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Introduction

Like a bouquet of fresh spring flowers, Chicken Soup for the Girlfriend’s Soul is sure to soothe the senses and delight the mind’s eye. The unique fragrance of feminine friendship pervades each story, carefully handpicked by the editors and a national readers’ panel. The resulting arrangement is a profusion of color that captures significant moments from all walks of the garden of life.

In this book you’ll discover seeds of familiarity, like simple acts of kindness first sown in childhood that have grown into heartwarming memories. You’ll find evidence of the enduring roots of lifelong friendships that can withstand even the harshest storm.

Friendship blooms in all life phases and in some unexpected places—among classmates and professional colleagues, between the young and the young-at-heart, in backyards and boardrooms, at sleepovers and in shopping malls. It can blossom in the midst of a women’s group or even in the huddle of a mother and daughter at the kitchen table, where family love triumphs over life’s problems and challenges.

The stories in Chicken Soup for the Girlfriend’s Soul are like fertile soil, rich in relationships and life lessons of love and kindness. They tell how girlfriends help each other through good times and bad. They are there for marriages and breakups, illness and well-being, triumphs and losses. They turn every day into a celebration. They are a listening ear, a kind voice, strength when it is most needed.

These stories teach us not only to cherish and nurture the friendships we have, but even more, to realize that we have an awesome power: With a kind word or gesture, we can reach out so that we are no longer strangers, but attentive witnesses of those miraculous first buds of friendship.

Enjoy!



1 
THE TRUE
 MEANING OF
 FRIENDSHIP

A friend drops their plans when you’re in trouble, shares joy in your accomplishments, feels sad when you’re in pain. A friend encourages your dreams and offers advice—but when you don’t follow it, they still respect and love you.

Doris W. Helmering 



Toasting Rye Bread

A constant friend is a thing rare and hard to find.

Plutarch 

I have heard that memory is 80 percent smell. I don’t know if that is a verifiable percentage, but every time I put a piece of rye bread in the toaster, I think of Laurie.

I was twelve years old when I discovered that toast didn’t have to be made from white bread. I was sleeping over at my best friend Laurie’s house when I first smelled the sharp, singed-caraway aroma of rye toast. I was astonished and laughed at her outrageousness: She was toasting rye bread. Then she made me taste it, and I was hooked. This morning, munching on my rye toast, I realized that this was only one small way my best friend had broadened my horizons and that that’s one of the things best friends do best.

Aristotle’s definition of friendship is the image of one soul dwelling in two bodies. Certainly, that was Laurie and me. Our friendship existed in the pre-menstruation, pre-boyfriends, pre-rebellion pocket of childhood. We were on the verge of everything. Our relationship turned out to be excellent preparation for marriage. It was as consuming as monogamy. We spent every free moment together. We were in the same class. We demanded to know each other’s innermost thoughts. We finished each other’s sentences. We had the same passions. We argued vehemently, and just as vehemently stuck together. We had little room in our hearts for other acquaintances who didn’t know our codes.

Our friendship began when we were the only two new kids in the third grade of a closely knit Catholic school. We sat together in the lunchroom, eight-year-old victims of ostracism, and our segregation soon turned to camaraderie. We were inseparable for five years, until my parents unfeelingly decided to move. Our friendship has lasted through subsequent moves, soul searches, college degrees, fads and grown-up adventures.

For many years, our actual communication has been sporadic. Laurie wrote when her father died, instinctively reaching out. I sent her a wedding invitation and an announcement for each new baby; she answered about every five years. Her return address has always been a surprise, leading to the many cross-outs that eclectic friends make in an address book. Laurie has been a poet, a reporter, an artist in Mexico, a forest ranger in remote areas. She used to criticize my dreams of romance as too mundane. “I know you want a white picket fence,” she would chide me. I often felt like a potted geranium in a window box next to her rambling wild rose. But I also always knew she loved me for who I was.

I have thought of her more and more over the years, although our contact has grown less frequent. I now watch my four daughters grow and blossom into their own kinds of flowers, and I remember Laurie. I hear them coordinating outfits, hashing it out about other girls, angling for more time together, picking apart their appearance, their goals, their plans, their parents, each other—attempting to distill their own exact essences, just as Laurie and I once did.

Sometimes I think I am not really old enough to be on the other side of all this. I tell my girls we had no VCRs, that we had to go to the theater to see a movie, and they ask facetiously, “Did you have electricity?”

Yet my sometimes cloudy, sometimes lovely, sometimes fierce memories of childhood are really all I have to draw on as I try to raise my daughters to be kind, honest and full of heart. All the parenting books on my shelf cannot evoke the tug of a best friend “breaking up” with you or the delight of the intimacy of a day at the lake that you wish would never end.

Best friends beckon us to come out from the shadow of our moms and dads. They show us we have separate lives. They offer us affection solely for who we are, surprise us with the scope of another’s existence, and teach us it’s okay for toast not to be white bread.

My most recent letter from Laurie said that she’d left the Forest Service, gained a husband and was living in Portland, Oregon, in a cedar house they called their “urban cabin.” Last summer, we met for the first time in twenty-two years. In the area to visit relatives, our family went to their cabin for dinner. We introduced husbands and children, and reintroduced ourselves. We talked and laughed and caught up on the years that seemed to have flown by. As I described the insight our childhood friendship had afforded me into the lives of my daughters, I realized they gained something from us now as they watched twenty-two years—twice their lives or more— melt away. Two old friends embraced, shared photos, got to know husbands and children. My girls saw firsthand the living truth of Anne of Green Gables “kindred spirits” and glimpsed their mother as a girl.

To my daughters, Laurie and I are old. They barely see the point of being almost forty. But someday, all this may filter back through their memories, perhaps as they raise daughters who have best friends and recall their own childhood best friends.

My head is full of cycles; my heart is full of love for every turn.

Valerie Schultz 



Nancy and Caroline

Friends are people who help you be more yourself, more the person you are intended to be.

Merle Shain 

I came upon the photograph during a recent purge of the old secretary-style desk in the den. It was yellowed with age and almost terminally bent, but if I looked hard enough, I could still make out the figures of two little girls, arms wrapped around one another, smiling into the camera.

What a flood of memories that old photograph brought!

It was from twenty-four years ago when the subjects, our youngest daughter, Nancy, and Caroline, the beautiful child with the shiny brown hair and the enormous brown eyes, were eight years old.

They were best friends. Absolutely bound to each other.

Nancy and Caroline had found one another back in the carpentry corner at nursery school, and had never let go.

No traditional role-playing for these tiny feminists who preferred driving stubby little nails into little slabs of wood to dressing Barbie dolls. It was a friendship that was meant to be.

By the second grade, Nancy and Caroline had become a notorious twosome. Bonded. Attached at the soul.

“I’m going to separate you girls,” their long-suffering teacher threatened almost daily. But she, too, saw something so touching—so fierce—about their loyalty to each other that she never could do it.

But in third grade, they were plunked down in different classrooms. Bereft at first, they had railed at the Fates. But they had still managed to find each other whenever they could—at recess, in the lunch line, on the school bus.

“Save me a seat!” never needed to be said. Not between best friends.

So they had played double Dutch until their feet blistered. And they had walked uptown for double-dip ice creams on Saturday afternoons. Then, they had weathered the storms of blemishes and training bras, bewildering bodies and boys, and parents who didn’t understand them anymore. Through it all, they had each other, relied on each other.

And they had thought it would last forever.

Until one day, in a voice choked with sobs, Caroline had said the unthinkable: “I’m moving.”

Moving. The word made no sense to either of them.

“Not fair!” our Nancy lamented. “Not one bit fair!”

“I’m not going,” Caroline had said darkly.

And there were desperate phone conversations and whispered plans that both girls knew would never come to pass. Dramatic value aside, there was no way that these two could halt destiny.

Sure enough, one miserable day the for-sale sign went up on the lawn of Caroline’s house. And too soon, too heart-stoppingly soon, the sold sign was plastered over it, and there was a moving truck in her driveway. In a blink, three burly movers were carrying out the kitchen table, the den sofa and the stuffed animals that two little girls had cuddled on the long, precipitous journey from childhood to adolescence.

People were too busy that day to really notice two fourteen-year-old girls in matching jeans, standing together in the gathering dusk trying to figure out how to say good-bye to each other.

But when I looked at that fading picture of Nancy and Caroline, snapped so long ago, I remembered another image, this one of two girls standing on the lawn of a house with a sold sign, tears streaming unashamedly down their cheeks.

On that day, two of tender age were learning one of life’s most enduring lessons: There’s never another best friend quite like your first.

Sally Friedman 



I Found My Best Friend After Forty Years

There are three things that grow more precious with age: old wood to burn, old books to read and old friends to enjoy.

Henry Ford 

Joyce Duffey and I grew up in a small Arizona mining town during the 1930s and 1940s. She was my best friend and the sister I never had. When we weren’t watching Shirley Temple movies at the theater, we were taking piano and dancing lessons. After swims at the city pool in the summer, we’d split an ice-cold Popsicle down the middle. At my house, we’d play with dolls for hours on end and sneak cookie dough my mother had left in the refrigerator. I went horseback riding with Joyce and her dad, and she came on my family’s picnics. Joyce’s mother had died when she was six, so when we reached adolescence, we both learned the facts of life from my mother. And together, we discovered what was really important: makeup, hairstyles and clothes!

So it was difficult for us to part in 1944, when my family moved 350 miles away. Wartime gas rationing made travel unlikely, and we could only write letters from the time we were separated, at fourteen, through our college years— until we finally were reunited at my wedding, when Joyce, of course, was one of my bridesmaids. After her own marriage, I saw her one more time, when I went to California in the 1950s for my grandmother’s funeral.

I never dreamed I would lose touch with her completely. But we both had small children and were so busy with our growing families and many moves across the country that we let our letter-writing lapse. Finally, a Christmas card I sent to Joyce was returned with “address unknown” stamped across the envelope. Her father, too, had died by then, and I had no idea how to find her.

My family and I eventually settled back in Arizona, and as the years went by, I thought of Joyce often. I wanted to share with her my joy and pride as my children grew up, married and made me a grandmother. And I needed, so much, to share my sorrow when I had to put my mother in a nursing home and when first my brother, and then my father, died. Those milestones made me aware of the importance of old ties—and the gap in my heart that only a friend like Joyce could fill.

One day, as I sat reading the newspaper in the spring of 1992, I saw an article about teenage gangs. Next to it was the photo of a social worker named Kevin Starrs. That’s a coincidence, I thought. Joyce’s married name was Starrs, and her husband was a social worker. The young man in the photo did resemble Joyce and her dad. Then I chided myself for jumping to conclusions: There must be thousands of people named Starrs. Still, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to write Kevin a letter, telling him about my childhood friend and how those coincidences compelled me to contact him.

He phoned me the minute he heard from me. “Mrs. Conder,” he said, “Joyce Duffey Starrs is my mother!” I must have yelled loudly enough to be heard in South Dakota—where, Kevin told me, Joyce was living. He was as excited as I was, and I could hear in his voice his love for his mother. After he gave me her phone number and I gave him mine, he added, “You know, three of us children live nearby. My mother visited us here in Phoenix several months ago.”

My eyes welled up with tears. “She was here—only a few miles from me—and I didn’t even know it?”

I promised Kevin I’d call Joyce that very evening. I didn’t have to wait that long. Ten minutes later my phone rang.

“Margie?” Even after forty years, I recognized the voice instantly. As soon as Kevin had hung up from our conversation, he’d called his sister, who’d telephoned their mother and gave her my number.

We laughed and cried, and got caught up on each other’s lives. It turned out that Joyce had lived in northern Arizona—so close to me—for a number of the years when we each thought we would never hear from the other again. In the weeks that followed, we talked frequently on the phone and exchanged long letters with photos of our spouses, our children, our grandchildren and ourselves. There were so many things to tell each other!

That summer Joyce flew to Phoenix. When she called me from her daughter’s home, I hurried there, excited and nervous. Would we have that same feeling, that bond, we’d had as children? But there was no need to worry. She was waiting for me at the front door, and I could still see that fourteen-year-old in her sweet grin.

“You look just the same!” we said simultaneously, as if we both were blind to wrinkles, added pounds and gray hair. We fell into each other’s arms.

The next week was filled with hours of catching up, reminiscing and sharing confidences. We giggled like little girls as we pored over old photos. Together, we revisited our hometown, which now looked so small, and other favorite spots where we’d spent time together. The best part of our reunion, though, was meeting each other’s children and grandchildren. Joyce had an emotional reunion at the nursing home with my mother, who, though she can no longer speak, smiled with such happiness that we knew she recognized my long-lost playmate.

The empty place I’d had in my heart for forty years has been filled to overflowing with our renewed friendship. Old friends really are the best friends. And there’s one more thing Joyce and I now know for sure: We won’t lose each other again!

Marjorie Conder 



The Friends Who Saved Me

Fortify yourself with a flock of friends! You can select them at random, write to one, dine with one, visit one, or take your problems to one. There is always at least one who will understand, inspire, and give you the lift you need at the time.

George Matthew Adams 

Whether it’s birthdays and weddings, or break-ups and make-ups, our friends are there to applaud what we do, offer advice, lend support. But what if it’s helping someone survive the most agonizing experience imaginable? I can honestly say that if it weren’t for my friends, I’m not sure I would be here.

Two years ago, I was driving my three-year-old daughter, Hanna, to her first day of preschool in Princeton, New Jersey, when the radio announcer said: “A plane has just struck one of the World Trade Center towers.” Not believing what I’d heard, I walked Hanna to her classroom.

I was back in my car with my one-year-old son, Harris, getting ready to leave, when the news broke about a second plane hitting the World Trade Center. That’s when panic flooded through me—my husband, Steven, worked in Tower One.

A minute later, my cell phone rang. It was my close friend Jennifer, whom I’d met in our kids’ playgroup a few years earlier. “I don’t think I can drive,” I told her.

“Stay put,” Jennifer said. “I’m on my way.” Within minutes, she was in the parking lot, ready to drive me home. My other friends from the playgroup, Maureen and Lori, rushed to my house. The three of them were practically lying on top of me as we watched Tower One fall on television, and I screamed my husband’s name.

None of them knew what to say to me on that day or the days that followed. But they instinctively knew what to do. When I needed to be hugged, they hugged me. When I needed to be left alone, they gave me space. They were going to do whatever it took to make sure my children and I got through this.

I relied on my family too. On September 11, all planes were grounded, so my mother and brother drove, without stopping, to my side—my mother from Chicago, and my brother from Virginia. Mom stayed for weeks.

But my friends were there for me in ways I couldn’t have imagined. They created a rotation schedule so that someone could lie with me at night until I fell asleep. Meals were delivered to my home daily. Toys and clothing for the kids poured in. My neighbor, Jean, baby-sat every Wednesday night so I could go to a support group. I relied on these women to help me through some unbearable moments, and they came through every time.

One of the hardest days of all was October 11, 2001. Two police officers rang my doorbell. “Is there someone who could watch your children for a while?” one of them asked. My entire body shook violently when they told me that Steven’s body had been positively identified through dental records. Once again, within minutes, Jennifer, Maureen and Lori were at my side.

“He’s never coming home,” I told them. It was all so real, so final. As the officers told us where the body was being sent, I looked at Maureen and said, “I need to go be with him.” She drove me there and held me tightly as we looked at the pine box that was my husband’s casket. Together we removed the American flag draped over it, and she helped me rub my tears into the wood so that part of me would always be with him. I am so thankful I did not have to endure that experience alone.

I always knew I had great friends in my inner circle, but what surprised me was how people I barely knew played such a crucial part in my recovery. I met my friend Haidee just one week before Steven’s death. After learning that our daughters would be in the same nursery school class, we arranged a playdate for the girls. She never met my husband, nor did she know much about me. So when my doorbell rang a few days after September 11, I was shocked to see Haidee standing there. All she said was, “Can I please come in and sit with you?” Since that day, she and her husband, Sean, have welcomed my children and me into their lives. I can’t imagine life without Haidee. 

Late last year I turned thirty-five. I had always teased Steven that he’d better throw me a surprise party for this milestone or he’d be in big trouble. Obviously, I had to make new plans. So when Jennifer, Maureen, Lori and Haidee said they’d treat me to lunch and a day at a spa, I agreed. Minutes after I walked into the restaurant, fifty people appeared, yelling, “Surprise!” I was overwhelmed. Never wanting me to feel anything less than special, my friends tried to fill in the gaps left by Steven’s death.

I treasured my friends beyond words. Still, my relationships with them did change. Suddenly, I was the only single parent among a group of happily married people. Social gatherings I used to love were transformed into painful reminders of my loss. Friends were reluctant to discuss their marriage problems or even joke about their husbands’ silly habits, for fear of making me uncomfortable. At the same time, I often shied away from sharing my innermost feelings with them.

It was at the 9/11 support group that I met Lisa, another widow with young children, who became a great source of comfort. Although she and I came from very different backgrounds and upbringings, we were sisters in grief.

On one particularly bad day, I drove to her house and we sat in her kitchen, weeping about all the things we couldn’t say to other people. The unbearable loneliness, the fear, the heavy responsibility of raising children alone—she was going through it all, too. It was such a relief to be with someone who completely understood.

One evening, I told Lisa I was thinking of taking off my wedding band and replacing it with a new ring. It was time to face reality—I was a single, independent woman. I had to start anew. Lisa agreed. But it was a big step for both of us, and we made plans to shop for rings together.

A week later, I was standing outside a jewelry store, waiting for Lisa. When she finally arrived, I got into her car and sobbed: “I remember when Steven gave me this ring, I thought I’d never take it off.” She began to cry, as well, and we shared stories of how we got engaged.

“We don’t have to do this,” Lisa said.

“Yes, we do, we need to do this,” I answered.

We went into the store and each bought a ring. Mine is a silver-and-gold cable ring with a chalcedony stone on top. I love it.

These days, I am doing much, much better than I’d imagined I would be two autumns ago. I have grown more confident. My kids are happy, which is the best indicator I have of how well I’ve handled things. I talk to them about their father every day.

What I have learned is that being independent is very important, but perhaps even more important is knowing you have people you can depend on. On September 11, 2001, I felt like the unluckiest woman alive. Now, I see how lucky I am, blessed with the greatest friends in the world. 

Jill Goldstein 
Submitted by Debbie Merkle 



Bosom Buddies

With a person I trust I can tell her all my problems without anyone knowing. I can tell her all my secrets like a secret diary.

Priya Patel 

The bust cream at $2.98 a jar hadn’t worked. My friend Carol and I faithfully read the ads each month in the back of the movie magazines, showing girls with beautiful, fully developed figures. Now that we were almost fifteen, we longed to look just like them.

Scraping together our baby-sitting money, we excitedly sent away for two jars and eagerly awaited the mailman every day throughout June of 1955. We also staked him out because we knew this was not a purchase our mothers would approve of.

Euphoria was ours the day the jars arrived. After the recommended ten applications, like a busted (forgive the pun) balloon, euphoria dissipated into the hot July air. Well, at least for me. Carol was definitely developing, thanks to the cream or Mother Nature (who could say?) but the proof was there when she put on her bathing suit. She looked so curvy while I, her friend since first grade, was as flat as the tar patches on the hot neighborhood streets.

So one sultry July day, we opted for Plan B. Walking up to our local dime store, we made the second most important purchase of my teen life: falsies. These foam rubber answers to voluptuousness cost $1.98 a pair. Once again, a purchase to be made not with your mother, but only your best friend.

While I went to the ladies department, Carol stood guard in the aisles, lest my mom or one of her friends should come along. We had agreed upon a signal. Three coughs and the coast was clear, two coughs and trouble was near. Hearing the reassuring sound of three coughs, I handed the clerk my purchase. But wait a minute! What was that she was saying? She was out of bags and would be right back? Leaving the falsies right there on the counter in broad daylight?!

Oh, God, no! Please don’t let this be happening, my young heart prayed.

Not only was it happening, but so, too, was the unmistakable sound of two coughs. Trouble, real trouble was at hand in the form of Mrs. McDoover, the neighborhood gossip, coming down the aisle. Right there and then, I promised God I’d be a missionary in China if he’d just let that salesclerk return with the bags lickety-split. And she did. Hallelujah!

Carol and I hurried home clutching the bag that held my soon-to-be new figure, well, at least the top portion of it. Once in the bedroom, I tried on my bathing suit with the falsies in place. Oh! It was so exciting! Carol assured me I looked like Marilyn Monroe or even Jane Russell. Well, maybe not that gorgeous, but very womanly, indeed. 

What with the ninety-degree heat outside and no air-conditioning inside, we were sweating up a storm. Hurriedly, we left for the park swimming pool. As luck would have it, this was girls’ day.

We dove into the cool water and how wonderful it felt! We swam and swam, until out of the corner of my eye, I noticed something floating by. Oh, God, no! It couldn’t be! Alas, it was. One lone falsie floating by without a care in the world or a matching partner, for that matter. Right then and there I knew I’d have to stay in the pool until midnight, but then I’d be late for supper, as well as grounded. Embarrassed beyond belief, I climbed out of the pool, ran into the girls’ locker room and changed back into my clothes. Carol came in a few minutes later, carrying the falsie in her hand. We walked home, feeling depleted by the entire experience.

The house was sweltering, the six-inch fan blowing hot air on Mom as she sat peeling potatoes for that night’s supper of potato salad and cold cuts. One look at my face and she knew the world had ended. Well, at least my little corner of it. Through tears, sobs and hiccups, the shamefaced tale was told. Reaching across the kitchen table Mom took my hand and said, “Go get my sewing basket and we’ll fix things right.”

That afternoon, over hot tears and cool lemonade, Carol and I learned that the quick answers the world offered to problems were often false, but love that was shared around the kitchen table was often the truest love of all.

Alice Collins



The Swing

Many people will walk in and out of your life. But only true friends will leave footprints in your heart.

Eleanor Roosevelt 

Meg, Katie and I sat rocking on the swing on Meg’s front porch. Because Katie had the longest legs, it was her job to keep us moving with a gentle push every now and then. Today, our swinging was sporadic. Katie was caught up in Meg’s description of the heart surgery she would undergo in two days.

“The doctors say now is the best time,” Meg explained. “I’ve grown all I’m going to, I’m healthy and they don’t want to wait any longer. The walls of my aorta are weakening every day.”

Katie and I listened quietly. We’d always known that one day Meg would have heart surgery, but we weren’t prepared for it to happen this summer. We were having too much fun.

Katie and I had always known Meg was different. She often complained about the way her eyes protruded from her head and about the extra-thick glasses she wore. We teased her about her slightly bucked front teeth, lovingly calling her “Bugs” after Bugs Bunny. But we never teased her about her heart condition. Meg’s family had known from her birth that one day she would require an operation. Now, the day had come.

Meg went shopping with her mom the next day, so Katie and I didn’t see her until late. We sat on the porch swing, each of us lost in our own thoughts. When Meg’s dad called her in, I hugged her tightly. “I’ll be praying for you,” I said.

“Thanks,” she replied with a smile. “Pray for the doctors, too.” We all laughed. Meg’s remark had broken the tension.

I didn’t sleep very well that night, so it was late when I got up the next morning. I went outside for some fresh air and looked down the row of houses to Meg’s. I saw her dad and brother with their arms around each other.

They’re home early, I thought. I went in the house just as the phone rang. It was Katie.

“Teresa, I have terrible news.”

I could tell she was crying. My heart sank.

“Meg died,” Katie said flatly. “When the doctors touched her aorta, it was so weakened, it just dissolved. She died on the operating table.”

I was in shock. “Katie, I’ll talk to you later,” I said, and hung up the phone. As I headed for my room, I passed my mom in the hall.

“Any news on Meg?” she asked.

I shook my head, still too stunned to tell anyone the news. I didn’t want to believe it. I shut my door and lay down on my bed.

It can’t be true, I told myself. Meg can’t be dead. Katie heard  wrong. It was some other girl who died. Meg will call and tell me everything’s okay.

As the hours stretched on, I knew Katie was right—but I couldn’t admit it. I heard Katie’s mom call mine to tell her the news. When my mom knocked on my door, I told her to go away. “I want to be alone,” I pleaded.

On the way to the funeral home, I kept telling myself that Meg was okay. But when I walked into the room with my parents and saw Meg lying there, reality hit. My friend was dead. I walked over to the casket and looked at Meg’s peaceful face. She looked like she could jump up any minute and ask why everyone was so sad, but she didn’t. Meg was dead.

I cried hot, angry tears. I couldn’t understand why Meg had died, and I was mad at God for allowing it to happen. The world is full of horrible people. Why didn’t you take one of them? Why did you have to take the sweetest, kindest person I know?

God didn’t give me any easy answers. At Meg’s funeral, her pastor read John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life.”

I knew Meg was a Christian, and I was comforted by the fact that she was promised eternal life. As the days passed, I drew on God’s promises for those who believe in him. Jesus told his disciples that he was going to prepare a place for them in heaven. I knew that included a mansion for Meg. I missed Meg terribly, but I could feel my anger lessening.

One evening several weeks later, Katie and I were walking when we found ourselves heading for Meg’s front porch. We sat on the swing, both uncomfortably aware of the space between us.

“I miss Meg,” Katie said as she gave a push.

“Me, too,” I replied placing my hand on the empty seat. “But you know,” I told Katie with a smile, “Bugs will have perfect teeth in heaven.”

Katie laughed. “You’re right, and she can’t complain about her eyes or her thick glasses anymore!”

“And no heart defect . . .”

The front door opened and Meg’s mom came out. “I thought I heard someone,” she said. “I was hoping you girls would stop by. Please keep using the porch swing. Meg’s dad put it up for the three of you, and we hate to see it empty.”

“We’ll be back,” we promised.

“No heart defect,” Katie said with wonder, as our swinging resumed.

We scooted together, closing the space that had separated us. “Do you suppose there are porch swings in heaven?” Katie asked.

“I’m sure of it,” I said firmly. “And I’m sure Meg will be saving us a place on one when we get there.”

Teresa Cleary 



Power of Love

Proximity was their support; like walls after an earthquake they could fall no further for they had fallen against each other.

Elizabeth Bowen 

“Mom! Will you puh-leeze tell Kristen to stop hogging the bathroom?” thirteen-year-old Natasha calls downstairs to her mom, Michele.

“I was in here first!” Kristen, twelve, shouts.

“You girls work it out yourselves!” Michele calls from the kitchen, and sure enough, a few minutes later when Kristen and Natasha troop downstairs with their schoolbooks, they’re laughing and gossiping like . . . Just like sisters, Michele marvels, and for the thousandth time she thinks, It’s no wonder God put Kristen in my backyard all those times. He knew all along that one day she’d need a new home and family.

It was seven years before, the afternoon Natasha first pointed out the shy little girl in the Manchester, New Hampshire, schoolyard and said, “That’s Kristen. She lives on the street behind us, and her dad’s a fireman, just like Daddy.”

Natasha was a year ahead of Kristen, but the girls became fast friends. Nearly every afternoon, when Michele looked out her kitchen window, she’d see them climbing trees together or playing on the backyard swings.

“Mom, can Kristen sleep over?” Natasha asked one Saturday, and when Michele called to check with Kristen’s mom, Nancy, she was surprised to learn that growing up they’d gone to the same school—just like their daughters.

“I know her husband, Dave Anderson,” Michele’s own husband, Al, said that night as he set up the rollaway cot in Natasha’s room. “He’s stationed at Engine Company 11.

He’s very dedicated.”

Kristen and Natasha grew inseparable. They played dolls and did their homework together at Michele’s kitchen table. They rode their bikes to Natasha’s Uncle Bill’s gas station a few blocks away to fill their tires, and from there it was a short ride to her grandparents’ house for big bowls of chocolate ice cream.

“Thank you for letting Kristen sleep over again,” Nancy told Michele one evening. “My asthma’s acting up, and my inhaler isn’t helping at all.”

“Kristen is always welcome in our home,” Michele said. “We all enjoy having her around.”

Kristen also enjoyed spending time with Natasha’s family. “Wheeee!” she shouted when Al gave the girls rides on their ATV. In the winter, Michele taught Kristen how to ice skate, while Natasha’s teenage brothers, Matthew and Nicholas, showed her how to ice fish and swoop downhill on a sled.
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