon 



A Child’s Gift 

It is not fair to ask of others what you are unwilling to do yourself.

Eleanor Roosevelt

About a year ago, I was volunteering at a home for elderly women. On this particular day as I prepared to leave for the home, the telephone rang. For a fleeting moment I toyed with the idea of not answering it, but I ran back to the kitchen anyway.

It was my husband. “Sorry, honey, but I have to work overtime. Guess you’ll just have to pick up Taylor after school. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

Each week I set aside several hours to bring a little joy into the lives of the elderly women. Today I was bringing freshly cut red and yellow snapdragons and mammoth zinnias. As I gathered the bouquets to carry them to the car, I decided that rather than find a babysitter, I would take Taylor with me to visit with the residents.

With my unexpected companion, we started our rounds. After Taylor and I had visited the third or fourth woman, I noticed that just as we were ready to leave each room, my son would hug each woman and whisper something in her ear. Because I wanted to make sure that we had enough time to visit all of the residents, I didn’t stop to ask him what he was whispering; but he elicited a huge smile from every lady.

Later that evening, during dinner, my husband asked how my volunteer job worked out with our son in tow.

“It was actually lots of fun,” I said. “We were quite a pair. Whatever Taylor said to the ladies, it definitely made them happy.” As I stood up to clear the dishes, I stopped and glanced across the table at our son. “What was it that you whispered?”

Looking up at both his dad and me, with his big brown eyes and angelic face, he responded, “I whispered, ‘I love you Grandma. And I just wanted you to know that you look soooooo beautiful today.’”

I asked Taylor why he did that.

He responded, “I just knew it would make them feel good.”

Pamela Strome-Merewether 



Santa’s Elves 

The best place to find a helping hand is at the end of your own arm.

Swedish Proverb

When my husband and I first met, I was an anti-Christmas Scrooge. I associated the season with negative baggage from my past. Brian, on the other hand, had a great Christmas family; everyone decorated and the holidays were a special time. When we fell in love, it was time to leave my inner Scrooge behind.

Each Christmas Brian strung outdoor lights on every inch of the house, and we decorated a tree that reached our thirteen-foot ceilings. Faithfully, we claimed a couple of tags from the Salvation Army’s Angel Tree or bought toys for the Toys for Tots campaign. I would pick a girl, and Brian would pick a boy. All very impersonal and “safe.”

One year an eight-year-old named Latisha had written “piano,” “piano,” “piano” for her three choices on her Angel card. When I saw that, I felt the Scrooge within shift. Each year since, I imagined the look on Latisha’s face when she unwrapped an electronic keyboard (sorry, Mom) on Christmas morning. She’d be on her way to college by now, and I wonder if she really learned how to play that piano.

In one of those dot.com boom years, we were feeling flush with an unexpected windfall of a few extra dollars at Christmastime. Not having children of our own, we decided to splurge and make the holidays really special for some kids who wouldn’t otherwise have a Christmas. It was time to close that “safe” distance. I wanted to feel more connected to the kids whose name we picked. Ideally, we wanted to “adopt” a family who knew the real meaning behind Christmas. Although we didn’t want to send a message that Christmas was only about things, we understood that children expect Santa to visit on Christmas. As luck would have it, we got just what we asked for. (Santa was already at work.)

We live in an affluent county in Florida. It’s a generous community, rich (no pun intended) with philanthropic individuals and organizations. When my friend Anne discovered the Youth Activity Center (YAC), an after school and summer program serving children from low-income families, she knew that people within the community could make a difference for these financially strapped families. When she called and asked if I could marshal my coworkers for a mission, I found many willing volunteers.

First, we got a list of the names, genders, sizes, and ages of the over one hundred children YAC served, as well as any brothers and sisters in the home. Next, we decided that every child would get a complete outfit of new clothes, shoes, socks, and at least one toy. We made up our own angel tree and strategically located cards around our building for employees to take. For example, one person would buy shoes for Miguel, another would buy him pants and a shirt, while another employee would purchase the toy. Within a week, boxes and bags began to accumulate, so I set about organizing and logging who got what to be sure every child got something.

A week before our “wrap and tag marathon,” I went over the list of items received, grabbed my Christmas-loving husband, and headed for the stores to take care of what we still needed. Our first hurdle was figuring out how the sizes and the ages worked together. One card said a ten-year-old boy wore a “YS,” another ten-year-old specified a “boy’s large,” yet another twelve-year-old boy needed a size “13 husky.” Would a men’s small work? How can a size 13 shoe fit an eight-year-old?

Flustered, we decided to tackle the fun stuff first—toys! Armed with the List, we walked through the doors of Toys “R” Us. Now this was Santa’s workshop! My toy-deprived childhood was in for a healing, while Brian’s challenge was buying for the kids—not himself.

After exercising our elf muscles and filling two carts full of toys, we loaded up the car and hit Payless Shoes. A very helpful salesperson explained the mystery of children’s shoes sizes and produced a handy sizing chart, which confirmed that Brian and I weren’t the only befuddled ones. We quickly made our selections: well-made athletic shoes that the kids would surely outgrow before the shoes wore out. My eyes kept drifting to cute pairs of pink-glittered sneakers with light-up heels, but I knew they were too impractical.

Inspired by our mission, the manager of the store gave us a hefty discount on our purchases; I scurried back down the aisle and grabbed a couple pairs of pink-glittered sneakers.

At Target our strategy was simple; we’d start with the easy stuff (we thought) in the baby/infant aisles and then find our rhythm.

Leave it to marketing geniuses to turn a tiny, little bum into dozens of choices and sizes for diapers, or the need to feed into a plethora of formulas and supplements. As I headed for the cute little onesies, I spotted Brian, a man who could navigate thousands of permutations of screws and bolts in the Home Depot, staring mystified at shelves full of baby stuff. Finally, a compassionate mom with a baby in her cart took pity on Brian and helped him sort through the list of babies in the YAC families. In no time they figured out what the mothers of those infants would appreciate and need.

Our nemeses still waited, all dolled up and merchandised for the holidays—the boys, and girls, apparel departments. I skirted the perimeter, picking up inexpensive watches, jewelry, and purses that I knew any ten- to fifteen-year-old would love. Next, I chose disposable cameras for the sixteen- to eighteen-year-olds—hey, I was kicking it—until Brian came down the aisle pushing a cart full of diapers and formula, wanting to know how I was doing with this age/size thing.

Finally, we devised a plan to defeat the bumbleheads who didn’t make it easy for children-challenged shoppers—we’d buy a few of every size and take the pile back to the office and let some children-savvy moms figure out which child should get what size and style. We grabbed more carts and started pillaging racks and shelves. We thought it strange no one seemed to notice us. When we arrived at the checkout with four carts overflowing with merchandise, we discovered why we hadn’t attracted any attention with our multiple carts: we weren’t alone. An aisle or two over, a man was swiping his credit card for six shopping carts full of clothes and toys. Beyond that a man who looked like a coach was emptying two carts full of workout pants and shirts. Elf fever was epidemic!

Over the next few days, I sorted through the YAC families list. I mixed and matched to be sure that every child had multiple gifts from Santa. We added gift certificates from the supermarket and some books for the parents. The Saturday before the party at YAC, we had our wrap and tag marathon at work. We wrapped hundreds of boxes and tagged them with the name of each recipient. All the gifts were bagged according to family and loaded into large gaylord shipping containers. A pallet jack maneuvered them into the truck that would be Santa’s sleigh the following Wednesday.

At the appointed time, the big blue truck from JBD Delivery, followed by cars of my coworkers, pulled up to the small trailer that served as an office, classroom, and meeting area for YAC. Jimmy rolled up the back door of his truck, and we began to uncrate and organize all the families’ goodies. We put on our elf hats, our reindeer ears, and popped some holiday music into the CD player. We strung decorations and put out food and beverages. We had asked the program staff to tell the adults to come to the office before picking up their children. We had also asked that the kids be kept busy on the other side of the park so they didn’t see what was going on and thereby ruin their Christmas morning surprise.

As each adult arrived at the office, we explained that the presents were gifts from a caring community, then loaded the bags into their trunks and vans. One grandmother who spoke no English, sat on a chair surrounded by bags bearing the names of the six grandchildren she cared for. One of our bilingual employees knelt beside her and asked if there was anything wrong. Tears welled up in her eyes. In Spanish she told him, “Before I came here, I had nothing . . . nothing . . . to give to my babies, but now . . . all of this! God bless you!”

A young woman arrived, very pregnant and very stressed, probably thinking that she had been asked to stop by the office because of some problem. When she walked in and was given her family’s gift bags, she dropped onto a chair and cried. She had been upset at having to chose between serving a Christmas dinner or giving one gift to each of her children. This situation was turning what should have been a joyous holiday season into a stressful time and was making this mom sick.

We felt good knowing we had done something worthwhile as we bid one another good-bye after the last child had been picked up and the last bags had been delivered. Some of us headed to our homes, others left to finish shopping for family and friends who maybe had all they needed, but not all we wanted them to have.

That was the Christmas I banished the inner Scrooge for good. Turns out I didn’t need expensive therapy, and I didn’t need to spend hours pouring my heart out in a support group. All I had to do to enjoy the true spirit of Christmas and have a festive holiday was to be one of Santa’s elves.

I’m a ranking member of the Elf Corps today. To the extent we can afford it, Brian and I continue the tradition of giving each year, knowing that even small gestures make a world of difference in a time of need.

Theresa Peluso 
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