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If you are still breathing, you have a second chance.

~Oprah Winfrey



My mother and I had a relationship that could be described as “difficult” at best. We couldn’t seem to get along or agree about anything. When we spoke on our weekly phone calls, she would push my buttons, and I would find myself annoyed and impatient. To compound the estrangement, my mother was beginning to show evidence of memory loss and would repeat her most offensive comments.

Then, a call came one Sunday morning with the heart-wrenching news that my father had suffered a fatal heart attack. I spoke to the police officer and my bewildered mother, who asked when I was coming over. I reassured her that I would be there as soon as I could, and arranged for someone to stay with her until I could make the four-hour drive from my home to hers.

The next week was a harrowing experience for both of us as I made funeral arrangements and endless phone calls, and prepared to bring my mother to live with us. She and I would have to find a way back to each other but in reversed roles. I would be the caretaker, showering and dressing her; I would be the cook, preparing all her meals; and I would be her chauffeur, driving her to the many doctors she had to see. I would also be her accountant and have her power of attorney, paying all the bills on her house, hiring painters and working with a Realtor now that the house would have to be sold.

When she first came to live with me, she fought like the lioness of old, snarling and striking out with razor-sharp claws. I would respond in kind — that is, until she would ask me in a timid and uncertain voice where my father was and if he was all right. Her vulnerability and disorientation dissolved my anger, and I would explain that he had passed. I realized she was hearing these words as if for the first time, and her sobs would break out again, as would mine.

I learned not to do that and, instead, when she asked, I would say that he was fine, he was golfing or bowling or at a meeting. These answers seemed to satisfy her, especially when I told her he would be home by dinner.

Lying went against everything I had been taught and every principle that structured my life. But these lies were less damaging than the harsh truth. So, I told them with less of a twinge of conscience with each telling because they provided her with something familiar, recognizable and comforting.

Gradually, she became accustomed to living with me and underwent a transformation. Even the smallest gesture was received gratefully and acknowledged with a thank-you or a compliment. I would look at her, bewildered. Who was this woman, and what had she done with my mother?

I had had to retire from my job to care for her, which meant long hours in her company. She would talk about her parents and her childhood, coming more alive as I asked questions about her past that she could answer.

Another way I came to enjoy her company was through music. Having grown up in a family where music was valued and singing along with the radio was encouraged, I knew the lyrics of nearly every song she did. I had a fairly good singing voice, but my mother sang like an angel. So, after dinner, we would sit by the living room fireplace and sing. It gave her such pleasure because music, for some reason, is untouched by Alzheimer’s disease. She could relive some of the former joy she had taken in performing with the senior choral group. She had frequently sung solos. It was a special bonding time as we sang our duets.

Eventually, it was no longer possible to keep her with me. She would awaken at all hours, calling for me to dress her, insisting that people were waiting outside. Or I would awake to her calling for help and find her in the walk-in closet in a bedroom down the hall instead of in the bathroom across from her room. Making the decision to move her to the structured and safer environment of the care facility, while necessary, was difficult. I visited her at the times she would be most alert, and we would talk and sing together, drawing a small audience of fellow clients and aides who would join in our mini concerts.

While the music remained strong, her memories became more clouded. She no longer asked about my dad, thought she was a twenty-year-old, and forgot she had ever married or had children. Because I saw her every other day, I remained present in her mind longer than the rest. But one day, she no longer knew me as her daughter, and I was very sad indeed. Trying not to cry, I asked her, “Who am I if I am not your daughter?” Without hesitation, she said, “You’re my friend.”

I realized what a great compliment she had paid me with those three words, as powerful as if she had said “I love you.” I was more than family to her. We can’t choose our family. We love them despite our conflicts. But we choose our friends, and we choose to love and value them. I reached out and squeezed her hand and said, “You’re my friend, too.”

It’s strange to be thankful for a disease as devastating as Alzheimer’s, but I found the silver lining in it. It may have robbed my mother and me of some things, but it paved the way for us to find something deeper. It allowed us to find each other. It gave us a second chance.

— Kathleen Chamberlin —
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Gratitude turns what we have into enough, and more. It turns denial into acceptance, chaos into order, confusion into clarity…

~Melody Beattie



The 23andMe DNA test that my ex-husband had gifted me for my sixtieth birthday sat on my desk for several weeks before I finally opened it. I spit the required saliva into the tube, registered online, and sent off the sample. Over the next few weeks, I got periodic e-mail updates on the progress of my specimen, and I was invited to participate in some surveys, which I would sometimes do when I had some free time.

When I opened the online results I found nothing that startling. I was shown to have 44% French and German and 37% British and Irish ancestry, with a bit of Scandinavian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Eastern European thrown in. There was an option to create an account and connect with possible relatives in their database, but I decided to put that off for a while.

Then, late one night, I went for it. I created the account and clicked the “DNA Relatives” button. When the list of names popped up, I stared at it, confused. All of my four siblings are sisters, but the first name on the list was a name I didn’t recognize. It was labeled “half brother.” The second unidentifiable name was labeled “aunt.”

I struggled to make sense of what I was seeing for several minutes before I clicked on my half-brother’s name to see his profile. It said he was born two years before me, was from a town very close to where I was born, and was adopted. He had found his mother’s name, which he shared, but his father’s name was left blank on his birth certificate, which had just become available to him a few years earlier.

So, the logical conclusion, once I was able to form one, was that my father had had a dalliance before I was born, which resulted in the birth of this child who was given up for adoption. It was a startling revelation, but not really all that surprising since my parents divorced when I was fifteen because my dad had found someone else. I sent a brief note to this newly found brother and thought how strange it would be to tell him about his father and our family.

The next day, I received an excited message back from my brother, and we exchanged e-mail addresses to continue the conversation. He let me know that he had learned his birth father’s name not that long ago, so I sent him a brief outline of my family, thinking it would fill in some of the blanks for him. After a few exchanges, he said, “It is apparent that your birth father is [name] as he is my birth father.” The name that filled in that blank was not my father’s name but the name of a close family friend who was my godfather.

This second shock derailed me. I spent the rest of the day swimming through a vast sea of emotions. I reached out to some friends who helped to hold my head above water as I floundered around with the enormity of this new truth. I talked to my sisters (whom I now know are half-sisters), and we sorted through what this all meant.

By the end of the day, I was calmer but still reeling. Thoughts filled my head. How does this affect my identity, my sense of self, the very foundation of my life? How could my mother withhold this from me her whole life? We were very close, and I thought we shared everything. Did the birth father know? Did they make a pact to keep it a secret forever? Or did she really believe that her husband was my father? I don’t look that much different from my siblings, which I’m sure was a relief to her. But she must have suspected, perhaps until the day she died at age eighty in 1997.

In fact, they’re all dead now (except for that second name on the list, my birth father’s elderly sister whom I don’t intend to contact). My father died in 1990, and my birth father died in 2016. This means that the story behind my birth will remain a mystery, and there’s no one left to blame — which is truly a blessing in many ways.

In fact, when I woke up the next morning, I decided to see the whole thing as a blessing.

One of the most profound things I’ve learned in my sixty years is that everything that shows up in our life’s path offers a gift, an opportunity, or a blessing. Usually, though, these events appear as challenges, sometimes even tragedies and shocks. And there is no way to understand them as anything other than immense challenges when we are immersed in the necessary emotions surrounding them. The grief, sadness, anger, disappointment and other powerful reactions must be fully realized and expressed for as long as it takes to wade through them. Eventually, we will find that we’re able to make decisions again about how to proceed, what to do with what has shown up, and how to start to move toward a better place.

The next day, I still felt the swirl of conflicting emotions, but I realized that I was still me, that the father who raised me was still my father, and that whatever happened sixty years ago and led to my arrival here on this Earth was truly a blessing, no matter how it happened or what was kept hidden. I decided that my life was still my life, and that this truth has always been. It’s just that now I know it, and I also know that shining light on a truth can offer tremendous healing and growth. I realized that I had found this new brother, who amazingly shares many similar views on life and spirituality, and that if he has come into my life at this particular time, there must be something for us to experience together as brother and sister.

I still periodically find myself in that swirling vortex of emotions, but those moments are becoming less frequent as I choose to focus on the opportunities that I know will continue to emerge from this situation. My newly found brother and I communicate via e-mail regularly. Although we live far apart, I know we’ll arrange to meet in person soon. He is getting to know my children as their uncle, and we continue to be amazed at the similarities we are discovering in each other. And, just recently, I had a dream that my father (the one who raised me) communicated to me that he’s still my father, that he loves me and that all is well. And I truly believe they were the words of his spirit.

Here, in this experience, is the true opportunity to consider who I really am. I can truly live my life in a state of gratitude and peace.

— Tracy Farquhar —
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All, everything that I understand, I only understand because I love.

~Leo Tolstoy



Because I volunteer with an animal rescue, friends and co-workers frequently give me donations for the animals. One evening, as I was delivering gifts to the shelter, I looked up to see a Pit Bull charging across the parking lot with her handler in tow. I quickly assessed the situation and bent down to greet the medium-sized blue Pit Bull. She lunged toward me as she stood on her hind legs and threw her front paws around my neck, showering me with kisses. I rubbed her head as her butt wiggled and her tail wagged furiously.

“Do you know her?” the handler asked me.

“No, I’ve never seen her before.” I stood up and walked with the dog (I believe her name was Suede) and her handler into the kennel. In the lobby, where there was more light, I noticed that Suede had a lot of scars and had obviously given birth to many litters of puppies.

“Was she a fighting dog?”

“No,” came the curt reply. “She was bait.” My heart sank as Suede ran excitedly between her handler and me, asking for love from one and then rushing to the other for more.

Every Saturday for weeks, Suede went to the adoption shows in hopes of finding her forever home. Each week, she happily greeted anyone who walked by. People shopping in the pet store stopped to play with her, or just sat on the floor and petted her as her tail wagged non-stop. She was a favorite of kids and adults alike because of her willingness to love everyone she met. Her handlers shared her story with anyone who stopped. She amazed everyone with her tremendous heart and courage to love. Suede’s scars kept some people from considering her, and others feared her breed. But one wonderful Saturday, Suede got adopted! After a thorough home inspection (they couldn’t let her go with just anyone), her new home was approved.

She is now in a home where she is safe and spreads love to everyone she meets. She will never again be abused or have reason to be afraid of people.

I think about Suede sometimes. Before she was rescued, her only interactions with people resulted in abuse. Despite that, she happily greeted every stranger she came across and still expected nothing but love. She had every reason to be angry and afraid. Instead, Suede chose love.

My challenge to myself and to you: When the divisiveness and anger of the world get you down, remember Suede. Choose love.

— Lori Fuller —
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Sometimes it’s better to end something and try to start something new than imprison yourself in hoping for the impossible.

~Karen Salmansohn



I was married over twenty years: it was rough. There seemed to be no end to the poverty and abuse. It was far from what I had grown up with. Then I never saw violence, prescription drug abuse or fraud in my family or with the people I was around.

Years went by, and no matter what I did, the abuse and poverty got worse. I was cut off from my family. I wasn’t allowed to drive. My children were suffering. It was very scary, but I really believed in marriage and wanted it to work.

One cold night in January, I had a vivid dream. I usually slept very lightly, listening for my children, and also because my husband had taken to sleeping with a loaded shotgun by my pillow. He said he didn’t want me to leave. I just wanted him to be normal, get a job and support his family — something he had never done and would never do.

Perhaps I was just really tired that night or had ceased to care. I had had nightmares but not dreams before. But this was a real dream, and it went like this:

My husband and I were standing in the middle of a good-sized empty room in an old building. It had a scuffed wood floor and woodwork. It seemed to be on an upper floor, so one had to go out into the hall and down the stairs to get outside. The windows were open as it was a warm, sunny day. There were no window coverings on the two large windows. The floor had a raised wooden threshold, so the door closed tight without much space under it.

We were talking close to the door, but the conversation wasn’t pleasant. Suddenly, my husband had a can of stain for the floor and a brush in his hand. I stepped back, out of habit, to avoid a blow. He got down on one knee close to my feet and started to brush stain on the floor, back and forth, unknowingly moving away from me. His conversation got meaner and more frightening while he was very serious about soaking the floor with stain. Back and forth he went, covering the floor with stain and making threats. I didn’t move but watched him and his brush. Sometimes, I would answer a question, but mostly I watched as he worked on the floor.

Slowly, he moved away from me toward the wall between the windows. It seemed like forever, but then he bumped into the wall. He stood up with the can in one hand and a brush in the other, still threatening me. His words had no love. It seemed then that there had never been any love or even a marriage. He looked at me and then the floor. He was up against the wall, and the entire floor was wet… a sea of stain. His words became rage. He just kept spewing hate.

I realized in that moment that I was done. There was no marriage and no future. I reached over, grabbed the door handle and started to pull it shut. He just kept talking and threatening.

I slowly kept moving until I was standing on the raised threshold of the door. I backed into the hall and finished closing the door behind me, firmly and quietly. I could still hear violence and hate coming from his mouth. He must not have even noticed I was gone.

In that moment, I was free. All the crap he threw at me all those years slid off me like water. I knew what was right, what I had to do, and I wasn’t afraid. It was the end!

Then I woke up very clear-headed. It was still a cold January night, but I was done. I slept well the rest of the night.

My kids and I left in April. Only then would I see the full extent of his wrath. He could no longer physically hurt me, but he could make my life even more miserable. He filed bogus complaints with the cops, who would stop me for drugs, alcohol and weapons. I was dragged out of my church on one of his complaints. My bosses and co-workers were harassed. I had to keep changing jobs. He stalked me. My friends were threatened. He told his parents I had cheated on him, so he was leaving me. I found out he had taken loans out in my name. He faked a disability. He got government benefits for me when I wasn’t living with him. The fraud was extensive, and I discovered that it had been going on for a long time.

The divorce was final some years later. Every time I would get weak from the unending battle, I would see myself (again) stepping over the threshold of that empty room and pulling the door shut as I stepped into the hall.

— Sandy Anderson —
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Fun fact: Cats don’t actually “sharpen” their claws. When they scratch on furniture, they are stripping away worn layers from the claw to reveal a fresh layer.



“Since this is such a beautiful day and it’s Saturday,” Jerry said, reaching for the hairdryer, “why don’t you fix a picnic lunch while I run a few errands, and then we can drive up into the mountains? Maybe toss our lines in the lake and catch a few fish for dinner?”

As my husband and I planned our day, our large tuxedo cat, El Gato Gordo, purred softly in my arms, gazing lazily at the lush green trees through our upstairs master bath window.

When Jerry turned on the dryer, Gato bolted in panic. In his hurry to escape, Gato’s claws ripped the soft flesh on the underside of my lower left arm. The cut was deep and bled profusely. After stopping the bleeding and inspecting it closely, we decided no stitches were required. Jerry helped me treat and dress the wound while I insisted no amount of discomfort would interfere with our day’s plans. He left, and I began searching for Gato.

“Gato!” I called, several times, but there was no answer. Since cats are so intelligent and sensitive to human emotions, I wondered if perhaps he felt my shock at being scratched and feared I was unhappy with him.

Finally, I found him huddling beneath the stairwell, wide-eyed and trembling. I picked him up gently, favoring my bandaged arm. As I held Gato close, I felt the wild thumping of his heart. Kissing him on the head, I whispered, “It’s okay, sweetheart. It was just an accident. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me.” I sat on the stairs holding and stroking him in my lap until he relaxed. Finally satisfied that he was over his trauma, I released him and started preparing for our afternoon outing.

I dashed to the store for some chips and dip, and while waiting in the checkout line I met the husband of a neighbor who lived at the end of our street.

“What happened to your arm?” he asked, noting the bandage.

After I explained, he responded with raised brow, “I tell you one thing, if that had happened to me, that would be one dead cat!”

Horrified, I said, “It was an accident! He didn’t deliberately hurt me — he was just frightened.”

“I don’t care whether it was an accident or not, I’d get rid of that cat!”

Driving home, I thought angrily, “Well, it’s obvious he’s no cat lover!”

Several weeks later, the wound was completely healed, but in its place was a prominent white curved scar — almost three inches in length.

Early one morning as Jerry and I sat enjoying our freshly ground vanilla-nut coffee, he glanced at my arm and said, “I’m so sorry, honey. Maybe the scar will fade with time, and you won’t even be able to see it.”

I surprised him with my response. “I hope it never goes away! I want to always have this scar — as a reminder.”

“Why on earth would you want to remember that Gato scratched you? Are you mad at him?” he asked, eyes wide. Gato, dozing in the corner, raised his head at hearing his name.

“Of course not!” I responded, blowing Gato a kiss.

Then I related the comments made by our neighbor’s husband and how it got me to thinking.

“Seeing this scar will remind me that, yes, I suffered a minor injury, but it wasn’t about me — it was about Gato and what prompted his action. Gato would never deliberately hurt me. His lashing out at me was a reaction — not a malicious intent — because he was suddenly frightened and felt threatened. People can do the same.”

I refreshed my cup, inhaling its sweet aroma. After adding more half-and-half with sweetener, I took another bite of my cinnamon roll.

“How so?” Jerry asked, eyeing the last doughnut on the plate.

“Cutting remarks can sometimes be made by those closest to us — someone we trust and feel safe with — and I want to remember that. Shouldn’t a friend be given the same compassionate understanding as a pet? Just as I wouldn’t think of getting rid of Gato because he hurt me, neither should I immediately react by getting rid of a friend.”

Jerry nodded as he gave in and took the doughnut.

“Rather than taking offense,” I continued, “wouldn’t it be better to learn what prompted their out-of-character action? Maybe their response was due to something totally unrelated to us, and they simply reacted out of fear, insecurity or pent-up frustration — by lashing out at whoever was the nearest.”

Setting down his cup, Jerry reached for my hand and clasped it gently. “You mean like the other day when everything had gone wrong at the office, and I came home and rudely lashed out at you? Oh, I know I later apologized, but it had to have cut you deeply at the time — it was so unlike me,” he said, eyes watering. Releasing my hand, he took my arm and gently caressed the scar. With a boyish grin, he said, “I noticed how you looked at your scar after my inconsiderate comment, and I wondered why — after all, it was healed. You never retaliated or lashed back at me in response, but the tears in your eyes said it all. Now I know why.”

That was decades ago, and since that time both Gato and my husband have passed on. But just as I wished, my scar still remains. I thank God that although it has faded, it is still visible. It is an ever-present reminder that validates an old proverb, “A friend loves at all times.”

And since I am a friend lover as well as a cat lover, it helps me to resist the temptation to kill a friendship over a self-defensive swipe or an unintentional wound.

— Kitty Chappell —
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Keep up your faith to go high and fly, even after so many pains and sorrow. You can turn from a caterpillar to a butterfly. Life gives you a second change: a call to grow.

~Ana Claudia Antunes




For many years, he held her back

He told her not to dream

He was like a river wild

She like a gentle stream

She craved love and happiness

But kept it all inside

Spent her days in quiet fear

Tethered by his side

She watched the sky with wishful eyes

And dreamed of when she’d fly

Cried herself to sleep at night

As life just passed her by

Caged by life’s own cruelty

She was captured in his grasp

While he raised his hands in anger

Hers in prayer she clasped

One day her prayers were answered

For she left him far behind

Released the chains of hurt and hate

And all the ties that bind

Now she flies with her own wings

In skies pearlescent white

Loosed from the bounds of all her fears

She soars in graceful flight

Where she lands will still be seen

The world’s an open slate

She’ll write a story all her own

For now she holds her fate

At last she’s free, no longer caged

And no matter where she’ll roam

Those injured wings, now greatly healed

Will guide her safely home



— Ruth Kephart —
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Forgiveness means letting go of the past.

~Gerald Jampolsky



“I gave you one with Melvin’s signature on it. You remember, don’t you? The oil painting with a goat in it.”

“Sorry, Nita, but you never gave me such a painting or any painting for that matter.” I looked at my wife and she nodded in agreement. “And we don’t have any with goats on them.” Uncle Melvin was an accomplished artist, especially with oils, and Laura and I had always wanted one of his fabulous landscapes. That’s why I commissioned him to paint one, a western scene with relatives around a campfire.

“Well, you probably lost it then,” Nita replied, “or gave it away to someone.”

“No, we never lost it or gave it away because we never had it in the first place.” The bickering with my sister escalated tensions in the room and pushed my patience to the limit.

“Well, all I know is that you had one.”

“That’s it, Nita! I’m done!” There was no reasoning with her. My stomach hurt and I had a headache. Disagreeing with each other had become part of every family holiday gathering since Mom died. I stormed out of Nita’s front door on Thanksgiving Day. Arguing over whether I ever owned a certain painting from my uncle had turned from ridiculous to impossible, dredging up past hurts. “I’m out of here, and I’m not coming back.”

As I drove home that afternoon, my mind played back the unresolved issues from our childhood. There were many of them: some silly, others serious. Fighting over seating positions in our car was a little of both. Thinking they could settle the problem, our parents assigned us to opposite sides in the back seat. Beads of vinyl divided the sections. My section was on the right, hers on the left. The middle area served as a demilitarized zone to separate enemy combatants. We were not allowed to cross it.

Nita would sit as close as possible to her boundary and then move her little finger across the forbidden zone. When I yelled that Nita had crossed the line, Mom and Dad would turn around to catch the culprit. However, just before they did, my sister would move her finger back as if nothing had happened. She would look at them with those innocent eyes, and swear, “I’ve been on my side the whole time.” That was a lie, of course, or at least a half-truth. All I knew was that I needed to even the score. Our foolish confrontations escalated year after year — and so did my resentment.

I suppose one should be thankful on Thanksgiving, but I didn’t feel that way. After the big upset with my sister, I just wanted to get home, fast. Fortunately, I only encountered one stoplight — at the light rail crossing on SE Burnside Avenue. While waiting for the MAX train to clear the station, I turned on the radio, trying to drown out my thoughts. Maybe it was the music or seeing the train, but something jogged my memory, taking me back to the week our sibling rivalry had turned ugly.

Nita had received a gift that week, a new GE clock radio. From then on, she played her obnoxious rock music constantly. It bugged me and she knew it. According to the house rules, she needed to shut down her music at bedtime — but that seldom happened. If I yelled for the parental police, she would turn the radio off before they entered the playroom, adjacent to our Jack and Jill bedrooms.

One night, I heard static on her radio when I switched off my desk lamp. Then I tried it again — more crackling. I soon realized that if I turned the lamp switch halfway on, the flickering light bulb would create static on her radio. The tables had turned now and Nita became the victim, complaining that I had somehow jammed her radio. I guess I’m not a good liar, because I was deemed guilty and grounded for two weeks. Nita, of course, received no punishment at all. No matter, a payback plan was in the works.

Two nights later, I lay awake in bed, waiting for Nita to finally turn off her radio and fall asleep. Slowly, I slipped out of bed and tiptoed to my closet. Underneath the laundry box was my Lionel train set. Working quietly, I opened the box and pieced the O gauge track together, section by section, and eased it out my door into the playroom. I had just enough track to reach my sister’s room on the other side.

Leaving the other freight cars in the box, I placed my Steam Locomotive #2018 on the track and attached the coal car, my whistling tender. I plugged in the transformer and made sure the wires were connected correctly. With everything set, my engine left the station in my room and slowly moved down the line to Nita’s room. Then, with the electrical power at full throttle, I hit the whistle lever on the transformer. The sound pierced the silence. I heard Nita scream and jump out of bed. I tried to reverse the engine and bring it back before she knew what had happened. However, the extra power derailed my engine in the middle of the playroom. My train, of course, was confiscated and given to charity.

The retribution was sweet, but I had allowed something much worse to take root. As the years passed, our sibling relationship grew cold. Resentment and animosity lay just below the surface. I became offended at almost everything she said or did. Our once loving relationship became one of contention and ill will. The root of the problem was lack of forgiveness. Although neither of us would admit it, we were both infected with it.

I avoided family gatherings after the Thanksgiving Day fiasco. I made up excuses, but everyone knew the real reason. I had grown frustrated with all the bickering, fabricated stories, and endless conflicts. Trying to deal with the issues just brought old wounds to the surface again. I needed a solution that would help restore our relationship.

After some serious prayer and contemplation, I suggested a new strategy — that we take each other out to dinner on our birthdays — no gifts, no rehashing past issues, no teasing, just a pleasant dinner and some friendly conversation. The first time was a little awkward for both of us, but each year it became a little easier. Now we look forward to it.

I think forgiveness is a commitment to move beyond the past and start fresh. By establishing our new tradition, my sister and I made a similar commitment. It helped us reconnect, experience forgiveness, and find healing for our relationship. Forgiveness is a powerful force. It can release people from a prison of bitterness, resentment, or whatever else that holds them captive. And it doesn’t take two to forgive. One is enough to begin the process. I never asked my sister to reciprocate. I simply forgave her and offered a long overdue apology.

My lack of forgiveness is gone now. Knowing the damage it can cause, I will never give it a foothold again.

— Charles Earl Harrel —
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It’s not an easy journey, to get to a place where you forgive people. But it is such a powerful place, because it frees you.

~Tyler Perry



I woke from a September nap to a voice on the radio. “George Russell Weller has not been charged with a crime,” the National Public Radio commentator said. Two months earlier, the eighty-six-year-old man had confused the gas pedal for the brake and sped through the Santa Monica Farmer’s Market. He struck seventy-three people. Ten pedestrians died. I suffered severe injuries: multiple fractures, a ruptured spleen and a brain injury.

The commentator was interviewing an eighty-nine-year-old man who admitted he did not do well on the written test in a recent driver’s safety class, but would continue driving. “I’ve been driving for seventy-five years and I’ve been careful,” he said. “It’s other people’s turn, let them be careful.” I glared at the radio’s red blinking light as if I could stun the arrogance out of the old man’s grating voice.

His disregard for the tragedy ignited my resentment toward Russell Weller. If he hadn’t been driving, I’d still be working as a nurse. But in order to return to nursing, I had to focus my energy on healing. So I let my resentment ferment.

Six years later, it still fermented. I unearthed the news articles I had collected about Russell Weller, hoping to discover something that would allay my resentment. I read a bystander’s account of what he heard at the scene: boom, boom, boom. Metal slamming into people. I desperately wanted to forgive Russell Weller, otherwise boom, boom, boom would continue to haunt me. But I didn’t know how to forgive him. How do you forgive someone you’ve never met?

The more I read about Russell Weller, the more confused I felt. A reporter quoted him saying, “If you saw me coming, why didn’t you get out of the way?” Why would someone who mowed down a bunch of people say that? Other articles referenced his friends’ claims that he was a gentle and concerned person. His attorney said his client was “deeply sorry.” My eyes stung from all the reading, from all the searching for answers as to why Russell Weller had been driving when he had a history of accidents. I wanted to ask him why he had insisted on driving to the post office that day to mail a letter, rather than listening to his wife, who begged him to stay home and wait for the postman to pick it up.

I realized I couldn’t forgive Russell Weller by reading words on paper. I needed to see him in person, up close. I needed to hear a genuine apology from Russell Weller.

I decided I would return to Santa Monica with my husband to visit Russell Weller. I had tried calling him, but his number was disconnected. I called his pastor, who asked his family for permission for us to meet. They said he was too ill. I believed them, but I did not give up. I called a private investigator. “If you insist on going to his house you should hire a police escort,” he advised.

On Valentine’s Day, my husband and I rolled up to Russell Weller’s house. I couldn’t think of a better day to forgive him. I cautiously walked up the long driveway to the front door, holding a sweetheart rose plant. I crouched down and placed the plant on the step. I did not leave a note. I believed Russell Weller would know that the plant came from me. As I stood up, I glimpsed bright red letters pasted across the black mailbox: NO SOLICITORS.

I ran back to the car, my heart pounding. “You did it!” my husband yelled. Tears fell down my cheeks. “Do you think you can let go now?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” I wished I could have said yes. I wished I could have said I forgave Russell Weller.

Ten months later he died.

The boom, boom, boom still haunted me. I tried convincing myself that I had forgiven him. I told my therapist it was an accident, and that Russell Weller must have suffered too. I told family and friends that I had forgiven him. “You’re so strong,” a friend said. “I’m not sure I could forgive someone who brought so much harm to so many people.”

A year passed, and I still struggled to truly forgive Russell Weller. After coaxing from a friend, I called the head deputy of The Santa Monica Farmer’s Market. Within a week, I received a videotape of Russell Weller speaking to police investigators one hour after the crash.

I slid the disc into the DVD player. Silver specks blotted the screen for many seconds before he shuffled, with his cane, into the fluorescent-lit room. He sat down, tapped his cane and picked at his bruised arm — the only injury he sustained in the accident. He scanned the faded white walls, then gazed at the peeling ceiling. He raised his arm up and said, “Can you imagine?” Who did he think he was addressing?

An investigator walked into the room, and Russell Weller immediately said, “I’ll tell you everything that happened.” He spoke with urgency, as if he needed to make sure the investigator knew the accident wasn’t his fault. He did not cry. Somehow, crying leads you to believe that someone is truly sorry so I wished he had cried. He spoke about his work as a food broker, and his time served in Korea. Shouldn’t he have asked about the pedestrians he had rammed into an hour earlier? I found myself disliking him. Then he looked straight ahead, his voice loud and clear, and said, “All of a sudden the car accelerated.” It was as if he believed the car was to blame. His speech slowed, and his southwestern twang lowered to a whisper: “I’m in trouble with my heart and soul.” I scooted closer to the television. A long moan rose from his throat. “God almighty, those poor, poor people. What a tragic ending, and I contributed to it.”

In that moment, I forgave Russell Weller.

More than a decade later, I still feel the swelling on his bruised arm. I still hear sorrow seep from the steady tap of his cane.

But I do not hear, boom, boom, boom.

— Melissa Cronin —
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Forgiveness is a funny thing. It warms the heart and cools the sting.

~William Arthur Ward



Toward the end of the school year, a student library aide tried to hook up a DVD player in my seventh grade social studies class. From the start, he impressed me with his helpful and positive can-do attitude. Though he worked diligently to set up the system, after fifteen minutes, he saw that the brackets wouldn’t allow the cord to slip into the socket. “You’ve worked so hard,” I encouraged. “The library is blessed to have you helping them; I’m so impressed with you. What is your name?”

He beamed with joy at the compliment. “Kevin. Kevin Smith.” Immediately my expression changed to one of shock and disbelief! After a long pause, he whispered, “Are you Trent’s mom?”

“Yes. Yes I am.”

Fear and embarrassment distorted his face. “Oh, please forgive me.”

At once, my mind replayed the last six months of my son, Trent’s, eighth grade year at the local public school. Since he’d attended a Christian school where I’d taught since kindergarten, changing to a public one was a new experience for both of us. I decided I’d try to get a job there, too, because I wanted to teach where Trent attended. A couple of months before, Trent had decided to enroll in a video production class offered at his new school.

To my relief, the public school maintained strict discipline; they held students to high standards. We both fit right in and enjoyed our year. Then around springtime, Trent changed. He no longer wanted to go to school. He begged to change back to our private one. Every morning I battled, threatened, and cajoled him. We’d arrive at school with him whining, “I just can’t do it mom. I just can’t go to school. Don’t make me. Don’t you understand, I just can’t do it?” However, he refused to share his reasons for making such a scene before school. Many days as I prepared to face my 170 students, I thought I’d pass out from the exhaustion of the morning.

Then Trent started hanging out in my classroom and wouldn’t go out to lunch with his friends. His sweatshirt hood pulled tight on his head made his melancholy look even scarier. His grades spiraled down, and he lost the special connection to his old school buddy. Unfortunately, that friend dropped Trent for another friend — it crushed him. My husband and I didn’t know what to do, but we knew we needed some help.

Over the next month, we met with Trent’s P.E. teacher, his youth pastor, and a church counselor. During the first session with the therapist, Trent broke down crying about a bully from school who wouldn’t leave him alone. To our shock, Trent shared that he’d been kicked, thrown down, and called filthy names. The session ended with Trent feeling better equipped to handle the bully at school. If that didn’t work, my husband and I were prepared to inform the principal about the situation.

Somewhat skeptical, we agreed to give Trent some time to handle the problem. It didn’t take long because the bully struck the next day. His P.E. teacher saw the incident and came down hard on him, but the next day, the bully struck again in the same class. The savvy teacher said, “We’re done,” and she sent the offender to the principal, who suspended the student.

We all breathed a long sigh of relief. The drama, however, continued. The bully became even more belligerent to Trent. The principal took harsher action with the punishment, and finally, the bullying stopped. As the offender suffered the consequences of his actions, Trent gradually returned to his old self. The hood came down, the scowl left, and he started hanging out with his friends again.

Before I met Kevin that day in my classroom, I envisioned grabbing him by the shirt and saying, “If you touch my son again, watch out, because I’m going to put on my boxing gloves!” The Mama Bear in me itched to take action. But when I realized that the helpful young man before me was the bully, my heart hurt for Kevin. For him to lash out so brutally, he must have his own dark struggles. He seemed to be just another student trying to find his way through the labyrinth of middle school.

“Please forgive what I did to Trent.” With pain in his eyes, Kevin stared at me. “I don’t know what got into me. I’m not like that! I think I just didn’t have enough sleep. I acted in a way that just wasn’t me. I don’t know what happened. I’m so sorry.”

“Kevin, we all make mistakes.” I comforted him and gently touched his shoulder. “Trent and I forgive you. We know you never wanted to act like that. Now, make a change. Go down the right path and never do that again. I know you can do it.”

He flashed me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Mrs. Ryan”

“No, thank you, Kevin. I’m so glad we’ve had the chance to meet.”

When I saw Trent later that day, he told me, “Mom, when I saw Kevin in P.E., he said you were chill.”

Graduation from the eighth grade is in six days and Trent and Kevin’s middle school days will be a memory. I’m proud of Trent, who so willingly forgave his abuser, but wouldn’t allow it to continue. He even picked Kevin to be on his P.E. team. I’m also proud of Kevin. It takes a mighty man to admit when you’re wrong. Let’s hope neither one of these middle school students will forget these life lessons. I know I never will.

— Suzy Ryan —
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Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant?

~Henry David Thoreau



I moved to the Phoenix area in my early twenties, and to expand my social life I joined a young adult group at my church. At every gathering I met new friends who helped me to feel more accepted and at home. Because I love music, I started singing in the choir, where I met Lisa. We were about the same age, both a little on the geeky/nerdy side. No matter, our voices blended well together, and soon we began composing songs. Finding people with similar interests helped ease my feelings of loneliness after moving to a new city.

“Are you going to go on the retreat?” Lisa asked. Once or twice a year, the young adult group put on a retreat.

I hesitated. I had little experience with retreats and I still felt like an outsider.

“Come on,” Lisa said. “Everyone goes.”

“Okay.” I reluctantly agreed. After all, some cute guys were in the group. Perhaps I would have an opportunity to get to know one of them better.

As the retreat weekend approached, I learned that the theme was forgiveness. My experience with forgiveness could pretty much be summed up with a heartfelt “I’m sorry!” when I bump someone in the grocery store, or a reluctant non-apologetic “Sorry.” This forced apology I learned around the age of four. I hadn’t grown much since then.

In my twenties, the world revolved around me and what I wanted. What I feared. What I dreamed. What I hated. I liked being around other people. And, as most people do, I learned how to be pleasant enough without giving in and having to apologize any more than necessary. In short, the forgiveness theme made me uncomfortable. I would attend the retreat, but I planned to sit quietly in the background and watch.

The retreat was held at a camp in Prescott, Arizona, a gloriously wooded paradise that emanated peace and solitude. The first night we gathered in the common room where we also ate our meals. According to plan, I found a spot in the back where I could watch, unobserved. Lisa sat at the front, ending up across from me as we were in a rather disjointed circle. I finger-waved at her, but pretended not to see when she indicated I should sit by her.

The leader, a deacon at our church, got up and spoke about the healing power of forgiveness. His words were motivating and touching.

“Now comes the hard part,” he said. “I want to invite you to look into your hearts and if you feel moved to do so, go to a person here in the room and ask to be forgiven for something you’ve done.”

Initially, there was total silence.

Was he kidding?

Who was going to publicly acknowledge that they’d screwed up?

Everyone got busy. Picking their nails. Tying their shoes. Evading the glances of others.

Then Lisa stood up.

We all watched, secretly glad someone else was going first in front of forty witnesses. I was impressed.

My admiration turned to embarrassment, however, as Lisa made her way through the crowd toward me.

Lisa planted her feet firmly in front of me.

I looked down. I couldn’t meet her eye.

“Kathleen, I’d like to ask your forgiveness.”

I shook my head. Then nodded, not sure how to respond. I felt the heat rise into my cheeks. I could hardly breathe knowing that everyone could hear and see all this. I had no idea what I was forgiving her for.

I wanted her to just go away.

“I have been jealous of you and how easily you joined our group. Even though you became my friend when we worked on music together, I still thought you were doing it for yourself. I’ve held that against you and I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I choked out. Stunned, I stood up, gave her an awkward hug and then sat back down. Lisa turned and went back to her seat.

Applause broke out and the tension in the room evaporated. All except mine.

Lisa’s bravery broke the ice and everyone started to ask forgiveness for various injuries, some big, some small. Echoes of “I’m sorry,” and “please forgive me,” laughter, and tears floated around as I sat in a fog of incomprehension.

What had just happened?

I mentally reviewed experiences I’d had with the group. Lisa was usually there, and she laughed and joked with the group. But there was a difference. More reserved than I, Lisa always joined the periphery of the group. I hadn’t notice her loneliness.

But why had she asked my forgiveness?

I was the one who had neglected to see the situation through anyone’s eyes but my own. I was the one who hadn’t once thought about what it must be like to be the shy one, the one left out. It had never occurred to me she had a different experience than I did.

Then it hit me.

She needed to ask my forgiveness in order to forgive herself for holding something against me I hadn’t even intended. My lack of empathy and compassion had created a dissonance between us.

The world began to change for me. I learned empathy the day that Lisa asked my forgiveness. I had read To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee several times. But I realized that I had never understood the message Atticus Finch taught his children: “You never really know a man until you stand in his shoes and walk around in them.”

Soon the weekend was over, and my life gained momentum. I wish I could say I had instant empathy. My journey, however, was longer. At first I avoided Lisa because I felt so uncomfortable with the knowledge that I’d hurt her enough that she needed to apologize in order to feel better. How messed up is that? After an uncomfortable apology on my part we reconnected, but our friendship was never the same.

I met and married a man from the group and we moved away from Phoenix. I lost touch with Lisa after I moved, but her actions and words stuck with me. Life’s funny in how many chances it gives you to learn a lesson. Each time I found myself unable to sleep, or found myself alone and angry because I couldn’t let go of a perceived injury, I would remember.

Lisa’s bravery became my salvation.

Through the years my friendships were better, stronger, deeper. I learned compassion and empathy. I apologized and forgave quickly. I watched carefully, ensuring that I never overlooked someone in the same way again.

Lisa allowed me the gift of friendship because her example taught me to forgive.

— Kathleen Birmingham —
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Flowers always make people better, happier, and more helpful; they are sunshine, food and medicine for the soul.

~Luther Burbank



The first morning after the fog of grief rolled in, my friends dropped by and surprised me, bringing gifts to my door. They brought me candy, hot-chocolate mix, a card, and, most curiously, a gift box filled with white flowers.

I didn’t know what to make of it all at first, other than offering a distant thank-you for stopping by. It was a forty-minute drive for a two-minute conversation, with me standing awkwardly on the front step in ugly, loose sweatpants and a white button-up. I had been staring blankly at my computer screen for hours, trying to write something vaguely coherent for my senior capstone paper without much success. When they asked me how I was, I made some half-hearted, self-deprecating joke about my outfit, something about the shirt feeling put-together but tight and the pants feeling depressing but comfortable.
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