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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul . . . 


“A bit of sunshine on a hectic day lifts the spirit. Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul is the essence of sunshine—great stories to lift one’s spirits.”


Kay Koplovitz 
founder, USA Networks 
principal, Koplovitz & Company 
author and entrepreneur 


“These moving stories from working women remind us that we’re not alone in the challenges we face, and they inspire us with their accounts of persistence, success and faith.”


Dionne Fedderson and Sylvia Hopkins 
vice presidents, Childhelp USA 


“Which hat are you wearing right now? Working woman, mother, wife, girlfriend or the little girl inside you? Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul reflects this incredibly wide range of our lives and challenges us as women with wit, wisdom, determination and compassion. These stories confirm that our lives are always full of infinite possibilities.”


Sharon Lechter 
coauthor, Rich Dad Poor Dad and the Rich Dad series 


“There are wonderful, heartwarming messages in the touching stories within Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul. They zero in on the juggling required today as women meet their challenges with skill, wit, care and wisdom. This book truly hits on the things that matter most in life!”


Sharon Dupont-McCord 
real estate broker, Coldwell Banker Success Realty 


“Wow, I can relate! All of us working women struggle to find that delicate balance between our personal and professional lives. Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul gives us comfort that we are not alone and that the bumpy road we travel is paved with love, laughter and inspiration.”


Robin Sewell 
television personality 


“Wonderful! These stories go straight to the heart of what it means to be a working woman today. They uplift, surprise, and nourish—and leave a warm glow in the heart that helps us to find and savor the special moments in our own lives.”


Michelle Kerrick 
partner, Deloitte & Touche 


“With all the demands of work and family, it’s never been more challenging to be a woman. Chicken Soup for the WorkingWoman’s Soul is an inspiring guide, counselor and coach—and offers liberal doses of laughter and joy, too. It’s a must-read for women everywhere.”


Jan Donnelly 
cofounder & CEO, CareerWomen.com 


“The inspiring tales in Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul remind us of the common bonds we share as working women in shaping the destinies of our children, our friends and our colleagues.”


Melissa Wahl 
executive director, National Association 
for Female Executives 


“Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul holds up a mirror that shows us what we already know in our hearts: seek the good, spread love, make a difference, and never, never give up on our dreams!”


Stephanie B. Greer vice president, private client manager Wells Fargo Investments 


“These motivating and emotional stories remind us of the importance of finding that delicate balance between our professional and personal lives.”


Tricia J. Callaway 
marketing program manager, Hewlett-Packard 
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We dedicate this book to all women 
for their ability to juggle life 
and work with such grace.
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Introduction 


Because of working women like yourself, the world is a wonderful place. Every day presents a new opportunity to make a contribution that counts, whether it be at home or out in the workforce. Each labor of love is an occasion to celebrate life, with all its wonder, mystery and uncertainty. With time, even the rough spots in a working woman’s day have the power to become memories that later strengthen the spirit and uplift the soul.


This book offers insight to such moments and memories. It contains stories that celebrate the commitment you and others like you demonstrate daily as you care for family, friends, coworkers and others. Within these pages you’ll find stories of faith and fortitude, truth and tenacity, persistence and passion. You’ll learn how women like yourself tackle the most difficult challenges with generosity and grace. The cycles of giving and receiving are revered, and time and time again we learn that often, the gift of giving is its own reward.


Whether you are an executive or a mother (or maybe you are both), you know the skills, the mental energy and the physical stamina it takes to accomplish all that needs to be done in a day. Sometimes you wonder where it all comes from, but then the heart speaks and reminds you of  what’s worthwhile. It is in rituals and routines that we find momentum and motivation, and that in turn leads us to new heights and inspiring innovations. Bit by bit, solid foundations for strong futures are built. These are the success stories that await you in Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul. Written by working women with enthusiasm and dedication to their chosen career paths, they offer comfort and hope to women everywhere.


While reading through the hundreds of stories that were submitted for this book, we were amazed at the continual challenges working women face. But even more amazing are the creative solutions and the uplifting attitudes that pervade these pages. Despite demanding jobs, sometimes difficult people, and growing responsibilities, working women press on, conquering each day and making every moment count. In this way they better their own lives, and in the process, touch the lives of countless others in positive ways. It is our sincere hope that you, too, will be touched by these stories of support, encouragement and inspiration. May they bring you a smile, an idea, the recollection of a fond memory or two, and perhaps even newfound appreciation for who you are as well as amazement at all you do!


Thank you for reading Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul.






1


ALL IN A 
DAY’S WORK 


Fall in love with what you are going to do for a living.
To be able to get out of bed and do what you love to do for the rest of your day is beyond words.
I’d rather be a failure in something that I love than be successful in something I hate.


George Burns 






The Interview


Dreams are powerful reflections of your actual growth potential.


Denis Waitley and Reni L. Witt 


The job of a lifetime, that’s what it was, secretary for the district attorney. I couldn’t wait for my interview. This was the kind of position I’d dreamed of, what all those years of college and entry-level positions were for.


The night before my interview, I spent two hours going through my closet to pick out just the right outfit. What would I say to him? I curled up into my pillowy bed and stared at the ceiling, unable to sleep. How should I act? Nervous, I shut my eyes and tried to get some rest, but I kept tossing and turning.


Finally, the alarm clock woke me. I tried to open my eyes, but something was wrong. My face felt stiff, strange. My hands flew to my cheeks.


“No!” My lips were unable to open all the way.


I ran to the bathroom and looked at myself in the bathroom mirror, horrified. My face was contorted like a stroke victim’s. My eyes were misaligned. I couldn’t move the  right side of my face. I could barely recognize myself. What was happening to me? What nightmare did I wake up into?


My mother came into the room, “What’s wrong?” Her eyes bulged as she withdrew in terror.


“What’s happening to me?” I slurred to her.


“I’ll take you to the emergency room,” she finally gasped.


We were rushed in. The nurse took one look at me and called in a specialist. There, under the blazing white lights, my mother and I waited.


After several hours of tests, the doctor finally explained, “You have Bell’s palsy. It is a condition in which your face muscles tighten because of stress. You need to get plenty of sleep, and in a few days your face will return to normal.” 


“But I have a job interview this afternoon,” I sadly remembered.


“I’m sorry,” the doctor said, concerned. “You should reschedule, maybe for later in the week.”


During the long car ride home, all I could think about was how bad it would look to reschedule. Certainly, that would dampen my chances. Nobody reschedules with the district attorney. All the other applicants would have the advantage then, I concluded.


I looked at my watch and made the decision, “Mom, drop me off on Jacob Street. I’m going to the interview.”


“Honey, I don’t think you should. You look . . . strange,” she said, ever so gently.


I knew she was right. He probably would take one look at me and judge me by my appearance rather than by my experience and talent. I probably shouldn’t go. But if I didn’t, I’d always wonder if I could have gotten my dream job.


“No, Mom, take me there.”


Reluctantly, she took me where I wanted to go. I walked right into the formidable office with the mahogany  furniture and pillars of white marble, not letting my own self-consciousness or any disease stop me. Not now, not when I had worked so hard for so long to be given this opportunity.


I went to the woman sitting behind the front desk and said, as well as I could, “Nicole Jenkins to see Mr. Robertson.”


She stared at my face. “He’s expecting you. Go right in.” 


I entered the room to her right and saw a gray-haired man sitting behind the large desk reading a file.


Suddenly my nerves got the best of me, and I had to sit. I took the chair in front of him.


“Hello,” he said. “Miss Jenkins?”


“Yes. Please excuse me. I’m having a Bell’s palsy attack. My doctor explained to me that it would last a few days. I came right from the hospital.”


“You’re very dedicated to come when you’re not feeling up to speed,” he responded, after a pause.


“Yes, Sir.”


He spent a few minutes looking over my application. “Is everything on here correct?” He held it out to me.


I glanced over the paper, “Yes, but I failed to mention I type seventy-five words per minute.”


“Wonderful,” he smiled. “Out of one hundred points, you had our highest score on the application test. You scored well above average on grammar and computer programs.”


“It comes easily for me,” I honestly replied.


“Well, you are certainly qualified. You have an impressive background with related experience. I see here you worked for the navy.”


“Directly with legal affairs,” I reiterated.


“When are you available?”


“Two weeks.”


 He gazed down at his desk calendar. “The 27th then, be here at 9:00 A.M.”


I gasped. “You’re hiring me!”


“Yes, you’re perfect for the position.”


I stood. “Thank you for believing in me. I won’t let you down.”


“I know,” he smiled, rising from his desk to shake my hand. “Not only have you got the skills I’m looking for, you also have the character.”


Nicole Jenkins 
as told to Michele “Screech” Campanelli 






Ask and You Shall Receive 


You may have the loftiest goals, the highest ideals, the noblest dreams, but remember this, nothing works unless you do.


Nido Qubein 


You never walk into a job interview expecting to meet your greatest advocate, lifelong mentor and cherished friend. In 1981, I was a year out of MBA school, living in New York, and looking for a job in Colorado. I heard about a company headquartered in Boulder, Colorado, and managed to get an interview with two of their executives while they were in New York. Biff was in charge of the department in which I wanted to work. Tom was his boss. We met over lunch, and I did my best to impress them with my one year of experience. I don’t know what I said during that interview, but when Biff got back to Colorado, he wrote Tom a memo that said, “I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.”


Tom offered me a job anyway. I started as his executive assistant, and Tom immediately began training me in his way of doing things—skills that I continued to draw upon  every day of my corporate life. He was especially strict about the one-page rule. Memos had to be no more than one page or he wouldn’t read them. The summary had to be in the first paragraph.


“It’s a memo,” he said, “not a mystery. I don’t want to wait until the end to find out how it turns out.” It became a challenge to see how I could summarize an assignment in as few words as possible. The apex of our game came when I interviewed each of Tom’s direct reports on a point of contention between them. Tom wanted to know why they couldn’t agree on how to handle a new service. My memo read as follows: “Gary wants a piece of the pie. Bill wants a bigger piece of the pie. Roger wants the whole pie and permanent possession of the pan.” Tom didn’t say anything about the memo to me, but years later he would sound like a proud father reciting my memo from memory and laughing more with each telling.


After a three-month probationary period, I was eligible for my first salary and performance review. Tom took me to lunch at a local restaurant and asked me to review myself. I wasn’t prepared for that and was disappointed not to get some real feedback on my performance. I did my best to recall projects I had completed, plans for additional training and goals for the future. Tom then asked what I thought my raise should be. I was thoroughly prepared for that question and immediately gave him an answer. He cleared his throat and nodded thoughtfully.


“What percentage is that?” he asked. I told him in complete confidence that the number was indeed a reasonable figure. “If your salary increased by that percent every year for ten years, how much would you be earning?” I took out my calculator and Tom waited while my fingers tap-danced across the keys. The total came to horrifying digital life, and I smiled, asked for his patience, and did the calculations again. I’m certain Tom knew exactly what the  number would be, and that it would fall somewhere in the low eight figures.


I couldn’t read the number out loud. “It would be kind of high,” I said, “but I did take a pay cut to come here, and I think it would still be fair.” We finished lunch and returned to the office without another word on the subject. I was certain I’d blown it. A few minutes later, Tom’s secretary, MaryJane, came into my office and laid a memo on top of my desk. It was from Tom, typed by MaryJane and impressively short. The title was longer than the memo: Monetary Considerations: Luncheon Discussion Thursday, September 3rd. I can only imagine the fun he had dictating that into his recorder. The body of the memo was exactly seven words, an achievement in brevity I have never surpassed. It said, “Ask and you shall receive.” Cordially, Tom.


As Tom’s assistant, I was privy to some of the salary negotiations he conducted. I learned that you don’t always get as much as you ask, but you’ll never get more. At my three-month review luncheon in 1981, I told Tom my goal was to be vice president, in charge of strategic planning and marketing. Seven years later, I was.


Jane Imber 
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“When I complimented you on your work, Ms. Miller, I didn’t expect you to spoil it all by coming in here and asking for a raise!”





Reprinted by permission of Bob Zahn.






Love and War 


People always want to know who won.


When I tell them my husband and I met when we were opposing attorneys on a case, that’s always their first question.


“Who won?”


“You decide,” I say. Then I tell them the rest.


I was an aggressive young associate, newly hired by my law firm and anxious to prove myself. John was a seasoned pro who worked for another law firm in the same building. When I found out he was opposing counsel, I was nervous. I’d seen his name on countless appellate decisions and knew he was far more adept at this type of case than I was. I decided that what I lacked in skill and experience, I would make up for with hard work and bravado.


I devised a campaign of daily badgering: discovery requests, legal motions, correspondence, phone calls. If I wasn’t satisfied with how quickly he responded, I walked down the hall and pestered him in person. I was relentless—a terrier yipping at his heels. My client and my boss loved it.


But somewhere along the way I started to like him. Maybe it was the way he overlooked my obvious lack of  sophistication and treated me like a serious adversary. Maybe it was our verbal sparring that often left me walking away with a stupid grin, as though we’d been flirting instead of arguing. Whatever the reason, after a few months on the case, I decided my adversary was a decent guy. If we’d met under difference circumstances, I might want to see where the flirting could go. But since we were opposing counsel, ethics prevented us from becoming personally involved. Romance was out of the question.


One Friday afternoon John left his office without giving me a set of documents I needed to review over the weekend. I tracked him down at home and demanded he turn over the materials to me that day.


“All right,” he said, “I’ll have them at my house tonight.”  Skeptical, but not wanting to back down, I said, “Fine. I’ll be there at 7:00.”


That night changed everything.


Some people claim an instant familiarity with a place or a stranger, convinced they must have been there or known each other before. Walking into John’s house, what I felt was not déjà vu, but more a sense of how things could be. I felt instantly at home, as I never have any place before or since.


The house was small, with wood floors and walls decorated with a strange combination of quilts and antlers. The furniture looked lived-in without being shabby. The place was modest, warm and comfortable—not at all like some of the palatial showcases I’d seen other lawyers strut through.


Seeing him in that environment, I felt more comfortable around John, too. Even though it was his house, it felt like neutral ground. I didn’t have to act so tough anymore. I sank onto his couch and felt myself relax.


“So what’s your story?” I asked, and he gave me a brief sketch of his life.


My answer to the same question was much briefer: “Work. That’s all I do.”


“I used to be like you,” John said. “Trust me—it can’t last. You need other things.” He told me he was happiest when he was backpacking or sailing, running the power tools in his workshop, or simply puttering in his vegetable garden on the weekends. What a curious idea. I had always thought weekends were for more work.


I wished I were there under other circumstances. I wanted to talk longer. I wanted to know him better. But eventually duty called. I stood and held out my hand for the papers.


“I don’t have them yet. Let’s take a ride.”


He drove me in his nine-year-old Honda station wagon (more bonus points—a modest car) to a house a few miles away.


“Come on,” John coaxed. I followed him to the door.


John’s client answered. It’s hard to say who was more shocked, the client or me.


“You know Elizabeth,” John said. His client raised an eyebrow, but politely shook my hand. Then he handed John the papers I’d wanted. John handed them to me.


Years later John confessed that what he’d really wanted to say when his client opened the door was, “Look! I have captured their queen!”


And it was true, he had.


My way had always been to rush into a relationship then see it flame out a month or so later. That couldn’t happen this time. Being on opposite sides of a case forced me to get to know him slowly. I had the chance to see his character in action—his integrity, loyalty, honesty. By the time our romance began, I was already sold.


We had two choices: Wait until the case was over to pursue a relationship, or plunge ahead. If we weren’t going to wait, one of us would have to withdraw from the case.


The next day I told my boss. He promptly fired me.


John’s client still swears he paid John to date me, just to get me off the case. He says they both knew I was trouble. 


Another lawyer took over for me and eventually the case settled. By then John and I had already been married three years. Good thing we didn’t wait.


John and I have been married ten years now. We still live in the house where I felt so at home that night. There are still quilts and antlers on the wall, and we’ve only just now replaced the couch where I sat one Friday evening and wished I could know this man better. I still badger my husband at times, and he digs in his heels when I’m wrong. Ours is a marriage of negotiations and compromise, of flirting when we seem to be arguing. A worthy opponent, it turns out, makes a wonderful spouse.


So who won?


No doubt about it: I did.


Elizabeth Rand 
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“It was a purely professional decision, Harris. I hope my firing you won’t affect our marriage in any way.”





Reprinted by permission of Harley Schwadron.






The Commanding Secretary 


Working as a secretary at an international airport, my sister had an office adjacent to the room where security temporarily holds suspects.


One day security officers were questioning a man when they were suddenly called away on another emergency. To the horror of my sister and her colleagues, the man was left alone in the unlocked room. After a few minutes, the door opened and he began to walk out. Summoning up her courage, one of the secretaries barked, “Get back in there, and don’t you come out until you’re told!”


The man scuttled back inside and slammed the door. When the security people returned, the women reported what had happened.


Without a word, an officer walked into the room and released one very frightened telephone repairman.


Russel M. Perman 
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“Why, I’d just love to pick up your dry cleaning, would you like to rotate my tires?”


Reprinted by permission of George Abbott.






Getting Away 


I don’t get out much. Like most moms, I’m too busy doing mom stuff to take time for myself.


It wasn’t always like this. Before I had kids, I had a career. Though I spent more hours nurturing my professional image in those days, it still seemed there was time left over for me. I’d make time to rejuvenate at a spa or unwind on a daylong shopping spree. Relaxing was a crucial component to the corporate image I was polishing.


Now, the only thing I polish is the furniture.


Having swapped the corner office at work in order to write from the corner bedroom at home, I now consider a trip to the grocery store without the kids to be a getaway. The business lunches I enjoyed at fancy restaurants were so long ago that the navy blue business suit I’d worn to them has gone out of style. I’ve cashed in the career and all the perks that come with it.


Oh, I’m not complaining. This is exactly where I want to be. So you can imagine the emotional tug-of-war I felt when my literary agent phoned to say that the publisher of my first book was sending me on an all-expense paid publicity tour from coast to coast!


At first the whole idea of a business trip seemed almost scary to me. The last time I was away from home all night I was giving birth. It’s been a decade since I’ve gone anywhere without stuffing Goldfish crackers and an Etch-A-Sketch into my bag for the ride. I’d have to step out of my comfortable role as mother and step into the role of— what?—businessperson? Out of my Reeboks and into heels? Out of the laundry room and into television studios? Can I pull that off? I wondered. Won’t they catch on and realize I’m just a mom?


But then I pondered the benefits of the trip. I’d be flying alone, dining alone and sleeping in luxury hotels alone. For an entire week, it would be just me. No school lunches to pack. No baseball practice. No four o’clock panic over what to make for dinner. I started to plan all the adult things I’d be able to do. I could visit each city’s famous museums and stare as long as I wanted at each masterpiece without having to divert my eyes to keep tabs on my boys. I would browse through shops instead of racing through them, shouting, “Don’t touch!” to my guys. And I would “dine” instead of “eat.” It was beginning to sound better and better.


Finally, after making sure the refrigerator was full and the hamper was empty, I was on my way. As the plane took off, it also took my breath away. I was, for the first time in thirteen years, on my own—if only for a week. The curious thing about the trip was this: Instead of feeling like an adult, I actually felt more like a child! I could stare out the window of the plane in awe of the billowy clouds without having to tend to someone else. I could think uninterrupted thoughts. I didn’t have to make my bed. I could drop my towel on the floor in the hotel bath and someone else would pick it up. I could order anything I wanted off the menu and not worry if I had enough money to pay the tab.


Even dessert. Twice if I wanted to.


Instead of driving my kids to school and practice and trying to stay on schedule, I had personal author escorts in every city who chauffeured me around. They were being paid to keep me on schedule. While they concentrated on the road I could take in the scenery, the flowers and the people—all things you miss when you’re the pilot instead of the passenger.


But San Francisco’s cable cars and Seattle’s Space Needle left me missing my family. Flying over Mount St. Helen’s and seeing New York’s skyline on approach to JFK are sights that should be shared. The guy in the seat next to me was snoring.


During a layover in Denver, I watched an exhausted mother chase her toddlers through the terminal. She apologized as they knocked my luggage over. “It’s okay,” I smiled. “I’m a mom, too.”


But after days without doing any mom stuff I didn’t feel like one. I had morphed into this other person, but the spell was starting to wear off. I knew I’d be turning back into a pumpkin soon, and the weird thing was, I was looking forward to it.


It became clear to me that for moms, coming home is what getting away is all about. Whether it’s cruising the Caribbean or cruising the aisles of the grocery store alone, I know now how important it is to get away.


When I returned home my children looked angelic. The exploding hamper was a challenge, not a chore. I looked forward to filling up the empty refrigerator. I was refreshed. I was home.


A week later, up to my ears in mom stuff, I decided to write another book.


Kimberly A. Porrazzo 






Career Day 


It was only 7:45 A.M., but already I was multitasking. I stood at the kitchen sink, simultaneously slapping together cheese and mustard sandwiches for Max’s lunch, while frantically brainstorming ways to put an exciting new spin on the twelve-hundred-word article due later that day. “We’d really like something compelling,” my editor had said. The topic was thrush. Who said my work wasn’t challenging?


Then the cry came out. “Mom, I need you!” Max called from his seat in front of the computer. “It’s a ’mergency!”


Okay, so I know that moms are supposed to be ultra-responsive to their kids’ every need, but this was the fourth “’mergency” this morning.


“There’s a problem with Stuart-Little-dot-com,” he told me. “The Snowball coloring book isn’t loading.”


“It’ll have to wait, Max,” I told him. “We have to get going. I have to get to work.”


Then I added the kicker. “My work is more important than Stuart-Little-dot-com.”


Max looked extremely skeptical. He stared at me in silence, but “That’s what you think, Mom” flickered in his wide blue eyes.


Still, despite what my son may think, my work is important. Validation of that fact came the very same night, in the form of a phone call from a total stranger.


“Mary Dixon Lebeau?” the voice asked, stumbling over my last name. “Hi. This is Linda Goodparent from the Cross County Elementary School. I’m on the Careers Day committee, and some of the committee members said you’d be a good choice to represent the newspaper on Career Day.”


That was more like it. Here were my people—people who have read and chuckled over my column and wanted me to share the wonder of writing with their children.


Perhaps they knew me from my feature writer days, when I tracked down the best of the “feel good” stories and brought Pee Wee hockey teams, foreign exchange students and anti-drug campaigns into their homes on a weekly basis.


Maybe they had followed me since the beginning of my work at the paper. Maybe they recognized me as a talented reporter, one whose eagle eye and precise writing skills held corruption in our schools and on our planning boards at bay, keeping our county safe for all of its citizenry.


Or maybe Dave Barry was busy.


“Sure, I’d love to. Just send me all the details.”


“Great!” Ms. Goodparent sounded really enthusiastic. Then she paused. “Now, what is it you do at the newspaper, exactly?”


Hmm, I had a feeling I wasn’t dealing with a fan.


So that’s how I found myself at this particular Career Day, explaining beats and deadlines and inverted pyramids to the ten-and-under set. The agenda was simple— each of the guests would give a brief, under-five-minute explanation of their work, then answer questions from the crowd. Later, we would take our places at booths in the  cafeteria, and the kids could wander around and learn more about the jobs that most interested them.


The line-up that day included a legal secretary, a truck driver, a dentist, a minor-league hockey player, a policeman and me. “You’ll be speaking last,” the teacher informed me. I thought this was an honor—like the rest of the speakers were the “warm-up acts” and I was the main attraction.


Later, however, I learned I was last because the attention span of an average third-grader is approximately twenty minutes. “We want to make sure they’re fully awake when the policeman talks,” the teacher said.


We each gave our mini-explanation. One by one, the volunteers talked about the importance of their jobs. They did a great job, too. In fact, the minor-league hockey player even had me convinced that skating across fake ice in pursuit of a puck is essential to the American way of life.


Finally, it was my turn. I tried to explain how reporters are the eyes of the people at every meeting, every event and every crime scene. “If you know what’s going on, down the street or across the country, it’s because a reporter was there,” I finished. Thirty-seven little faces stared back at me as their teacher applauded. (Sure, the policeman had a more enthusiastic response, but he demonstrated the use of handcuffs. No one told me we were allowed to bring visual aids!)


Then it was the question-and-answer time. A little blonde asked the legal secretary how fast she types. A skinny kid with a runny nose inquired about goalie pads. “Did you ever meet O.J.?” an inquisitive tot asked the policeman.


No one asked me anything. I attributed that to the outstanding job I did in the initial presentation. After all, if they already know everything, who needs questions?


“Does anyone have a question for Ms. Lebeau?” the teacher prodded.


“I thought all reporters were superheroes, like Clark Kent,” one tike commented. I shook my head. “They should’ve had a pirate here. Or a cowboy,” he said. I could see his point.


Things weren’t much better on the homefront. My sons have their future ambitions picked out already—one wants to be a veterinarian, because of his passion for reptiles and rodents. One wants to go to law school after a career with the WWF.


And Max wanted to be an artist—or at least I thought. (He’s already practicing the “starving” part by refusing to eat any meal that doesn’t come with a prize in the box.)


But then my youngest son surprised me. “Mom, I think I want to be a writer, just like you,” he told me the other night. I smiled.


And I kept smiling, even as I scrubbed his latest bestseller off the bedroom wall.


I’m sure Dave Barry started the very same way.


Mary Dixon Lebeau 






The Birthday Tiara 


If you want to change attitudes, start with a change in behavior.


Katharine Hepburn 


For my thirtieth birthday, I threw myself a soirée to celebrate. My friend Sarah arrived early, sat me down and handed me a white cake box. A crown drawn in gold ink decorated the top. My heart leapt. After all, this was from Sarah, someone who gave the most meaningful gifts.


I peeled back the lid. Nestled amidst star-splattered tissue paper was my very own crown. Brightly colored candles sprouted from a framework of iridescent pipe cleaners.


“It’s a birthday tiara,” said Sarah. “And you have to wear it.”


I laughed. She knew I needed permission.


And so, for one night, I felt like a celebrity surrounded by adoring fans. But after the festivities, I packed up my treasure and stowed it away. I’d had my night of stardom.


Several years later, I remembered my tiara. I decided to display it amidst the children’s books in my study. Glancing up from my computer, I’d notice it and smile.


Then came another birthday. Mythirty-fourth. They were all beginning to feel the same. After I opened my gifts from my husband John, I told myself, This will just be a nice day.


I said my morning prayers. Sitting up from where I had reclined on the rug, I spied the crown. Should I? I thought. No. That’s silly.


But then I heard a louder voice. John’s gone to work . . . I’m home alone . . .Why not?


I plunked it on my head. Chuckling, I smiled ear to ear. I felt lighthearted as I got ready for work, like I’d been zapped with a tiny current of energy and joy. Was that me twirling around the kitchen?


Singing goodbye to the kitties, I grabbed my car keys and purse. Then a voice in my head yelled, Stop! You’re not wearing that out, are you?


I froze. What would people think? I must be nuts.


But wait, said the new, fun-loving me. It’ll be an experiment. To see how many motorists notice.


I was bitterly disappointed when not a soul looked my way during my commute. Now what? I thought, sitting in the parking lot at work. Do I wear it in?


Stares of disbelief greeted me at the museum staff entrance. The security supervisor trailed me, a grin on his face. He pummeled me with questions like, “What is that thing? Does it light up? How old are you?” I answered the first two and ignored the third.


My female colleagues embraced my new look. “I love it,” they exclaimed, showering me with accolades. “You have to wear it for your school group.”


I met the fourth-graders from Fairfax and immediately addressed a few open mouths and wide eyes. “Does anyone know why I’m wearing this?”


A hand shot up. “You wanna look silly?” blurted out a youngster.


A chorus of giggles met my feigned hurt look.


Another student, as if to make amends for his rude classmate, asked if they could sing that “Happy Birthday song” to me.


“At the end of the tour,” I promised, tickled.


Walking next door to meet my friend Brittney for lunch, I thought about my headpiece. It’s really like a hat, I rationalized. Hey! I can wear those now! I’d always been envious of the stylish creations worn by older women at church.


I shared with Brittney what I’d observed so far. “Women congratulate me. I think they all secretly long to wear one. Children stare or ignore it. They’re the most polite. Men try and guess my age, then ask, ‘Does it light up?’ I’m getting sick of that one. Guys and their toys!”


“It’s lit from within,” said Brittney. Girls are so gushy.


My tiara slipped off that afternoon. I insisted my stylist wear it while she cut my hair.


“You don’t need it, Miriam,” teased her boss. “You already think you’re a queen.”


By the time I drove to meet my husband at his office, I’d practically forgotten what was on my head. But he noticed.


“You’ve worn that all day?” he asked in disbelief.


“Yup,” I replied. “And I’m not taking it off now.”


He threatened to bail out on our evening together, but I was armed. “It’s my birthday. One day out of 365.”


He knew he was beat.


At the restaurant I was greeted with the typical responses I’d heard all day. Except for one. En route to the restroom, a very vocal woman shouted at me, “When you gonna light your candles?”


“I can’t,” I told her, amused. “They’re plastic.” Her face fell in disappointment.


It was after midnight when I finally returned my tiara to its spot on the bookcase. Another birthday had come and  gone. But a very different one. Why? Because I had made it so. I had risked. Tiptoeing at first, tempted to turn back, I had ventured beyond the safe and secure. I’d found courage within myself. As one friend remarked, I was “gutsy and glorious.” And this was only the start.


Deborah M. Ritz 






Not Just Another Rat 


Our character is what we do when we think no one is looking.


H. Jackson Brown Jr.


It was still dark outside, and my breath floated like a frosty cloud in the cold air. I was feeling sorry for myself again. There was a reason they called it a rat race.


Day in and day out, the same old thing. Up and out of the house before daylight. An hour and a half commute to the office. Eight to nine hours at work, and then the same commute home, still dark outside. The short winter days made me wonder: Did the sun ever come out during the day? I wasn’t sure anymore—if it did, I certainly missed it.


I made my way to the train station on that bleak Monday morning. My week stretched out before me like a deep black hole. The week might be new, but I was feeling old and worn-out. The brief weekend respite hadn’t provided much relief, what with the laundry that had piled up, not to mention the supermarket and the dry cleaners and the myriad other errands that ate into what was supposed to be our family time together. We barely had a  chance to play a quick game of Scrabble before it was time to set the alarm clock and start the week once more.


The train was late again. Any attempt at relaxing thoughts was quickly replaced by memories of the piles of paper sitting on my desk. So much to do, and the days were never long enough. I tuned out the crowd around me and began to mentally sort through the priorities that would beckon as soon as I arrived at the office. E-mails and faxes, reports and meetings. The day would be full, more so because it was the beginning of the week. I cringed as I remembered how often I had put things off “’til next week.” Well, “next week” was here. Note to self: thinking about things “tomorrow” may have worked for Scarlett O’Hara, but it only created grief for me.


The shifting crowd brought me back to the moment. The train was pulling in, and the army of commuters was of one mind: Grab an empty seat at any cost. Men and women were equal-opportunity pushers, propelling each other to the edge of the platform. Even as I allowed myself to be swept along, I also resolved to seize the first available seat I could find. With a firm grip on my briefcase I pushed along with the best of them, and landed my prize. Sitting would allow me to get a jump on some paperwork, perhaps a memo or two. Any head start would help.


Was this what my life had deteriorated to? The highlight of my day was that I got a seat on the train? Surely my aims were loftier than that. We were working so hard, my husband and I. Our goal was to pay off the mortgage, and set aside savings to prepare for retirement. We were almost there. Just another year or two of my imitation of superwoman, and then I could relax. Just another year or two . . .


That’s when I saw her. The young woman looked vaguely familiar. Had I seen her at the train station before, or did I simply recognize the look on her face? The look that reflected resignation at having missed out on a seat  again. The look that said, ever so clearly, “I don’t have the energy to do this anymore.” I knew just how she felt, but I also knew that I had work to do. Memos to answer, reports to write. I had a seat, and she didn’t. Nobody said life was going to be fair.


But there was more than just her face. Even under her bulky winter coat, I could see that she was expecting a baby. Her pregnancy was rather far along, and it was all that she could do to hold on to the metal bar as the train lurched into motion. I felt a pang of guilt, and then argued with myself. Surely there were enough men on the train who could see her condition. Chivalry wasn’t dead yet, was it? But no one moved. It seemed as if everyone on the train was studiously avoiding the view of this young woman as they buried their heads in their newspapers, or pretended to be deeply engrossed in their conversations.


I put the memos and the legal pad back in my briefcase, stood up, and motioned to get her attention. The work could wait. There certainly was enough of it, and one or two more memos wouldn’t make much of a difference in my schedule. If I had any second thoughts, they were wiped away by the look on her face. A new look—one of relief and thanksgiving. Words didn’t need to be exchanged, but as she said thank you I realized that this small act of kindness was as much for me as it was for her. A reminder that even though I was part of the rat race, I didn’t have to become a rat.


It was still Monday morning, but the emerging sunrise told me it was going to be a beautiful day.


Ava Pennington 






Trooper 


After working for a law firm in downtown Houston for ten years, I changed careers and have “graduated” to working with horses every day, and spend a lot of time in my truck delivering or picking them up. About every six to eight weeks I travel to Tennessee via the freeways of east Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama. I believe the most beautiful freeway along the route that I take is Interstate 59 right around Hattiesburg, Mississippi. Magnolia trees are plentiful, along with a thick forest of pine trees on both sides of the two-lane southbound freeway, as well as northbound, so that the opposite side of the freeway is completely camouflaged.


In fact, the last time I drove this freeway, it was so secluded and quiet, I had the road completely to myself. I had been driving alone for about seven hours and was feeling kind of stiff and tired, so I decided to “get comfortable.” I carefully checked front and back for any other vehicles—no traffic for miles. The truck was in cruise in the left lane, and I wanted to remove a particularly binding undergarment, which is relatively easy to do in a safe manner while cruising. Double-checking and once again not finding a soul in sight, I removed my shirt and set it on  my lap close to the door, removed the offending undergarment and tossed it to my right (where it fell to the passenger floor area), and proceeded to carefully retrieve my shirt to put it back on.


All of a sudden, out of nowhere, a state trooper passed me on the right. For some reason, his taillights came on just as he blew past me, and he suddenly slowed down to coast even with my passenger door. Meanwhile, much to my horror, I found that my shirt was hung up on the door handle, and I had no way and nothing to cover myself with. I was unsuccessfully trying to untangle the shirt without accidentally opening the door while simultaneously watching the road and keeping an eye on him. After what seemed like an hour, he flashed his lights and hand-motioned for me to pull over. (I swear he took his own sweet time communicating this command to me!)


After he dropped back behind me, I immediately moved to the right lane, still trying to untangle the shirt and wondering how to hide myself. (I didn’t think I had been speeding, and the only thing I could imagine was that I would have a hard time explaining to my kids that I had been thrown in jail in Mississippi for public indecency!) I finally came to a stop, put the truck in park and jammed the shirt back on over my head. I took deep breaths in an effort to return my face to its natural color before he walked up to my window. As he approached to ask for my driver’s license and insurance card, I noticed that Mr. Trooper was very young and very good-looking. Since my face was still burning three shades of red, I tried not to make eye contact as I handed him my license and, Ohmigosh, an expired insurance card. I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but it seemed he was trying really hard not to break out laughing.
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