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  What People Are Saying About

  Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul . . .


  “I just finished reading Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul and felt compelled to write and commend you on your book. Your books are the best I’ve ever read! Your book touched my heart and my soul in a way that nothing else has. God bless you, your family and staff.”


  John Deranger


  “I have used your Chicken Soup books to help me through some rough times in my life. I lost my mother at the age of ten and the sections on death and dying helped me to understand the reason for her death. I now know she is in a better place. When my grandmother passed away on Christmas, 1998, I read a story out of Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul at her funeral. It touched our whole family greatly. I am thanking you on behalf of my whole family. Thank you very much for the support you have given us.”


  Lauren


  “I began reading Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul aloud to my roommate. Often she would look up from her homework and see me crying. I was raised Christian, therefore, it was no surprise how deeply I was touched by this book. In fact, it has touched my entire family. The copy I have in my possession is the fourth copy; the first went to my sister who realized one of her friends was more in need of the book; the second copy went to a woman my mother met on an airplane who seemed to be struggling; the third went to my uncle after he suffered a heart attack. Finally, we are able to have our own copy, but I wouldn’t take back any of them that we have given away. It is amazing how people can find comfort in other people’s stories. I guess sometimes it helps to know that we are not alone in the tough times of life and that other people have gone through some of the same hardships. Thank you again for all of your books.”


  Alissa D. Hupp


  “Thank you very much for your books. We have given them to the police chaplain so that he may give them to the people who need them the most. Thank you for your gift and your prayers. May God bless you all.”


  Terri Pennington

  Oklahoma City Police DepartmentRecords

  (books sent after the Oklahoma City bombing)


  “One night while chatting with my grandmother, she picked up a copy of Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul. Due to her weak eyesight, I began reading stories to her. What started out as one story ended up in almost two hours of reading stories. We laughed, we cried and were both touched very deeply. We shared a very memorable evening together that neither of us will ever forget. Thank you for the blessings you have sowed into my life, as well as many others.”


  Kelly Koolhoven


  “I’m sixteen years old and for Christmas I bought my uncle Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul. He is a really macho guy. You know, a construction worker. He told me that everything he had read so far was very touching and he admitted that he had cried. It was a hard thing for him to admit that.”


  Sabrina
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  Introduction


  Since the publication of Chicken Soup for the Christian Soul in 1997, we have received thousands of requests from Christian readers for a book that focused specifically on family values and the special experiences that are only possible within a family that is focused on living a God-centered life.


  Once we decided to create such a book, readers from all over the world sent us more than five thousand stories to consider for inclusion. The stories that you now hold in your hands are the result of countless hours of reading and rereading. We were seeking the best of the best storiesones that would not only touch, uplift or inspire you, but would also clearly express how other people have experienced the presence of the divine in their lives through practicing faith, hope, love, charity and forgiveness.


  We believe these stories of people who chose hope over helplessness when facing a dark time, who extended a hand to someone in need, or who put their faith in God when the odds were against them, will buoy your spirits and nourish your soul. They will deepen your faith; inspire you to commit greater acts of kindness and compassion; encourage you to forgive others; remind you that you are never alone no matter how difficult your circumstances; and encourage you to see the divine love everywherewithin you and around youevery day. We are also confident that these stories will act as a blueprint in your mind, giving you models for how to more closely walk with God within the context of your immediate and extended families.


  Stories have the potential to help us see greater possibilities of how we can more fully express our commitment to be more Christlike in our everyday activities and in our interactions with those whom we love mostour family members. We pray that these stories will remind you of what is most important in life and encourage you to act in accordance with those higher priorities. They certainly have for all of us who worked on this project.


  Finally, we sincerely hope that you and your families experience the same joy reading and discussing these stories as we did collecting and editing them. And so, from our hearts to yours, we offer you Chicken Soup for the Christian Family Soul.


  Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen,

  Patty Aubery and Nancy Mitchell Autio


  1

  ON LOVE


  I never knew how to worship until I knew how to love.


  Henry Ward Beecher


  Mom’s Last Laugh


  Consumed by my loss, I didn’t notice the hardness of the pew where I sat. I was at the funeral of my dearest friendmy mother. She finally had lost her long battle with cancer. The hurt was so intense; I found it hard to breathe at times.


  Always supportive, Mother clapped loudest at my school plays, held a box of tissues while listening to my first heartbreak, comforted me when my father died, encouraged me in college, and prayed for me my entire life.


  When Mother’s illness was diagnosed, my sister had a new baby and my brother had recently married his childhood sweetheart, so it fell to me, the twenty-seven-year-old middle child without entanglements, to take care of her. I counted it as an honor.


  “What now, Lord?” I asked, sitting in the church. My life stretched out before me as an empty abyss.


  My brother sat stoically with his face toward the cross while clutching his wife’s hand. My sister sat slumped against her husband’s shoulder, his arms around her as she cradled their child. All so deeply grieving, they didn’t seem to notice that I sat alone.


  My place had been with our mother, preparing her meals, helping her walk, taking her to the doctor, seeing to her medication, reading the Bible together. Now she was with the Lord. My work was finished, and I was alone.


  I heard a door open and slam shut at the back of the church. Quick footsteps hurried along the carpeted floor. An exasperated young man looked around briefly and then sat next to me. He folded his hands and placed them on his lap. His eyes were brimming with tears. He began to sniffle.


  “I’m sorry I’m late,” he explained, though no explanation was necessary.


  After several eulogies, he leaned over and commented, “Why do they keep calling Mary by the name of ‘Margaret’?”


  “Because Margaret was her name. Never Mary. No one called her ‘Mary,’” I whispered. I wondered why this person couldn’t have sat on the other side of the church. He kept interrupting my grieving with his tears and fidgeting. Who was this stranger anyway?


  “No, that isn’t correct,” he insisted, as several people glanced over at us whispering. “Her name is Mary, Mary Peters.”


  “That isn’t whose funeral this is.”


  “Isn’t this the Lutheran church?”


  “No, the Lutheran church is across the street.”


  “Oh.”


  “I believe you’re at the wrong funeral, sir.”


  The solemn nature of the occasion mixed with the realization of the man’s mistake bubbled up inside me and erupted as laughter. I cupped my hands over my face, hoping the noise would be interpreted as sobs.


  The creaking pew gave me away. Sharp looks from other mourners only made the situation seem more hilarious. I peeked at the bewildered, misguided man seated beside me. He was laughing, too, as he glanced around; deciding it was too late for an uneventful exit. I imagined Mother laughing.


  At the final “Amen,” we darted out a door and into the parking lot.


  “I do believe we’ll be the talk of the town,” he smiled. He said his name was Rick and since he had missed his aunt’s funeral, he asked me to join him for a cup of coffee.


  That afternoon began a lifelong journey for me with this man, who attended the wrong funeral, but was in the right place. A year after our meeting, we were married at a country church where he was the assistant pastor. This time we both arrived at the same church, right on time.


  In my time of sorrow, God gave me laughter. In place of loneliness, God gave me love. This past June we celebrated our twenty-second wedding anniversary.


  Whenever anyone asks us how we met, Rick tells them, “Her mother and my Aunt Mary introduced us, and it’s truly a match made in heaven.”


  Robin Lee Shope

  Submitted by Jane Etz


  The Tablecloth


  A young minister had been called to serve at an old church that at one time had been a magnificent edifice in a wealthy part of town. Now the area was in a state of decline and the church was in bad shape. Nevertheless, the pastor and his wife were thrilled with the church and believed they could restore it to its former magnificence.


  When the minister took charge of the church early in October 1948, he and his wife immediately went to work painting, repairing and attempting to restore it. Their goal was to have the old edifice looking its best for Christmas Eve services.


  Just two days before Christmas, however, a storm swept through the area, dumping more than an inch of rain. The roof of the old church sprung a leak just behind the altar. The plaster soaked up the water as if it were a sponge and then crumbled, leaving a gaping hole in the wall.


  Dejected, the pastor and his wife looked at the defaced wall. There was obviously no chance to repair the damage before Christmas. Nearly three months of hard work had been washed away. Yet the young couple accepted the damage as God’s will and set about cleaning up the damp debris.


  It was a depressed minister and his wife who attended a benefit auction for the church youth group that afternoon. One of the items put up for bid was an old gold-and-ivory-colored lace tablecloth, nearly fifteen feet long.


  Seized with an inspiration, the pastor was the high bidder at $6.50. His idea was to hang the ornate cloth behind the altar to cover the ragged hole in the wall.


  On the day before Christmas, snowflakes mingled with the howling wind. As the pastor unlocked the church doors, he noticed an older woman standing at the nearby bus stop. He knew the bus wouldn’t be there for at least half an hour, so he invited her inside to keep warm.


  She wasn’t from the neighborhood, she explained. She had been in the area to be interviewed for a job as a governess to the children of a well-known wealthy family. She had been a war refugee, her English was poor and she didn’t get the job.


  Head bowed in prayer, she sat in a pew near the back of the church. She paid no attention to the pastor, who was hanging the tablecloth across the unsightly hole. When the woman looked up and saw the cloth, she rushed to the altar.


  “It’s mine!” she exclaimed. “It’s my banquet cloth!”


  Excitedly she told the surprised minister its history and even showed him her initials embroidered in one corner.


  She and her husband had lived in Vienna, Austria, and had opposed the Nazis before the Second World War. They decided to flee to Switzerland, but her husband said they must go separately. She left first. Later she heard that he had died in a concentration camp.


  Touched by her story, the minister insisted she take the cloth. She thought about it for a moment but said no, she didn’t need it any longer, and it did look pretty hanging behind the altar. Then she said good-bye and left.


  In the candlelight of the Christmas Eve services, the tablecloth looked even more magnificent. The white lace seemed dazzling in the flickering light of the candles, and the golden threads woven through it were like the brilliant rays of a new dawn.


  As members of the congregation left the church, they complimented the pastor on the services and on how beautiful the church looked.


  One older gentleman lingered, admiring the tablecloth, and as he was leaving he said to the minister:


  “It’s strange. Many years ago my wifeGod rest her and I owned such a tablecloth. She used it only on very special occasions. But we lived in Vienna then.”


  The night air was freezing, but the goosebumps on the pastor’s skin weren’t caused by the weather. As calmly as he could, he told the man about the woman who had been to the church that very afternoon.


  “Can it be,” gasped the old man, tears streaming down his cheeks, “that she is alive? How can I find her?”


  The pastor remembered the name of the family who had interviewed the woman. With the trembling old man at his side, he telephoned the family and learned her name and address.


  In the pastor’s old car they drove to her home on the other side of town. Together they knocked on her apartment door. When she opened it, the pastor witnessed the tearful, joyful and thrilling reunion of husband and wife.


  Some people would call it an extremely lucky chance happening, the result of a hole in the church wall, an old tablecloth, a pastor’s ingenuity in solving a problem and so on. But the combination of events was far too complex for it to have been merely “coincidence.”


  If one link in the fragile chain of events had been broken, the husband and wife might never have found each other. If the rain hadn’t come, if the church roof hadn’t leaked, if the pastor had decided not to go to the auction, if the woman hadn’t been looking for a job or standing on that corner at just the right time . . . . The list of ifs is virtually endless.


  It was simply God’s will. And, as it has been said many times, He works in mysterious ways.


  Richard Bauman


  With These Rings


  I was a new pastor’s wife when my husband took me to a small town in Oklahoma. We fought until we learned to love each other during the two years we spent there. I was the new girl in town. I knew no one and barely knew my husband, Brad. He was busy with his church, and there I was, stuck. No money, no job and no friends. I was uncomfortable in my new role and resented it when others referred to me as “the preacher’s wife.” I failed to see what an honor that was. The parishioners made attempts to befriend me, but I was too busy being lonely and angry, and was bound and determined to let Brad know it. I pouted and packed, whined and packed, and threw things at him and packed. “I’m leaving!” I would scream when he came home. With the fifty cents I had in my pocket and no gas money, I don’t know where I thought I was going, but I was adamant.


  “Don’t do me any favors,” he would reply, which only caused me to turn on my heels and shout, “I’m staying, and don’t try and stop me!” Who did he think he was? I wasn’t about to let him kick me out.


  Somewhere between my daily suitcase-packing episodes, I remembered that I had promised to love him for better or for worse. In desperation, I found ways to entertain myself. I spent hours picking from the six pecan trees in the front yard. I quickly realized that even though we had no money, the pecans made great Christmas gifts. I even found a job. Then my husband came home one day and announced that he had an interview at a church in Louisiana. I had just learned to live in Oklahoma!


  True to form, I pouted and griped on the way to Louisiana. Then something stopped me in my tracks. We were on our way through Texas when we ran right into what looked like a giant crystal bowl. An ice storm had hit the area a few days earlier, and it was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. And there I was, gnawing on my husband. Somewhere between Denton and Sulphur, I had taken off my wedding rings and tucked them into the folds of my skirt so that I could apply some hand cream. The ice we were skidding on distracted me just enough that I forgot to put my rings back on. Three hours later I looked down and realized that I had lost my rings out on the highway when I had stepped out of the car to take a picture of a horse and buggy driving by. But which highway? Everything looks the same in an ice storm, especially when you are in country unfamiliar.


  “I’ll buy you another ring,” my husband said.


  I knew he meant well, but the ring was a family heirloom. “That ring can’t be replaced,” I cried.


  “Honey, we don’t even know where to begin looking,” he said. “No, we’re NOT going back,” he insisted as he turned the car around and headed back to look for the rings.


  It was hours before we found a location that seemed familiar. Occasionally some well-meaning person would pull his car over to the side of the road, roll down his window and yell, “Hey, buddy, what’d ya’ lose?” At one point there must have been ten cars stopped on the side of the road, all abandoned by the occupants who had joined in the search. But with the sun going down, it was obvious that our chances of finding the rings were slim. I was crushed.


  “Face it, Honey, they’re gone,” Brad said. “I know you’re upset. I promise to try and find a suitable replacement.”


  I knew he was right. The walk in the cold that day had given me time to think about the day’s events. I played the scene over and over in my mind, and what I saw was not a pretty sight. I had ranted and raved, nagged and wailed, and acted like a spoiled brat. I took a good long look at my husband pacing back and forth in the freezing cold. He had driven three hours back to this desolate area in the middle of a treacherous ice storm without one thought for himself, attempting to find something that was important to me. The rings might be gone, but there could never be a suitable replacement for my husband. Suddenly, the rings seemed so unimportant. I resolved right then and there to stop thinking only of myself.


  It was at that very moment that I opened the car door and began to step inside. Something on the floor caught my eye. My rings! I grabbed them and waved them in the air. Brad rushed to my side and put them back on my finger. “This is where these rings belong,” he whispered. I looked into his eyes, and knew that I had found what I was looking for. It wasn’t my rings that were lost that dayI was the one who had been missing.


  Life in the pastorate hasn’t changed. The only thing that has changed is me. We still move around more than I like. And I still have to start over again every time we do. But I’ve learned to appreciate when people call me “the preacher’s wife,” because etched into my mind is a frozen road in Texas, and a voice that whispers, “This is where these rings belong.”


  Sharon M. Palmer


  Step, Step, Roar


  A little boy walked down the aisle at a wedding. As he made his way to the front, he would take two steps, then stop and turn to the crowd, alternating between the bride’s side and the groom’s side. While facing the crowd, he would put his hands up like claws and roar. And so it wentstep, step, ROAR, step, step, ROARall the way down the aisle.


  As you can imagine, the crowd was near tears from laughing so hard by the time he reached the pulpit. The little boy, however, was getting more and more distressed from all the laughing, and he was near tears by the time he reached the pulpit.


  When asked what he was doing, the child sniffed back his tears and said, “I was being the ring bear.”


  Richard Lederer


  THE FAMILY CIRCUS    By Bil Keane
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  “Let’s pretend I’m getting married and you guys sing ‘Here Comes the Prize.’”


  Reprinted with permission from Bil Keane.


  My Miraculous Family


  There are no hopeless situations; there are only people who have grown hopeless about them.


  Source Unknown


  I never considered myself unique, but people are constantly telling me I am a miracle. To me, I was just an ordinary guy with realistic goals and big dreams. I was a nineteen-year-old student at the University of Texas and well on my way toward fulfilling my dream of becoming an orthopedic surgeon.


  On the night of February 17, 1981, I was studying for an organic chemistry test at the library with Sharon, my girlfriend of three years. It was quite late, so Sharon had asked me to drive her back to her dormitory. We got into my car, not realizing at the time that just getting into a car would never quite be the same for me again. I quickly noticed that my gas gauge was on empty, so I pulled into a nearby convenience store to buy two dollars’ worth of gas. “I’ll be back in two minutes,” I yelled to Sharon as I closed the door. Instead, those two minutes changed my life forever.


  Entering the convenience store was like entering the twilight zone. Outside the store I was a healthy, athletic, pre-med student, but on the inside I became just another violent crime statistic. The store appeared to be empty as I entered, but suddenly I realized it was not empty at all. Three men were in the process of committing a robbery, and my entrance had caught them by surprise. One of the criminals shoved a .38-caliber handgun to my head, ordered me to the cooler, pushed me down on the floor and pumped a bulletexecution styleinto the back of my head. He obviously thought I was dead because he did not shoot me again. The trio of thieves finished robbing the store and left calmly.


  Meanwhile, Sharon wondered why I had not returned. After seeing the three men leave the store she really began to worry, since I was the last person she saw entering. She quickly went inside to look for me, but saw no oneonly an open cash register containing one check and several pennies. Frantically she ran down each aisle shouting, “Mike, Mike!”


  Just then the attendant appeared from the back of the store yelling, “Lady, get down on the floor! I’ve just been robbed and shot at!”


  Sharon quickly dropped to the floor screaming, “Have you seen my boyfriend . . . auburn hair?” The man did not reply but went back to the cooler where he found me choking on my vomit. The attendant immediately called for the police and an ambulance.


  Sharon was in shock. She was starting to understand that I was hurt, but she could not begin to comprehend or imagine the severity of my injury.


  When the police arrived they called the homicide division as they did not think I would survive. The paramedic reported that she had never seen a person survive who was so severely wounded. At 1:30 A.M. my parents, who lived in Houston, were awakened by a telephone call from Brackenridge Hospital advising them to come to Austin as soon as possible. They feared I would not make it through the night.


  Surprisingly, I did make it through the night, and early in the morning the neurosurgeon decided to operate. However, he informed my family and Sharon that my chances of surviving the surgery were only four out of ten. The neurosurgeon further shocked my family by telling them what life would be like for me if I beat the odds and survived. He said I probably would never walk, talk or be able to understand even simple commands.


  My family was hoping and praying to hear even the slightest bit of encouragement from the doctor. Instead, his pessimistic words gave my family no reason to believe that I would ever again be a productive member of society. Once again I beat the odds and survived the three-and-a-half hours of surgery.


  Even though my family breathed a huge sigh of relief that I was still alive, the doctor cautioned that it would still be several days before I would be out of danger. However, with each passing day I became stronger and stronger, and two weeks later I was well enough to be moved from the ICU to a private room.


  Granted, I still could not talk, my entire right side was paralyzed and many people thought I could not understand them, but at least I was stable. After one week in a private room the doctors felt I had improved enough to be transferred by jet ambulance to Del Oro Rehabilitation Hospital in Houston.


  My hallucinations, coupled with my physical problems, made my prognosis still very bleak. But as time passed my mind began to clear. Approximately six weeks later my right leg began to move ever so slightly. Within seven weeks my right arm slowly began to move, and at eight weeks I uttered my first few words.


  My speech was extremely difficult and slow in the beginning, but at least it was a start. I was looking forward to each new day to see how far I would progress. But just as I thought my life was finally looking brighter I was tested by the hospital neuropsychologist. She explained that, judging from my test results, she believed that I should not return to college but should set more “realistic goals.”


  Upon hearing her evaluation I became furious. I thought, Who is she to tell me what I can or cannot do? She does not even know me. I am a very determined and stubborn person! I believe it was at that very moment that I decided I would somehow, someday return to college.


  It took a long time and a lot of hard work, but I finally returned to the University of Texas in the fall of 1983a year and a half after almost dying. The next few years in Austin were very difficult, but I truly believe that in order to see beauty in life you must experience some unpleasantness. I resolved to live each day to the fullest and did the very best I could.


  Besides attending classes at the university I underwent therapy three to five days each week at Brackenridge Hospital. I also flew to Houston every other weekend to work with Tom Williams, a trainer and executive who had worked for many colleges and professional teams, helping injured athletes, such as Earl Campbell and Eric Dickerson. Through Tom I learned: “Nothing is impossible and never, never give up or quit.”


  He echoed the same words and sentiments of a prominent neurosurgeon from Houston, Dr. Alexander Gol, a close personal friend of my parents who drove to Austin with my family that traumatic February morning. I received many opinions from various therapists and doctors but it was Dr. Gol who told my family to take one day at a time, for no matter how bad the situation looked, no one knew for certain what the brain could do.


  Early in my therapy, my father kept repeating to me one of his favorite sayings. It could have been written by Tom or Dr. Gol, and I have repeated it almost every day since being hurt: “Mile by mile it’s a trial; yard by yard it’s hard; but inch by inch it’s a cinch.”


  I thought of those words, and of Dr. Gol, Tom, my family and Sharon who believed so strongly in me, as I climbed the steps to receive my diploma from the dean of liberal arts at the University of Texas on a sunny afternoon in June 1986. Excitement and pride filled my heart as I heard the dean announce that I had graduated with “highest honors,” was elected to Phi Beta Kappa and had been chosen as one of twelve Dean’s Distinguished Graduates out of sixteen hundred students in the College of Liberal Arts.


  The overwhelming emotions and feelings that I experienced that day, when most of the audience gave me a standing ovation, would never again be matched in my lifenot even when I graduated with a master’s degree in social work and not even when I became employed full time at the Texas Pain and Stress Center. But I was wrong!


  On May 24, 1987, I realized that nothing could ever match the joy I felt as Sharon and I were married. Sharon, my high school sweetheart of nine years, had always stood by me, through good times and bad.


  To me, Sharon is my miracle, my diamond in a world filled with problems, hurt and pain. Sharon dropped out of school when I was hurt so that she could constantly be at my side. She never wavered or gave up on me.


  Her faith and love pulled me through so many dark days. While other nineteen-year-old girls were going to parties and enjoying life, Sharon devoted her life to my recovery. That, to me, is the true definition of love.


  After our beautiful wedding I continued working parttime at the Pain Center and completed my work for a master’s degree while Sharon worked as a speech pathologist at a local hospital. We were extremely happy, but even more so when we learned Sharon was pregnant.


  On July 11, 1990, at 12:15 A.M. Sharon woke me with the news: “We need to go to the hospital . . . my water just broke.” I couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that my life almost ended in a convenience store and now on the date “7-11” we were about to bring a new life into this world. This time it was my turn to help Sharon as she had helped me over those past years.


  Sharon was having contractions about every two minutes, and each time she needed to have her lower back massaged. Since she was in labor for fifteen hours that meant 450 massages! It was well worth every bit of pain in my fingers because at 3:10 P.M. Sharon and I experienced the birth of our beautiful daughter, Shawn Elyse Segal!


  Tears of joy and happiness came to my eyes as our healthy, alert, wonderful daughter entered this world. We anxiously counted her ten fingers and her ten toes and watched her wide eyes take in the world about her. It was truly a beautiful picture that will be etched in my mind forever as she lay in her mother’s waiting arms, just minutes after her birth. At that moment I thanked God for blessing us with the greatest miracle of all.


  Michael Jordan Segal


  The Smell of Rain


  A cold March wind danced around Dallas as the doctor walked into Diana Blessing’s small hospital room. It was the dead of night and she was still groggy from surgery. Her husband, David, held her as they braced themselves for the latest news.


  That rainy afternoon, March 10, 1991, complications had forced Diana, only twenty-four weeks pregnant, to undergo emergency surgery. At twelve inches long and weighing only one pound, nine ounces, Danae Lu arrived by cesarean delivery.


  They already knew she was perilously premature. Still, the doctor’s soft words dropped like bombs. “I don’t think she’s going to make it,” he said as kindly as he could. “There’s only a 10 percent chance she will live through the night. If by some slim chance she does make it, her future could be a very cruel one.” Numb with disbelief, David and Diana listened as the doctor described the devastating problems Danae could face if she survived.


  She would probably never walk, or talk, or see. She would be prone to other catastrophic conditions from cerebral palsy to complete mental retardation, and on and on. Through the dark hours of morning as Danae held onto life by the thinnest thread, Diana slipped in and out of drugged sleep. But she was determined that their daughter would live to be a happy, healthy young girl. David, fully awake, knew he must confront his wife with the inevitable.


  David told Diana that they needed to talk about funeral arrangements. But Diana said, “No, that is not going to happen. No way! I don’t care what the doctors say, Danae is not going to die. One day she will be just fine and she will be home with us.”


  As if willed to live by Diana’s determination, Danae clung to life hour after hour. But as those first rainy days passed, a new agony set in for David and Diana. Because Danae’s underdeveloped nervous system was essentially “raw,” the least kiss or caress only intensified her discomfort, so they couldn’t even cradle their tiny baby. All they could do, as Danae struggled beneath the ultraviolet light, was to pray that God would stay close to their precious little girl.


  At last, when Danae was two months old, her parents were able to hold her for the first time. Two months later, she went home from the hospital just as her mother predicted, even though doctors grimly warned that her chances of leading a normal life were almost zero.


  Today, five years later, Danae is a petite but feisty young girl with glittering gray eyes and an unquenchable zest for life. She shows no sign of any mental or physical impairment. But that happy ending is not the end of the story.


  One blistering summer afternoon in 1996 in Irving, Texas, Danae was sitting in her mother’s lap at the ball park where her brother’s baseball team was practicing. As always, Danae was busy chattering when she suddenly fell silent. Hugging her arms across her chest, Danae asked her mom, “Do you smell that?”


  Smelling the air and detecting a thunderstorm approaching, Diana replied, “Yes, it smells like rain.”


  Danae closed her eyes again and asked, “Do you smell that?”


  Once again her mother replied, “Yes, I think we’re about to get wet, it smells like rain.”


  Caught in the moment, Danae shook her head, patted her thin shoulder and loudly announced, “No, it smells like him. It smells like God when you lay your head on His chest.”


  Tears blurred Diana’s eyes as Danae happily hopped down to play with the other children before the rain came. Her daughter’s words confirmed what Diana and the rest of the Blessing family had known all along. During those long days and nights of the first two months of her life, when her nerves were too sensitive to be touched, God was holding Danae on his chest, and it is His scent that she remembers so well.


  Nancy Miller
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  “If you listen real carefully when the breeze blows, you can hear God whispering.”


  Reprinted with permission from Bil Keane.


  The Birthday Check


  In the 1950s, local banks sent personalized checks to noncustomers to try to generate new business. I was eight years old, proud of my new writing and spelling ability, so I begged for these checks from my parents.


  In our family, special occasions meant gifts from parents, siblings and friends, but from others it meant cards with money. Cards with crisp ones, fives, tens or twenties meant “I love you.” So using these advertisementsgimmick checksI did the same. My homemade cards, heavily colored and flowery with prose and poetry, with a bogus check inside, were made out to the honoree in the amount appropriate to the extent of my love. For my brothers, it was a dollar. For my parents, it was thousands. For my Uncle Howard, it was a million dollars.


  In July of 1958, we held a Sunday dinner birthday celebration for my uncle. He opened the card I’d made, read the message inside and looked at the check enclosed for a long time. Smiling at me from across the dinner table, he thanked me for the card and check. Then he took his wallet out of his back pocket, folded and tucked the check away, saying, “I’ll just keep this with me until I need it.”


  Thirty-five years later, I sat drinking coffee, early in the morning, at that same table, across from the same smile, hearing the same voice, sharing the same memories of those thirty-five years, with the same Uncle Howard probably for the last time. My uncle was dying of cancer. Radiation and chemotherapy had been administered without success and ended so his crew cut was growing back. The nausea that had plagued him during treatments was no longer a problem. He was eating again and putting on the weight he had lost. Sitting there talking about the good old days, I fooled myself into thinking this was a pleasure visit and there would be others to come. But deep down, I knew that this visit was for good-bye.


  Putting down his coffee mug, he reached for his hip pocket. Unfolding his wallet, he reached inside and handed me a pale blue slip of paper, folded in half, saying, “Remember this?” There was the birthday check for a million dollars. He had kept it, carrying it with him, shifting it from old wallet to new wallet for thirty-five years.


  “You never tried to cash it,” I joked.


  “I never needed it,” he said. “I’ll just keep this with me a little longer in case I need it yet.” He put it away once more.


  I left him that afternoon with final hugs, kisses, and the final good-byes. Four days later, he was gone.


  Shortly after the funeral, I returned home from work and found a package on the kitchen table mailed to me, the handwritten return address from my aunt. Inside was another small package with a short note in Uncle Howard’s handwriting. “Since I don’t need this anymore, I thought you might want it back. With love, Uncle Howard.” Enclosed was the check for a million dollars, mounted inside a frame. Thanks, Uncle Howard, for a million-dollar love that lasts longer than a lifetime.


  Kathleen Dixon


  The Brownie Story


  Financially deprived. Yes, that’s the perfect way to describe how it all began. My parents were uneducated out of necessity. Both were raised during the Depression and had quit school to help support their families.


  My father was one of eight children, at least until his baby brother Johnny was killed at three years of age, a great tragedy from which the family never fully recovered. My mother was the third child of five. Her father died when she was four years old. Her mother didn’t remarry until all of her five children were raised. My grandmother was an extraordinary lady.


  I am the firstborn child of my parentshence the name Dawn. They always told me my name was symbolic of the beginning of a new life for them. One evening they went to sleep as a couple, and they awoke the next day as something more: a family. Even though the story is corny and sentimental, I have always liked it. My sister was born eighteen months after me, with my brother following her fifteen months later. My parents were determined to have a son, and after his birth they felt their family was complete.


  Female was a confusing gender in my family. Were they the breadwinners and heads of the family as in my mother’s family? Or were they supposed to be modern-day Cinderellas: washing, cleaning, staying within womanly domains, learning skills that would eventually be of some value to a wife, like taking care of a household and children? That was the path my sister chose. Me, well, I did learn to dust.


  Don’t misunderstand me. My dad loved me and had hopes for me, as long as any dream I had stayed within the boundaries of those dreams deemed appropriate for poor white trash. My mom, on the other hand, was always telling me there was a star out there, and it was my job to hitch my wagon to it. I was her hope. She wanted me to go where she had been afraid to tread.


  For two years, when I was six and seven, we had no indoor plumbing, except for the cold-water pipe in the kitchen. We boiled water on the stove in order to take baths in our number-three washtub. We did, however, have a rather plush outside facility, because my father was fair at carpentry, and he designed our special rest room with two holes instead of one, in order for the children to go outside together. He hoped that this togetherness would minimize our terror of going to the outhouse in the dark.


  The first day of school, I realized that something was different about me. Up until then, I had learned to talk early, sing in harmony, entertain my family with not-too-humorous stand-up comedy and help my mother with the other children (sometimes without being threatened), and I had a basic proficiency at getting my sister and myself to the outside facility. First grade taught me many different things. Other girls my age had a different dress for each day of the week. Dick jumped, Jane skipped and both of them saw Spot run. I also couldn’t help but notice that most of the other children had lunch pails with thermoses to match. Not only was I short on clothes, I had to take my bologna sandwich in a brown paper bag with no thermos. Drinking water from the school cooler was perfectly suited to the family budget.


  By second grade, I was convinced that somewhere along the way my parents had forgotten to pick up a couple of checks. One, I was quite sure, was sitting somewhere, written for the explicit purpose of a pink lunch pail with matching thermos just for me. I had a desperate desire to fit in. I wanted to belong. Then, out of nowhere appeared the ultimate opportunity. A flyer was passed around for joining Brownies. In second grade, in a small town in Oklahoma, Brownies is the quintessential little-girl experience and quite necessary for success in future marriage or business. Needless to say, I was devastated, as was my mother, when she had to explain that I couldn’t be a Brownie because we were not able to afford the uniform and dues. My chances for belonging, blending in and being accepted were dim.


  I remember my father attempting to explain life to me when he couldn’t stand to see me hurt. He told me that living in a dream world, or being overwhelmed by some sort of fantasy, would only lead to the need to understand three very simple rules of life. Number one, money marries money. (I thought that was interesting, because I had only heard of people getting married.) Number two, good things happen to those who can afford them, which I had some understanding of since “the big five,” the wealthy girls in my class, seemed to always have good things happen to them. And last, but certainly not least, number three, life was something one must endure until it was over. If I could grasp and believe in those concepts, I could be a successful member of the official poor white trash community. If not, I was begging for disappointment for the rest of my days.


  Even as a child, this did not make sense to me. How in the world was grasping these concepts going to help me avoid heartbreak and disappointment? My father had grasped the concepts, and it sure wasn’t saving him heartbreak. It appeared that there was something missing from this all-encompassing philosophy, and I figured that if I was going to be miserable in life anyway, I might as well have money and good things happen once in a while. My mother taught me about miracles. She used at least two sources to back up her claim of their existence: the movie Miracle on 34th Street and stories of miracles God had performed in the Bible. I believed that between God and Santa Claus, anything could happen.


  Of course, my dad even had a story about Santa. He said that when he was seven years old, he still believed in Santa Claus. One day, this big sleigh drawn by horses came down his street. He almost lost his breath with the excitement of seeing Santa in person for the first time. He told me that Santa was throwing candy out for the children, but he didn’t want any. He just wanted to touch Santa’s sleigh to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. He ran as fast as he could, his heart beating out of his chest. Just as he got to the sleigh, he breathlessly reached out to touch it and pushed out a weak, “I love you, Santa.” Crack! He felt a jolt of pain. Santa had cracked his metal bells across Dad’s knuckles. “Don’t touch the sleigh, kid!” was all he could remember Santa saying. My dad lost whatever faith he had left in childhood fantasies that day.


  It made me cry when I heard the story. I wondered why he didn’t know that it must not have been the real Santa.


  I remember spending my recess time alone, praying that my dad wasn’t right about Santa or life. I wanted to believe that worth wasn’t just about money, and that even if you didn’t have money, dreams could still come true. Otherwise, hitching my wagon to a star was going to be impossible. But if miracles did exist, I still had a chance with both my wagon and Brownies. I felt torn. I knew I should listen to my father. Fathers should be respected and taken seriously. But he seemed to not have all of the information. Miracles had been scarce for him, and I wondered if that was because he didn’t know how to believe in them. I was convinced the secret was in the believing. And I was determined to believe enough for both of us.


  My second-grade teacher, Mrs. JoAn Stone, saw me huddled alone outside at recess one day and came over to find out what the problem might be. I told her that there wasn’t a problem, I was just having a talk with God about being a Brownie. She asked me, “Why the talk with God?”


  “I might not get to be a Brownie,” I replied. “My mom can’t afford a uniform and the dues, so I was hoping that God could give me some ideas.”


  Several days later, as my seven-year-old faith was being pushed to its limit, Mrs. Stone asked if I could stay after school for a few minutes. After school that day, she took me into her office and locked the door. She was acting rather strange, and I thought she might be angry with me. I could not figure out what I might have done wrong. She noticed my concern, smiled, and told me that she had a surprise for me. I was greatly relieved to know she wasn’t mad. She opened a box. I couldn’t believe my eyes! A Brownie uniform! She kept apologizing that it wasn’t new. She said her sister had a little girl one year older than I was, and that this was her old Brownie uniform. She thought it might fit me.


  She asked if we could try it on. I was hesitant because my slip was very old and torn, and I didn’t want her to see it, but I thought I could live through the embarrassment if the uniform would just fit. My sacrifice was rewarded when it did. It was wonderful and soft, and Mrs. Stone even had the funny little beanie hat that went with it. I knew God had answered my prayers. I knew Mrs. Stone was the kindest woman in the world, and I knew from that moment on that my father was wrongnot because he was bad, but because someone had obviously lied to him, and he had believed them. I only wished he had had Mrs. Stone as his second-grade teacher. She would never have lied to him.


  When I put on my uniform, I knew I wasn’t meant to be just poor white trash. I was meant to be something wonderful. . . . I was meant to be a Brownie.


  In Brownies we had a project. We made plaster of Paris puppy dogs. Everyone but me painted their puppies brown or black. My mother had just spent our dinner money on balcony tickets to the picture show to see 101 Dalmatians. I remember sitting up there so high, looking down on all the people. I felt wonderful and special, so I painted my plaster dog white with large black spots to remind me of that wonderful feeling.


  The big event in Brownies was the Father-Daughter Dinner. Only fathers were allowed to attend with their daughters. I had never had an evening out alone with my dad. One day, my mom found an old pedal sewing machine in an alley. She asked the man who owned the building how much he wanted for it, and he told her she didn’t want that old machine because the bobbin had to be wound by hand, and it didn’t run very well. He told her it was more of a headache than anything else. She told him that was a matter of perspective. She had children who needed clothes and the old machine looked wonderful to her. He felt sorry for her and ended up selling it to her for five dollars. She hand-wound the bobbin, cleaned and oiled the machine, and bought some material at a garage sale for a nickel a yard. She made a beautiful dress for me to wear to the dinner.


  I thought that my dad was the handsomest man there. At one point the fathers and daughters began to sing “Let Me Call You Sweetheart” to one another. My dad lifted me up and stood me on a chair, and we did one of the things he loved most: we sang in harmony. He had a glorious voice.


  There were tears in both our eyes as we finished singing. He leaned over and whispered into my ear, “When I look at you, my little Brownie, I can believe in miracles.”


  I’ll never forget that moment. I imagine that he hasn’t forgotten either. For a moment we weren’t poor white trash, nor wealthy and powerful either. For a moment, none of that mattered. We were a father and a daughter experiencing one of the richest moments of my life. In that moment miracles were as real as we were, and the hope created for me out of that experience has led me forth ever since.


  Dawn L. Billings

  Greatness and Children: Learn the Rules
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  “You hafta listen to me with your eyes, Daddy. Not just your ears.”


  Reprinted with permission from Bil Keane.


  A Special Breakfast


  Until last year, the greatest sorrow of my life was that my wife Alice and I couldn’t have any children. To make up for this in a small way, we always invited all the children on our street to our house each Christmas morning for breakfast.


  We would decorate the house with snowflakes and angels in the windows, a nativity scene and a Christmas tree in the living room, and other ornaments that we hoped would appeal to the children. When our young guests arrivedthere were usually ten or fifteen of themwe said grace and served them such delicacies as orange juice garnished with a candy cane. And after the meal we gave each of the youngsters a wrapped toy or game. We used to look forward to these breakfasts with the joyful impatience of children.


  But last year, about six weeks before Christmas, Alice died. I could not concentrate at work. I could not force myself to cook anything but the simplest dishes. Sometimes I would sit for hours without moving, and then suddenly find myself crying for no apparent reason.


  I decided not to invite the children over for the traditional Christmas breakfast. But Kathy and Peter, my next-door neighbors, asked me to join them and their three children for dinner on Christmas Eve. As soon as I arrived and had my coat off, Kathy asked me, “Do you have any milk at your house?”


  “Yes,” I replied. “If you need some, I’ll go right away.”


  “Oh, that’s all right. Come and sit down. The kids have been waiting for you. Just give Peter your keys.”


  So I sat down, prepared for a nice chat with eight-year-old Beth and six-year-old Jimmy. (Their little sister was upstairs sleeping.) But my words wouldn’t come. What if Beth and Jimmy should ask me about my Christmas breakfast? How could I explain to them? Would they think I was just selfish or self-pitying? I began to think they would. Worse, I began to think they would be right.


  But neither of them mentioned the breakfast. At first I felt relieved, but then I started to wonder if they remembered it or cared about it. As they prattled on about their toys, their friends and Christmas, I thought they would be reminded of our breakfast tradition, and yet they said nothing. This was strange, I thought, but the more we talked, the more I became convinced that they remembered the breakfast but didn’t want to embarrass Grandpa Melowski (as they called me) by bringing it up.


  Dinner was soon ready and afterward we all went to late Mass. After Mass, the Zacks let me out of their car in front of my house. I thanked them and wished them all merry Christmas as I walked toward my front door. Only then did I notice that Peter had left a light on when he borrowed the milkand that someone had decorated my windows with snowflakes and angels!


  When I opened the door, I saw that the whole house had been transformed with a Christmas tree, a nativity scene, candles and all the other decorations of the season. On the dining-room table was Alice’s green Christmas tablecloth and her pinecone centerpiece. What a kind gesture! At that moment, I wished that I could still put on the breakfast, but I had made no preparations.


  Early the next morning, a five-year-old with a package of sweet rolls rang my bell. Before I could ask him what was going on, he was joined by two of his friends, one with a pound of bacon, the other with a pitcher of orange juice. Within fifteen minutes, my house was alive with all the children on my street, and I had all the food I needed for the usual festive breakfast. I was tremendously pleased, although in the back of my mind I still feared that I would disappoint my guests. I knew my spur-of-the-moment party was missing one important ingredient.


  At about nine-thirty, though, I had another surprise. Kathy Zack came to my back door.


  “How’s the breakfast?” she asked.


  “I’m having the time of my life,” I answered.


  “I brought something for you,” she said, setting a shopping bag on the counter.


  “More food?”


  “No,” she said. “Take a look.”


  Inside the bag were individually wrapped packages, each bearing the name of one of the children and signed, “Merry Christmas from Grandpa Melowski.”


  My happiness was complete. It was more than just knowing that the children would receive their customary gifts and wouldn’t be disappointed; it was the feeling that everyone cared.


  I like to think it’s significant that I received a gift of love on the same day that the world received a sign of God’s love two thousand years ago in Bethlehem. I never found out who to thank for my Christmas present. I said my “Thank you” in my prayers that nightand that spoke of my gratitude more than anything I could ever say to my neighbors.


  Harold Melowski

  As told to Alan Struthers Jr.


  A Guy Named Bill


  I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day.


  Edgar A. Guest


  His name was Bill. He had wild hair, wore a T-shirt with holes in it, blue jeans and no shoes. In the entire time I knew him I never once saw Bill wear a pair of shoes. Rain, sleet or snow, Bill was barefoot. This was literally his wardrobe for his whole four years of college.


  He was brilliant and looked like he was always pondering the esoteric. He became a Christian while attending college. Across the street from the campus was a church full of well-dressed, middle-class people. They wanted to develop a ministry to the college students, but they were not sure how to go about it.


  One day, Bill decided to worship there. He walked into the church, complete with wild hair, T-shirt, blue jeans and bare feet. The church was completely packed, and the service had already begun. Bill started down the aisle to find a place to sit. By now the people were looking a bit uncomfortable, but no one said anything.


  As Bill moved closer and closer to the pulpit, he realized there were no empty seats. So he squatted and sat down on the carpet right up front. (Although such behavior would have been perfectly acceptable at a college fellowship, this was a scenario this particular congregation had never witnessed before!) By now, the people seemed uptight, and the tension in the air was thickening.


  Right about the time Bill took his “seat,” a deacon began slowly making his way down the aisle from the back of the sanctuary. The deacon was in his eighties, had silver-gray hair, a three-piece suit and a pocket watch. He was a godly manvery elegant, dignified and courtly. He walked with a cane and, as he neared the boy, church members thought, You can’t blame him for what he’s going to do. How can you expect a man of his age and background to understand some college kid on the floor?


  It took a long time for the man to reach the boy. The church was utterly silent except for the clicking of his cane. You couldn’t even hear anyone breathing. All eyes were on the deacon.


  But then they saw the elderly man drop his cane on the floor. With great difficulty, he sat down on the floor next to Bill and worshipped with him. Everyone in the congregation choked up with emotion. When the minister gained control, he told the people, “What I am about to preach, you will never remember. What you’ve just seen, you will never forget.”


  Rebecca Manley Pippert


  2

  DIVINE

  INTERVENTION


  There are only two ways that you can live. One is as if nothing is a miracle. The other is as if everything is a miracle. I believe in the latter.


  Albert Einstein


  A Miracle of Mermaids


  The footprints of an angel are love. And where there is love, miraculous things can happen.


  Angels in the Outfield


  Rhonda Gill froze as she heard her four-year-old daughter, Desiree, sobbing quietly in the family room that morning in October 1993. Rhonda tiptoed through the doorway. The tiny dark-haired child was hugging a photograph of her father, who had died nine months earlier. Rhonda, twenty-four, watched as Desiree gently ran her fingers around her father’s face. “Daddy,” she said softly, “why won’t you come back?”


  The petite brunette university student felt a surge of despair. It had been hard enough coping with her husband Ken’s death, but her daughter’s grief was more than she could bear. If only I could tear the pain out of her, Rhonda thought.


  Ken Gill and Rhonda Hill had met when Rhonda was eighteen, and had married after a whirlwind courtship. Their daughter, Desiree, was born on January 9, 1989.


  Although a muscular 190 centimeters tall, Ken was a gentle man whom everyone loved. His big passion was Desiree. “She’s a real Daddy’s girl,” Rhonda would often say as Ken’s eyes twinkled with pride. Father and daughter went everywhere together: hiking, dune buggy riding, and fishing for bass and salmon.


  Instead of adjusting to her father’s death gradually, Desiree had refused to accept it. “Daddy will be home soon,” she would tell her mother. “He’s at work.” When playing with her toy telephone, she pretended she was chatting with him. “I miss you, Daddy,” she’d say. “When will you come back?”


  Immediately after Ken’s death, Rhonda moved from her flat to her mother’s home nearby. Seven weeks after the funeral, Desiree was still inconsolable. “I just don’t know what to do,” Rhonda told her mother, Trish Moore, a forty-seven-year-old medical assistant.


  One evening, the three of them sat outside, gazing at the stars. “See that one, Desiree?” her grandmother pointed at a bright speck near the horizon. “That’s your daddy shining down from heaven.”


  Several nights later Rhonda woke to find Desiree on the doorstep in her pajamas, weeping as she looked for her daddy’s star. Twice they took her to see a child psychiatrist, but nothing seemed to help.


  As a last resort, Trish took Desiree to Ken’s grave, hoping that it would help her come to terms with his death. The child laid her head against his gravestone and said, “Maybe if I listen hard enough I can hear Daddy talk to me.”


  Then one evening, as Rhonda tucked her child in, Desiree announced, “I want to die, Mummy, so I can be with Daddy.” God help me, Rhonda prayed. What more can I possibly do?


  November 8, 1993, would have been Ken’s twenty-ninth birthday. “How will I send him a card?” Desiree asked her grandmother.


  “How about if we tie a letter to a balloon,” Trish said, “and send it up to heaven?” Desiree’s eyes immediately lit up.


  On their way to the cemetery, the back seat of the car full of flowers for their planned gravesite visit, the three stopped at a shop. “Help Mum pick out a balloon,” Trish instructed.


  At a rack where dozens of helium-filled silver balloons bobbed, Desiree made an instant decision: “That one!” HAPPY BIRTHDAY was emblazoned around a drawing of the Little Mermaid from the Disney film. Desiree and her father had often watched the video together.


  The child’s eyes shone as they arranged flowers on Ken’s grave. It was a beautiful day, with a slight breeze rippling the eucalyptus trees. Then Desiree dictated a letter to her dad. “Tell him ‘Happy Birthday. I love you and miss you,’” she rattled off. “‘I hope you get this and can write me on my birthday in January.’”


  Trish wrote the message and their address on a small piece of paper, then wrapped it in plastic and tied it to the end of the balloon’s string. Finally Desiree released the balloon.


  For almost an hour, they watched the shining spot of silver grow ever smaller. “Okay,” Trish said at last. “Time to go home.”


  Rhonda and Trish were beginning to walk slowly from the grave when they heard Desiree shout excitedly, “Did you see that? I saw Daddy reach down and take it!”


  The balloon, visible just moments earlier, had disappeared. “Now Dad’s going to write me back,” Desiree said as she walked past them towards the car.


  On a cold, rainy morning on Prince Edward Island in eastern Canada, thirty-two-year-old Wade MacKinnon pulled on his waterproof duck-hunting gear. MacKinnon, a forest ranger, lived with his wife and three children in the rural community of Mermaid.


  But instead of driving to the estuary where he usually hunted, he suddenly decided to go to Mermaid Lake, three kilometers away. Leaving his sports utility vehicle, he hiked past dripping spruce and pine, and soon entered a cranberry bog surrounding the nine-hectare lake. In the bushes on the shoreline, something fluttered and caught his eye. Curious, he approached to find a silver balloon snagged in the branches of a thigh-high bush. Printed on one side was a picture of a mermaid. When he untangled the string, he found a soggy piece of paper at the end of it, wrapped in plastic.


  At home, MacKinnon carefully removed the wet note and let it dry. When his wife, Donna, came home, he showed her the balloon and note. Intrigued, she read: “November 8, 1993. Happy Birthday, Daddy. . . .” It finished with an address in Live Oak, California.


  “It’s only November 12,” Wade exclaimed. “This balloon traveled nearly 5,000 kilometers in four days!”


  “And look,” said Donna, turning the balloon over. “This is a Little Mermaid balloon, and it landed at Mermaid Lake.”


  “We have to write to Desiree,” Wade said. “Maybe we were chosen to help this little girl.” But he could see that his wife didn’t feel the same way. With tears in her eyes, Donna stepped away from the balloon. “Such a young girl having to deal with deathit’s awful,” she said.


  Wade let the matter rest. He placed the note in a drawer and tied the balloon, still buoyant, to the railing of the balcony overlooking the living room. But the sight of the balloon made Donna uncomfortable. A few days later, she stuffed it into a cupboard. As the weeks went by, however, Donna found herself thinking more and more about the balloon. It had flown over the Rocky Mountains and the Great Lakes. Just a few more kilometers and it would have landed in the ocean. Instead, it had stopped there, in Mermaid.


  Our three children are so lucky, she thought. They have two healthy parents. She imagined how their daughter, Hailey, almost two years old, would feel if Wade were to die.


  The next morning, Donna said to Wade: “You’re right. We have this balloon for a reason. We have to try to help Desiree.”


  In a local bookshop, Donna bought an adaptation of The Little Mermaid. A few days later, just after Christmas, Wade brought home a birthday card that read, “For a Dear Daughter, Loving Birthday Wishes.”


  Donna sat down one morning to write a letter to Desiree. When she finished, she tucked it into the birthday card and wrapped it up with the book. Then, on January 3, 1994, she mailed the package.


  Desiree’s fifth birthday came and went quietly with a small party on January 9. Every day since they released the balloon, Desiree had asked Rhonda, “Do you think Daddy has my balloon yet?” After her party, she stopped asking.


  Late on the afternoon of January 19, the MacKinnons’ package arrived. Busy cooking dinner, Trish looked at the unfamiliar return address and assumed it was a birthday gift for her granddaughter from someone in Ken’s family. Rhonda and Desiree had moved out, so Trish decided to deliver it to Rhonda the next day.


  As Trish watched TV that evening, a thought nagged at her. Why would someone send a parcel for Desiree to this address? Tearing the parcel open, she found the card, “For a Dear Daughter. . . .” Her heart raced. Dear God! she thought, and reached for the telephone. It was after midnight, but she had to call Rhonda.


  When Trish, eyes red from weeping, pulled into Rhonda’s driveway the next morning at 6:45, her daughter and granddaughter were already up. Rhonda and Trish sat Desiree between them on the lounge. Trish said, “Desiree, this is for you,” and handed her the parcel. “It’s from your daddy.”


  “I know,” responded Desiree matter-of-factly. “Here, Grandma, read it to me.”


  “Happy birthday from your daddy,” Trish began. “I guess you must be wondering who we are. Well, it all started in November when my husband, Wade, went duck hunting. Guess what we found? A mermaid balloon that you sent your daddy. . . .” Trish paused. A single tear began to trickle down Desiree’s cheek. “There are no shops in heaven, so your daddy wanted someone to do his shopping for him. I think he picked us because we live in a town called Mermaid.”


  Trish continued reading: “I know your daddy would want you to be happy and not sad. I know he loves you very much and will always be watching over you. Lots of love, the MacKinnons.”


  When Trish finished reading, she looked at Desiree. “I knew Daddy would find a way not to forget me,” the child said.


  Wiping the tears from her eyes, Trish put her arm around Desiree and began to read the copy of The Little Mermaid that the MacKinnons had sent. The story was different from the one her father had so often read to the child. In that version, the Little Mermaid lives happily ever after with the handsome prince. But in the new one, she dies because a wicked witch has taken her tail. Three angels carry her away.


  As Trish finished reading, she worried that the ending would upset her granddaughter. But Desiree put her hands on her cheeks with delight. “She goes to heaven!” she cried happily. “That is why Daddy sent me this book. Because the mermaid goes to heaven just like him!”


  In mid-February, the MacKinnons received a letter from Rhonda: “On January 19, my little girl’s dream came true when your parcel arrived.”


  During the next few weeks, the MacKinnons and the Gills often telephoned each other. Then, in March, Rhonda, Trish and Desiree flew to Prince Edward Island to meet the MacKinnons. As the two families walked through the forest on snowshoes to see the spot beside the lake where Wade had found the balloon, Rhonda and Desiree fell silent. It seemed as though Ken was there with them.


  Today whenever Desiree wants to talk about her dad, she still calls the MacKinnons. A few minutes on the telephone soothes her as nothing else can.


  “People tell me, ‘What a coincidence that your mermaid balloon landed so far away at a place called Mermaid Lake,’” says Rhonda. “But we know Ken picked the MacKinnons as a way to send his love to Desiree. She understands now that her father is with her always.”


  Margo Pfeiff


  Family Circus
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  “. . . And if you find a purple balloon up there, it’s mine.”


  Reprinted with permission from Bil Keane.
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