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In loving memory of my mother, Claire Halberstam, a visionary and an original, who was truly authentic to herself, and is still sorely missed today.


~ Yitta Halberstam


For my mother, Rose Frankel, and my mother-in-law and aunt of blessed memory, Anne Leventhal and Margaret Handler. Each one an exemplary woman in her own right.
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PREFACE


Our thanks go first and foremost to YOU, our cherished readers, whose enthusiasm for the message of our books has been boundless and immensely gratifying. Since the first Small Miracles book was published in 1997, we have been both inundated, and enormously moved, by your kind letters, heartened to know that our series has brought you joy and comfort. Your excitement has in turn galvanized us, and therefore you are the true co-creators of our books. We applaud YOU for your open hearts and warm response, as well as the hundreds of incredible stories you have sent along our way.


After Sterling Publishing published a new book in the series, Small Miracles from Beyond (which came out in Fall 2014), we were thrilled that they also decided to relaunch Small Miracles for Women—since women are our biggest supporters and most ardent fans. Small Miracles books have been published in China, Japan, Indonesia, Thailand, France, Brazil, Argentina, Korea, Italy, Greece, Turkey, Hungary, Israel, Germany, and Canada, and worldwide, women are our primary readers. Thank you for creating this global phenomenon!


The overwhelming support of women for our books doesn’t really surprise us: Women always seem to be in tune with the messages sent to us through the miracle of coincidences. We know that we tend to live more in our hearts than in our heads, and we filter reality through the prism of spirit. Some would argue that women are more intuitive than men, more open to life’s mysteries, more mystically inclined, and we would certainly agree.


Despite our ever-demanding schedules and crazy, harried lives, women especially need to take time to stop and see the magic of the tiniest moments. These are Small Miracles, and we dedicate this book to you.


This collection celebrates the milestones and markers of every woman’s life: birth, love, marriage, friendship, and beyond. We have searched the country to find true stories that would speak to women of all ages and of all faiths. Quite simply, Small Miracles for Women addresses our shared experiences—the triumphs and the defeats, the celebrations and the losses sustained during a lifetime. And woven throughout these stories is the magic, the sense of awe, the understanding that these experiences are being orchestrated by a loving hand that gently guides and connects us all.


Do women live too deeply? Being conscious, being awake, being open is part of the divine experience, part of feeling integrated into the cosmic order. So we say, you can never live deeply enough! We hope that this book will continue to open doors into that deeper, more profound experience and be a corridor to the mindfulness that makes life that much more sweet. For in a world where chaos and a sense of existential meaninglessness often swirl around us, possessing the knowledge that we are part of a divine plan and have sacred purpose is infinitely comforting.


May we all continue to be blessed with Small Miracles—both large and small—and with the wisdom to recognize them when they touch our lives.



















THE HOUSE AT THE END OF THE LANE


The pain hit with sudden fury. No, thought Monica. I can’t be having this baby now. Not here in the car!


Frantically, she looked around. The country road was dark and deserted. No house beckoned, no phone booth appeared. Outside, icy winds pounded the car. It was almost midnight, New Year’s Eve 1998, and she was all alone. The pain lashed so hard she couldn’t hit the brake.


How had it come to this? Only two days ago, her doctor had smiled reassuringly. “Everything looks fine, Monica. The baby should be here mid-February.” Confident she wouldn’t deliver for six weeks, Monica had decided to make the hour’s drive to her parents’ house in Maryland and surprise them for New Year’s Eve. Now here she was, on the outskirts of her hometown, screaming with terror as she felt the baby coming right in the car.


Just go to the hospital. It’s only ten minutes away, she told herself. But it was no use. She could feel the baby about to appear. Oh God, please don’t let it come just yet; it’s going to suffocate. . . . Please God. . . . Fighting back hysteria, she took off her shoes so she could pull down her pants. She was now near her old high school. As she desperately tried to figure out how to drive and deliver the baby at the same time, she noticed a neighborhood she’d never seen before. She turned into it and found herself on a little cul-de-sac. Somehow, she maneuvered the car to a stop and stumbled out into the freezing night.


Four houses, all with lights on, faced her. Grandma, Monica prayed. You can see from heaven. Help me. Where should I go?


Without thinking, without understanding why, Monica ran past the three houses that were closest. Staggering with excruciating pain, shivering in her stocking feet, feeling the baby coming any second, Monica chose the house that was farthest away.


“Help me!” she screamed, pounding on the door. “I’m having a baby! Call 911!”


No one answered. Don’t make me deliver my baby all by myself on this porch, God . . . help me, please . . .


“Don’t let her in.” A man was speaking on the other side of the door. “There’s a crazy lady out there.”


Now a woman’s voice answered, softly but firmly. “I’m opening the door anyway,” she said.


The door swung open. An elderly woman in a bathrobe waved Monica inside. “Don’t worry,” she said kindly. “My daughter is here.”


In the upstairs bedroom of her parents’ house, Dianne slept, oblivious to the pandemonium below. That morning in Virginia, the snow had been falling so hard that she had almost decided to cancel her visit to her parents. But by early afternoon, the snow had let up enough for her to risk the four-hour drive to Maryland. The trip had been exhausting, and Dianne had fallen asleep at ten o’clock, too tired to join her parents as they rang in the New Year.


Now her mother’s voice roused Dianne from her sleep: “Dianne! Come quick!” And another woman’s voice, hysterical: “Oh God help me! My baby’s coming!”


Dianne raced out of bed to the top of the stairs. She looked down at the screaming stranger. Then she flew into action. “Mom, call 911! Dad, get sheets!” she barked as she ran down the stairs.


“Everything’s going to be okay,” she said, taking Monica’s hand. “I’m a nurse. I worked labor and delivery for four years. Let’s get you upstairs onto a bed.”


At the top of the stairs, Monica stopped. “It’s coming now!” she screamed. Dianne laid her down and prepared to deliver the baby.


“What position did your last ultrasound show?” Dianne asked.


“Breech. Is it going to be okay?” sobbed Monica.


“Yes, of course. Just try not to push, and keep breathing.”


But despite her reassuring words to Monica, Dianne felt sick with panic. The baby was preterm and in breech position. And she had no equipment. How could she possibly deliver this baby alive?


Calm down, Dianne, she told herself. God did not send this woman to you for this baby to die. Just do what you have to do and everything will be fine.


“Monica, I see it coming!” Dianne said. “Don’t push!”


At that moment, the doorbell rang and a volunteer emergency worker bounded inside. He was only eighteen years old, nervous and unsure of what to do.


“Get the emergency oxygen and the delivery kit—now!” Dianne ordered. He ran back to the ambulance and returned just as the baby was born into Dianne’s waiting hands.


“Congratulations, Monica. You have a boy.”


“I don’t hear him! Why isn’t he crying?” Monica screamed.


Without answering, Dianne unwrapped the cord that was strangling his tiny neck. She suctioned the mucus from his nose with the emergency kit, cut the cord, and stimulated him until he cried.


“Give me oxygen! Quick! He’s turning blue!”


As soon as she stabilized his color, Dianne gently placed the baby on Monica.


By now the paramedics had arrived, ready to take Monica to the hospital. “Hold him next to your skin. Your body temperature will help protect him,” Dianne said, placing layer upon layer of cloth on top of the baby.


“Good luck!” she called as the paramedics carried Monica and her newborn outside into the fifteen-degree night.


The next day, Dianne walked into Monica’s hospital room, carrying flowers. “These are for you,” she said, placing them on the windowsill. “And this is for the baby.” As she leaned in to hand Monica a teddy bear, she broke into a startled laugh. “Hey! You’ve got my dad’s pillow!”


“How did that happen?” Monica said. “Should I give it back?”


“Keep it. It will bring you luck. ”


“You brought me luck, Dianne. Without you . . . my beautiful baby . . . my Jacob . . . would be . . .” Unable to say the word, Monica burst into tears and threw her arms around Dianne’s neck. The two women held each other close and cried together.


At last Dianne said, “It wasn’t me who brought you luck, Monica. This was meant to be.”


“It was a miracle,” sobbed Monica.


“There’s something I want to ask you,” Dianne said. “This morning we went out and locked your car. And we saw where you parked it. There were three houses closer than ours. So why on earth did you choose us?”


“I really don’t know. I remember I prayed to my grand-mother to help me. And then without thinking, I ran to your house. That doesn’t make sense, does it? I was in my stocking feet, and I was in so much pain that your house seemed a hundred miles away. I don’t know. I just chose you.”


~ Peggy Sarlin



















THE PROMISE BRACELET


The glitter of green stones drew me to the display case. The light bounced off silver and glass. Amid the throng of holiday shoppers, I stood in the corner area reserved for fine jewelry and gazed at the bracelet, noticing its unique handiwork. The beaten silver, fashioned to resemble diamond chips, was exquisite, and it was encrusted with dozens of dark green emeralds. I knew this was a one-of-a-kind treasure.


As I admired the intricate piece, I remembered a promise my husband had made. David had bought me a lovely gift on our honeymoon four years earlier. He had selected an emerald-green Austrian crystal and seed-pearl bracelet in honor of my May birthstone. As he fastened it on my wrist, he lovingly said, “I promise you that I will buy you real emeralds someday soon. Just wait.” I loved the sentiment of his honeymoon gift, but deep down I excitedly looked forward to the fulfillment of David’s promise.


Until that time, however, I still loved wearing my crystal bracelet. I wore it frequently, each time fondly remembering the island boutique where we had found it. Whenever David saw the bracelet, he would smile and reassure me that the time was coming soon when he would keep his promise.


It became our habit over the years to look in every jewelry store window. David’s pursuit became symbolic of his devotion to me, and I loved him for it. We wandered in and out of countless shops, becoming somewhat discouraged when we realized that the cost of his promise was well beyond our means. I started to doubt that I would ever own what David desired to give me. David, however, never lost his faith.


On the day I found this particular bracelet, we were in the mall during the last week before Christmas to buy gifts for our children. Finances were tight, and we had agreed there would be no exchange of gifts between us. We had just completed one of the most stressful years of our marriage. With David’s diagnosis of Huntington’s disease, our lives had forever changed. This fatal neurological disorder had pitched us into a panic, not to mention near bankruptcy.


I looked up into David’s eyes and saw love shining even brighter than the green stones. I could tell what was in his mind. Nothing short of this bracelet would satisfy his original honeymoon promise. But I knew there was no way we could possibly afford it. I tried to tell him, but the words died on my lips. He’d had so many disappointments that year; I didn’t have the heart to tell him that we absolutely shouldn’t consider it.


Thinking fast, I came up with a reason to refuse the offer I knew I couldn’t accept. I have large wrists, and normally bracelets don’t fit. As the store clerk reverently lifted the object out of the case, I knew it would be too small. The silver and green made a colorful contrast against my brown skin. I silently acknowledged how much I wanted the bracelet while still hoping it would not fit. As the clerk reached around my wrist and closed the intricate clasp, my heart both leaped and then quickly plummeted. It fit! It was perfect. Yet I knew it would be wrong to buy it. The unpaid bills, with more looming in the future, had placed a vise around our checkbook.


I glanced at my husband, my best friend, and saw him beam. This gentle man was now the victim of a very cruel disease. His was a sentence with only one verdict: untimely, slow, and cruel death. My eyes brimmed with tears as I realized we would not live out our dream of growing old together. The jewelry before me was meaningless compared with the hope of living a lifetime with this man. But to David, the bracelet on my wrist would not be just one more bauble in a crowded jewelry box. Rather, this was his love for me displayed for all the world to see. To David, a promise made was a promise to be kept. I sadly realized that he might not have many more months or years in which to keep his promise. Suddenly it became the most important covenant ever made, and I knew that somehow I had to juggle the bills to let him have the honor of keeping it.


“Do you like it?” he whispered. Hearing the hope in his voice, mingled with the adoration in his eyes, was heart-wrenching. It was clear that David cherished me. All he had ever wanted, from the day we met, was to make me happy. I was a lucky woman, indeed.


I heard myself saying, “Yes, honey, I love it. It’s exactly what I want.”


The clerk reached out to remove the bracelet. I could not believe this little object had worked its way into my heart so quickly.


“How much is it?” I finally asked.


Slowly the man turned over the little white tag.


Two hundred and fifty dollars. Surely this was a mistake! I had seen enough fine jewelry to know that price was only a fraction of its worth.


The man began to extol the beauty of the item, pointing out the 180 emeralds in a handmade Brazilian setting. But even though $250 was an incredible value, it might as well have been $2,500, given our meager budget.


Without thinking, I asked, “Would you take $225, tax included?” I was amazed to hear myself ask the question, because shops in malls do not normally bargain.


The clerk looked at me in surprise but answered, “That will be fine.” Before he could change his mind, I whipped out my credit card, watching David beam with pride. The man quickly handled the transaction, and we were on our way. Every few steps we would stop and look at the bracelet. Before we reached the car, David said, “When I get sicker and eventually am no longer with you, I hope you’ll look at each emerald on the bracelet. Every one will remind you of something special we’ve done: a trip we took, a movie we saw together, or a moment we shared. This will be your memory bracelet.”


I began to cry. David’s concern was not for his own failing health but for my welfare after he was gone.


As we worked our way home in rush-hour Honolulu traffic, I wondered just how we would pay for the bracelet. Oddly enough, however, I never really panicked. I was somehow only curious about how it would all work out. We talked as we drove, and every so often we looked admiringly at the miracle of the promise kept.


Upon arriving home, I grabbed the mail and began to open it as we walked inside. Among the usual bills were two cards. One was from a church where I had sung several times that year. It was a thank-you note for my music ministry, along with a gift—a check for $200. I was speechless. I reached for the second card and slit it open. Out fell two bills: a twenty and a five. My benefactor preferred to remain anonymous. The card was simply signed, “Anonymous.”


I looked up at David, and we both shook our heads in amazement and then began to laugh. Even as I had inexplicably felt the urge to negotiate our price in the mall, the payment of David’s promise was already in our mailbox. God had already taken care of every detail, right down to the penny.


The bracelet is just a piece of jewelry, something I could have lived without. But the memories represented by each emerald have helped make me the person I am today.


The exquisite joy of our relationship and the unspeakable grief of dealing with David’s disease have allowed me to develop in ways I never could have anticipated. I have thought about God’s promise to each of us—that he will be with us every step of the way in life, if we will just ask him.


Just as God has never stopped believing in me, David never stopped believing in his bracelet promise. Each time I wear my emeralds, I count the memories tucked away in my heart, and I feel new courage as I think about David’s faith and God’s promises.


~ Carmen Leal-Pock



















SOUL MATES


She was only nineteen years old, but she was wise beyond her years. And she knew enough about life to know that the love she had found at such a young age was pure, good, and enduring.


We are soul mates, she often thought, kindred spirits. How blessed I am to have Ezra* in my life and for such a long time, too.


Their respective mothers—who were good friends—often laughed that their children were destined-to-be from the time they were toddlers. When the women had first met in Warsaw, the two little ones on their laps had made funny faces at each other and then shared a lollipop. Afterwards, they cried as they parted.


Ezra and Miriam went to school together, and their friendship blossomed into love. In high school, they were already a pair. Their mothers rejoiced to see the melding of their families this way but privately wondered if young love could last. It did.


Ezra presented Miriam with a tiny diamond engagement ring on her nineteenth birthday. “I will always love you,” he said.


“You are my destined one,” she replied.


But destiny had other things in store for them. Hitler’s soldiers marched into Warsaw one day, and life as they had known it ceased to exist.


Miriam caught a glimpse of Ezra at the train station, where the Jews of her neighborhood were being herded into cattle cars. For resettlement they were told. Chaos reigned as crowds jostled, children wailed, soldiers barked orders, mothers cried. But when Miriam saw Ezra boarding one of the cars at the other end of the platform, her heart lurched and time stood still.


“Ezra!” she screamed. “Ezra!”


She dropped her bags and dashed across the platform.


“Miriam!” her mother cried in alarm. “Don’t leave me, please!”


“Where do you think you’re going?” a soldier said as he blocked her path. “Get back to your line!”


“Please,” she begged him. “My fiancé . . . I just saw him . . . I need to talk to him . . . please . . . just for a minute . . .”


“Get back in line,” the Nazi hissed. “Now!”


The “resettlement” story was, of course, a lie. The train delivered them to Auschwitz, where Miriam’s mother was selected for the gas chambers. Young and still healthy, Miriam was allowed to live, though barely.


Not a day passed that she didn’t look for Ezra. When she passed the men’s barracks, when a detail of men passed her, she always inspected their ranks yearningly. Her eyes roved ceaselessly. All she asked for was a glimpse of his face. But she didn’t know if he was interned at Auschwitz. She didn’t even know if he was alive.


She kept on asking everyone she encountered whether they had seen Ezra in Auschwitz or had met him in any of the other camps they had been transferred from, but no one had any news. She refused to believe that he was dead. In her prayers, she begged God to keep him safe. Take me instead of him, she cried.


At the war’s end, Auschwitz was liberated, and Miriam was among the skeletal survivors. Her compatriots, after slowly recovering in DP (displaced persons) camps, made their way to new homes in Israel, America, Canada, South America, Australia—but not Miriam. She stayed behind in Europe for more than three years to hunt for Ezra. But he had vanished, and people told her that after three years it was time to give up. “You have to begin life anew,” they urged. “Just like us.”


How can I live life without Ezra? she wondered. Life has no meaning without him.


There were those who felt compassionate toward her, and those who felt impatient. “Time to move on,’” they exhorted. “Most people never have that kind of love in their life to begin with. Be grateful you had it at all, even if it was just for a brief time.”


Finally, Miriam began to feel the futility of her quest. In a DP camp in Sweden, she met Saul, a kind, gentle man with whom she could make a life. She didn’t love him; but she liked him well enough. She was honest about her feelings, and he accepted the limitations. Many survivors didn’t want to wait for love; they wanted to rebuild their shattered lives as quickly as possible. Camaraderie and companionship were sufficient for them. Their needs were humble; they didn’t ask for more.


So they married in Sweden but made plans to emigrate soon. Miriam’s entire family had been wiped out, so she felt unattached to any particular place. She assumed, however, that, like most survivors, they would move to Israel or to the United States. When her husband told her he had an excellent opportunity in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, she was taken aback.


“Port Elizabeth?” she asked in dismay. “I never heard of it. Why do you want to go there?”


“A friend of mine—someone who lived in my town before the war—has moved there and established a thriving business. He needs help and would welcome me into his company as a partner. I don’t have such an opportunity anywhere else.”


“But . . . I thought we would move to a large Jewish community . . . in the United States . . . in Canada. Even Johannesburg would be better. What kind of place is Port Elizabeth?”


“It’s a small coastal city, and it does have only a tiny Jewish population,” her husband conceded. “But it’s the place where I’ve been offered an opportunity.”


Miriam was reluctant and unhappy. She had had visions of relocating to a vibrant, heavily populated Jewish city where the sheer numbers of coreligionists would make rebuilding easier. She was not so sure what kind of life she could make in Port Elizabeth. She felt like a leaf blown off a tree, driven hither and thither, with no control over its destiny.


“So we’ll go to Port Elizabeth,” she finally shrugged in resignation. “After everything we’ve been through, what difference does it make?”


It was at a Jewish agency in Port Elizabeth, where she had gone to fill out some papers for German reparations, that she first saw him.


He was bent low over the clipboard, scribbling furiously, but she recognized the nape of his neck, the contour of his head, the color of his hair. She swore she could smell him across the reception room; she inhaled it as one would an aromatic scent.


“Ezra!” she screamed. “Ezra!”


He looked at her, and their eyes locked. His face turned white.


“Miriam! My God, Miriam! You are alive?! Oh, my God, I was told that you were dead!”


“Me, too. I heard you were dead. I hunted for you for three years,” she cried.


“I searched for you for two,” he said. Then he dropped his eyes to the floor.


“Miriam,” he said anguished, “there are things I would say to you, would like to say, but cannot anymore. . . . Miriam, I am married.”


“Ezra,” she said softly, “you don’t have to explain anything to me. I understand . . . you thought I was dead; I was in the same position. I am married, also.”


He looked at her sadly. “Miriam . . . what shall we do? It’s not as if we are in London or Sydney or even Johannesburg. The Jewish community in Port Elizabeth is very small; our paths will cross often.”


“Ezra, we must do the honorable thing. We cannot hurt or humiliate our spouses in any way. I don’t think we should tell them about our encounter today, nor the history of our involvement. Why inflict unnecessary pain on them? It would probably cause them tremendous discomfort to know about our past and to know we were living in this same city together. . . . And,” she went on with greater conviction, “we must not speak to each other ever again; we cannot. It would be too painful for us, and dangerous.”


“But Miriam!” he protested. “Not to talk to you . . . ever! That’s too harsh; it’s crazy; it’s unacceptable.”


“Ezra,” she said firmly, “I love you very much. I will never love anyone as I love you. But this is what we must do in order to protect the sanctity of our marriages.”


For forty years, they lived in the same community in Port Elizabeth—bearing children, raising families, marking milestones—without acknowledging one another’s presence ever again. They honored their vows, protected their spouses’ dignity, and tried to live life as fully as they could, knowing that the love of their life was leading a parallel existence only a few short blocks away.


Every now and then, in the synagogue, at a wedding, in the local food market, they would encounter one another briefly, and their eyes would flicker longingly at each other. A quick, imperceptible nod was the only greeting that acknowledged the encounter. A dewy, misty look would always appear in Miriam’s eyes after one of these encounters, and her heart would ache. She never shared her pain with anyone, and the two would have gone to their graves with the secret, had an extraordinary turn of events not taken place.


After forty years of marriage, Miriam’s husband Saul died suddenly one day of a heart attack. And just two months after Saul’s death, Ezra’s wife was felled by a fatal stroke.


For a full year after their respective spouses’ deaths, the two made no attempt to contact each other. But each had heard the news about the other.


They mourned their spouses, with whom they had fashioned good and decent lives, and their grief was deep and sincere. But as they marked the year of mourning, they also listened for news of one another.


After the first yahrzeit (anniversary of death) of each spouse had been commemorated, Ezra picked up the phone.


“Miriam?” he said.


At their wedding a few weeks later, Miriam and Ezra finally revealed to their children and close friends the secret they had kept for so many years. They explained how torturous it had been to live in such a small community and see each other constantly, how wrenching it had been—a trial from God. All this time they had never stopped loving each other, but their commitment to their spouses had never wavered either. Forty years later, they were finally able to fulfill the love that the war had aborted.


~ Yitta Halberstam




* The names in this story, a dramatization, are pseudonyms.






















THE MEETING


She had avoided this moment for years, knowing that once she spoke those magic words her life would never be the same. Now the moment was here. Slowly she rose to her feet, her chair loudly scraping against the basement floor. Thirty faces turned to look at her. She took a deep breath and dared herself to plunge ahead. “My name is Ella,* and I’m an alcoholic,” she said.


The knowing sympathy she saw in other people’s eyes gave her the courage to continue. “I’ve got to stop drinking. Because it’s not just me I’m hurting anymore. I’ve got a baby now. My Henry . . .” She stopped, overcome by a sudden vision of Henry, smiling and reaching out his chubby little hands to her. “He . . . he’s . . . so beautiful. . . . I would die rather than hurt him. Because I know what it’s like to be hurt. My father was a drunk, and I’ll do anything to keep Henry from feeling the pain that my father caused me.”


After the meeting, Ella sat quietly, slumped over in despair. She would never be able to get sober. And even if by some miracle she did, how could she possibly stay sober, day after day, year after year? The meeting had been filled with stories of terrifying struggles, of constant temptations, tragic losses, and hard-fought victories rendered hollow by sudden, sickening falls from grace. The battle for sobriety never ended, no matter how safe you thought you were. Even with her love for Henry to guide her, how could she win?


“Ella?” She looked up. A pleasant-looking young woman put her hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t worry. I can tell you’re in it for the long haul.”


The long haul . . . many times over the next two years, those words echoed in Ella’s mind. Faithfully every day, sometimes twice a day, she attended a support group meeting, gradually finding the strength to give up drink. Sometimes at a meeting she would see Laurie, the pleasant-looking woman, who was battling a deeply ingrained drinking habit. According to the group’s rules, everyone kept personal details to a minimum and didn’t socialize outside of meetings. But even within these restrictions, Ella began to think of Laurie as her friend. She had such an uncanny knack of saying to Ella exactly what she needed to hear, of finding the perfect words to give her comfort and confidence.


Once, when Ella was panicking about getting through the night, Laurie had nodded gravely. “For you, Ella, it’s eighteen minutes at a time.” Eighteen minutes at a time! She could probably handle that. And if she could get through eighteen minutes, followed by another eighteen and another, maybe she could get through the long haul after all.


Another time, Ella talked about her father and the rage she felt toward him. She described how he drank away his frustrations as a painter, his mood growing blacker and more dangerous with every sip. Laurie responded by speaking movingly about her own creative struggles and how for years she had found inspiration in a bottle. “You don’t know how much courage it takes to be in the arts. Isn’t there any part of you that can begin to forgive your father?”


Begin to forgive. . . . As she tucked Henry in at night, those words resonated. She loved Henry with all her soul, yet she was hardly a perfect mother. Who knows? Maybe someday Henry would have to forgive her. . . . And with that insight, for the first time, Ella felt her heart softening toward her father.


Sometimes Laurie didn’t even need words to help Ella. Once Ella was walking down the street in the throes of craving a drink. Every bar she passed seemed to call her inside. I’ll never make it home, she thought. I’m just not strong enough. As she felt herself giving way, she noticed a pleasant-looking woman walking toward her. It was Laurie. She smiled and gave her a little nod and walked on—but that was enough. Ella turned from the bar door and headed home.


After two years of hard-won sobriety, Ella finally felt strong enough to take the next step in her recovery—making amends to everyone she had ever wronged. The process was painful, but strangely exhilarating, too. As Ella sorted through her mental file of people she had mistreated, the image of Sofia deeply troubled her. At her next meeting, she stood up and spoke. “I grew up mostly abroad,” Ella said. “My father left this country to paint, and he took us with him. And I was really raised by this wonderful peasant woman—Sofia, our housekeeper. My own parents were chaotic and crazy, but Sofia was very calm and kind. She gave me structure and rules that made sense. And I think that any sense of discipline that I’ve been able to find in myself these last two years to get sober, I owe to her.


“And I feel so bad because every Christmas, she writes and begs me to visit. And I never pay any attention to it. She retired and moved back to her little village, and I think she’s lonely. And now I realize, she was like a mother to me. And if she wants me to visit, I should honor her by doing it. But I can’t . . . I just can’t. Because I’m so afraid.” She paused, then caught Laurie’s eye and gathered the resolve to continue.


“I’m just so scared that I won’t find any meetings there. The only way I keep sober is by going to a meeting every single day. And they don’t have support groups over there like we do here. And if I can’t find one, I’ll fall right back into the pit and wake up dead drunk and hate myself forever.”


“Ella,” said Laurie, “do you really think it’s important that you go?”


“Yes.”


“Then why don’t you go?” said Laurie. “Just trust that if you need something badly enough, you’ll get it.”


Laurie’s words convinced her. Ella made arrangements for Henry to stay with her sister, and she flew to Athens, Greece, her childhood home. As soon as she landed, she began searching for a support group meeting. To her amazement, she found one right away, located in the very church where she had been confirmed. The meeting wasn’t until evening, and as Ella wandered the city, she became increasingly agitated. So many memories. . . . At lunch, the waiter poured a glass of wine without asking, and she almost drank it before she convinced him to take it away. By the time she entered the church for the meeting, she felt very frail and vulnerable. Her footsteps echoed off the marble floor as she slowly, self-consciously made her way to a seat. A dozen ravaged-looking old men turned to stare at her. She was the only woman there. Ella took her seat, aching with loneliness. Another set of footsteps echoed in the church. Ella turned to look—and there was Laurie.


“No!” Ella gasped. “It can’t be!”


Laurie stared at her, eyes widening in shock. Then the two women fell into each other’s arms.


“What are you doing here?” said Ella.


“Giving a concert. And going crazy trying not to drink!”


“I’m going crazy too!”


“Well, let’s go crazy not drinking together.”


That night, Ella couldn’t sleep. She stared at the ceiling, marveling at the extraordinary coincidence that had brought Laurie and her together, thousands of miles from home. Was it mere chance, just a meaningless random event? Or was somebody upstairs working miracles on her behalf? Maybe she wasn’t alone in her fight to stay sober. Maybe—was it possible?—she had magic on her side.


Over the next few days in Athens, Ella and Laurie helped each other stay the course. But as Ella’s departure date loomed, she began to panic. The time had come to visit Sofia. That meant spending two weeks in a tiny, remote, unsophisticated mountain village. Forget about magic and miracles and anything else she’d been imagining. She would never, ever find a support group there.


“What’ll I do?” she wailed to Laurie. “I’ve never gone a single day without a meeting.”


“Remember what I told you,” Laurie said gently. “Just trust that if you really need something badly enough, you’ll get it.”


With Laurie’s words to comfort her, as always, Ella set out on her journey. She arrived at Sofia’s doorstep, tired and anxious, still brooding about finding a meeting. Sofia rushed out and smothered her with kisses. “Come in, come in! I’m so happy you’re here!”


Nervously, Ella followed Sofia inside. The first thing she noticed was a door on the right. Attached to the door was a golden plaque inscribed with the prayer of her support group.


“Sofia! Why do you have this here?” she exclaimed.


“Oh, that . . . the priest knows I have an empty room in my house, and he asked if he could use it for a kind of meeting that is called AA. Every night, people come to this room. Don’t worry. They won’t bother you.”


“I’m not worried, believe me!” Ella threw her arms around Sofia, laughing. “Not worried at all. In fact, I think I’ll join their meeting!”


Today, Ella is a confident young woman who has been sober for more than ten years. “When I look back at that trip,” she says, “I can see it was the turning point. So much magic happened to me that I finally started to learn how to trust. Sometimes you need proof that you really will get what you need. That trip was my proof.”


~ Peggy Sarlin




* The names in this story, a dramatization, are pseudonyms.
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