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Introduction


“Thank you.” It’s one of the first things we are taught to say when we are youngsters. In a civilized society, it’s part of being a polite person.


But then there’s ingratitude, and most of us have experienced that, too — extending ourselves on someone’s behalf and the gesture not being acknowledged. When you have experienced ingratitude, you never forget it.


It’s been years since my son invited a friend to spend the day with him at the local amusement park. When we pulled up in front of his house after a long and fun-filled day, the boy jumped out of the car and ran inside. “He didn’t say thank you!” my son said in amazement. I too was stunned — I sat behind the wheel of the car, speechless. Both of us still remember that boy’s omission, and we wonder how that lack of thankfulness has affected that boy.


“Thank you” is the grease that keeps society functioning. But saying thank you and being thankful are two very different things. The former is part of being mannerly, the latter — well, it’s the secret to a life of happiness and success.


For one thing, people will like you better. Ingratitude is one of the most disliked traits in people. It acts as a repellent. No one wants to be around ingrates. Gratitude, on the other hand, is right up there in the top ten percent of qualities people appreciate. Being likable is just the beginning. The list of consequences that come from being grateful is so long and so upbeat that it sounds more like the sales pitch of a cheesy infomercial than research-proven outcomes. Greater optimism. Higher energy. Increased creativity. Longer lifespan. Boldness in the face of challenge. Higher immune response. Greater tolerance. Increased cognitive skills.


I learned all of this as the result of being bored at work. It was during a news cycle when it seemed the stories making headlines all fell into the category of “Young Stars Having Meltdowns.” Britney Spears was in her head-shaving/tattoo-getting phase and Lindsay Lohan was just beginning her string of run-ins with the law. It didn’t take much time or many brain cells to write my scripts for the broadcast and, frankly, I had time on my hands.


I decided to spend some of that time looking into a hunch I had always had: that my life went better when I focused on what was going right for me, rather than lamenting the things that went wrong. This was not a novel idea. Charles Dickens once said, “Reflect upon your present blessings, of which every man has plenty; not on your past misfortunes of which all men have some.”


What I wanted to know was: Is there anything to it? Is there actually any proof that counting your blessings, looking on the bright side, practicing gratitude — whatever you call it — actually produces quantifiable benefits? I came at it with a reporter’s mindset. Do the research, examine the facts, talk to the experts. I shared what I learned in a book I wrote called Thank You Power: Making the Science of Gratitude Work for You. I learned that not only was there peer-reviewed scientific research into the consequences of a grateful mindset, those consequences were life altering in a variety of life affirming ways.


Being grateful puts you in a positive frame of mind. Psychologists call it the “upward spiral.” Just as focusing on all the things that went wrong during the day leaves you cranky and ill-tempered, acknowledging what went right — call them blessings or “good things” — has the reverse effect. One positive thought prompts another positive thought, which is followed by a pleasant memory and so on. Each thought spirals upward into another happy moment and your mood climbs along with your thoughts.


The reason this happens is multifold. Your attention is focused on actual events that occurred — giving a concrete realness to moments most of us would likely forget or overlook if not being deliberate about recollecting them. Since the majority of most people’s grateful moments involve other people — tallying those moments underscores the relationships that give life meaning, which is particularly important in today’s electronically isolated existence. It also boosts one’s self-esteem. “If all this good stuff is happening to me, I must deserve it.”


Common sense dictates these would probably be likely outcomes of recalling positive past moments. That finding didn’t surprise me. But some of the other results documented by researchers really got me excited. One professor I consulted found that when people feel appreciated, they go the extra mile on your behalf. Her experiment found that when busy physicians were given a small token of gratitude — a little bag of candy in this case — they were more elastic in their thinking and willing to consult other doctors to confirm their diagnoses. The doctors who didn’t get the extra “thank you” tended to be methodical in their approach and sometimes ignored facts that didn’t fit with their preliminary diagnosis.


Gratitude also helps “take care of emotional business of negative things in our lives,” says psychology professor Philip Watkins, Ph.D. of Eastern Washington State University. Grateful people are able to remember past positive events, even in the aftermath of trauma. Finding things for which one can be grateful helps make the memory of a difficult experience less intrusive. Other research has found a connection between the kind of positive emotions created by gratitude and resilience. Grateful people are better able to weather life’s storms.


Those positive emotions can also help you solve life’s problems. There is a clear connection between feeling upbeat and making cognitive connections and associations. One fascinating study found that when little children were asked to recall a moment that made them so happy that they wanted to dance, they were better able to remember information they’d just been taught than children who did not get the “happy dance” prompt. That bit of research prompted me to tell my own children to think of a happy memory just before taking a challenging test at school. I figured it couldn’t hurt, and the data indicated it just might help a lot!


Equally important, gratitude can help take the edge off stress. Counting one’s blessings elevates one’s mood, which studies have shown can reduce the physical effects of stress. Six out of ten millennials say they are trying to reduce stress in their lives, and more than half say stress has kept them awake at night. One researcher I spoke with conducted a study in which participants were wired up so their blood pressure, heart rate and stress hormones could be measured. Then they were asked to present an impromptu speech that would count for a majority of their course grade, which put them all in a high-stress state. The participants who were given a visual cue that summoned up a positive mindset were shown to quickly de-stress in a way that those given neutral or negative visual images did not. Gratitude can have a similar impact.


Which is why this Chicken Soup for the Soul book may be such an important companion for you. The stories we’ve collected all feature moments of gratitude. Some are monumental — but most are part of everyday life. That’s the magic of gratitude. It truly is the little things that matter. The sunrise and its glorious colors. The unexpected dismissal from a job and the gracious way the woman fired said goodbye. The lesson learned from taking the bus. It was raining when I first wrote this. Now as I proofread it, I am in the glow of the magnificent double rainbow that blazed across the sky. That rainbow will be on my gratitude list for today — when I look back in my journal I will be reminded of how awe-inspiring it was.


Perhaps you picked up this book because you are not naturally disposed to “look on the brighter side.” The good news is you can become more grateful even if it doesn’t come naturally for you. Hearing other people’s stories of gratitude is one way to do it. In a letter he wrote in 1771, Thomas Jefferson commented, “When an… act of charity or of gratitude, for instance, is presented to our sight or imagination, we are deeply impressed with its beauty and feel a strong desire in ourselves of doing charitable and grateful acts also.”


The stories in this book have been selected to act as a little pick-me-up just for YOU. There is a good chance that they will encourage you to find blessings in ways you hadn’t noticed before. Researchers call it “elevation” — you and I might call the stories “heartwarming” — and studies show that people who hear stories of good deeds report literally feeling a sense of warmth in their chests and a desire to replicate in their own way the kinds of deeds they’ve just heard about.


There are a million different reasons you might have picked up this book. Perhaps you’re a long-time fan of the Chicken Soup for the Soul series. Perhaps you’ve experienced a loss and are feeling blue. Perhaps you’ve heard about this “gratitude thing” and wondered if there is anything to it. The research says the answer is “yes.” But you don’t need to have a fancy degree and a bunch of published research to know that there IS power in gratitude. Being thankful CAN change your life — in just ONE way: It can make your life better. You’re about to learn 101 different ways it already has for other people. I hope you will reach out to me and share how the Power of Gratitude has changed YOUR life!


~Deborah Norville
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Count Your Blessings


Count your blessings. Once you realize how valuable you are and how much you have going for you, the smiles will return, the sun will break out, the music will play, and you will finally be able to move forward with the life intended for you with grace, strength, courage, and confidence.


~Og Mandino
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Turning Up the Volume


Abundance is not something we acquire.


It is something we tune into.


~Wayne Dyer


“The movie American Sniper is on,” I said to my husband as we settled into bed. We hadn’t seen the movie, but it had gotten good reviews. Bradley Cooper plays a U.S. Navy SEAL in Iraq who later has difficulty adjusting to regular life.


We decided to watch, figuring it would take our minds off my husband’s situation at work. He had been working with the same organization for close to twenty-three years, and the management, he suspected, was preparing to let him go. The signs were pretty clear and I felt his pain. He had given so much to the organization and had been such an asset to his department. But, the new management was making changes and it seemed as if those from the former “regime” were being let go.


Out with the old, in with the new. The entire ordeal was weighing heavy on his heart, as he was now being treated rather coldly and it hurt.


I wondered if American Sniper was the wrong movie to watch and considered changing the channel. Maybe something lighter was in order? A nice family comedy with laughter and silliness would have been more uplifting for my husband.


“It wouldn’t bother me so much if I just felt appreciated,” he said, while Bradley Cooper jumped out of the way of a bullet.


I nodded in agreement.


We snuggled into bed and turned the volume down as my son was in the next room studying for the PSATs. He had been taking prep tests along with his classmates for a couple of months and would soon be taking the real test.


Colleges, GPAs, and the PSAT were constantly on my mind and I wondered now, with my husband’s new situation, whether my son might have to take on the burden of a student loan.




As I watched the movie, it dawned on me how trivial our problems really were.





A car bomb exploded on the television and I quickly lowered the volume another couple of notches with the remote.


“You know this movie is based on a true story,” I said, half thinking about my husband’s situation, half watching the movie.


“Yes,” he replied. “It’s based on Chris Kyle’s book.”


I thought about all the young men who had lost their lives over in Iraq. “Incredible. Some of those boys were only a couple of years older than James is right now,” I said, referring to our son.


As I watched the movie, it dawned on me how trivial our problems really were. “You know, other couples are in bed tonight wondering if their sons are safe on a battlefield; and here we are with our son perfectly safe in the next room. Our problem seems so small in comparison.”


Over the next hour, the mood in our bedroom changed from depression to gratitude. How blessed we were! Our son was healthy and safe in the next room. We had a roof over our heads and could walk outside without worrying whether there would be bullets flying through the air!


As for my husband’s job, he could do something else — something that he would love. And how many people can say they’ve been with a company for twenty-three years? That’s a great run!


Looking at the big picture, counting our blessings, and moving from “dejection to reflection” has made all the difference.


It may be time for us to turn the page, but at least we have pages to turn. Our story is a good one and a happy one! We just need to remind ourselves — every so often — to highlight all those good parts.


And when it comes to gratitude, we remember to always turn up the volume.


~Mary C. M. Phillips
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The Beauty of Age Spots


Years may wrinkle the skin, but to give up enthusiasm wrinkles the soul.


~Samuel Ullman


“Don’t worry, those are just age spots,” the esthetician said in a reassuring tone, as she handed me a small tube of beauty cream.


“Are you absolutely certain that these are age spots?” I questioned, pointing to the dark spots on my hands.


Angie, the esthetician, smiled warmly and pronounced, “I’m 100% positive.”


I let out a squeal of delight and hugged her tightly — letting the tube of beauty cream fall to the floor.


“You have no idea how long I’ve waited for these to appear,” I confessed.


Angie looked slightly bewildered, and I realized there was no possible way I could explain my excitement. I was just a little disappointed that she hadn’t mentioned the wrinkles around my eyes and the sprouting gray hairs near my temples. I was so proud of them! In fact, the whole visit was a huge letdown, but since I was using a gift certificate — given to me by a friend — I didn’t want to seem ungrateful.


What Angie didn’t know was that I wasn’t supposed to live to see age spots, wrinkles or gray hair! At age forty, I wondered if I would live long enough to see any signs of aging. I was in the battle of my life — fighting breast cancer — and all I really wanted to see was my boys, ages nine and fourteen, through safe passage into adulthood. (And maybe a grandchild or two!)


After the five-year mark of being cancer free, I started to have hope. I saw the actual beginnings of wrinkles. I called them laugh lines because I couldn’t stop giggling at the squiggles on my face; I was actually getting older! In fact, I attended my older son’s high school graduation wearing no make-up, just so everyone could see my new wrinkles.


When I got my first gray hair, I quickly pointed it out to my husband. “Look, honey, a gray hair,” I announced, fluffing it up so he could see it better. Mark, my husband of thirty years, always seemed a little disinterested in hair issues, but I think it had something to do with the fact that he was bald by the age of thirty.




I wasn’t supposed to live to see age spots, wrinkles or gray hair.





On our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary, while I danced at our younger son’s wedding, I was giddy with excitement because I had sprouted two new gray hairs and lip lines. There was no way the make-up artist was going to cover up those beauties; I simply wouldn’t let her!


There was so much to look forward to because age spots hadn’t made their appearance yet… (or so I thought) and I was approaching my sixtieth birthday and our fortieth wedding anniversary.


While I was taking a trip down memory lane, Angie interrupted my thoughts. “Here’s another sample of fade cream that you can put on your hands twice a week before going to bed. During the day, use liberal amounts of sunscreen,” she warned. And then I gasped when Angie mentioned the second option. “Of course, you can always have your age spots removed with lasers,” she said matter-of-factly.


“Remove them?” I protested. “Why would anyone want to do that?”


Angie stared at me — not understanding — while I explained; “I’d very much like to keep them — all of them — if you don’t mind.”


She shook her head as she handed me the spot-fading cream and asked if I would like a follow-up appointment.


“No thanks!” I said with a grin. “I won’t need the anti-spot cream or a follow-up appointment.”


As I walked out the door of the spa, I was beaming with gratitude to have such a wonderful “diagnosis” of age spots! Absolutely nothing could have prepared me for that.


Later that year, I celebrated two milestones — my sixtieth birthday and twenty years of being cancer free. I’m absolutely thrilled to be growing older with gray hair, wrinkles, and now — age spots. I’m not sure why anyone would want to take them away or make them disappear because they are — after all — long-awaited gifts.


And I can see the beauty in all of them!


~Connie K. Pombo
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The Perfect Home


Be grateful for the home you have, knowing that at this moment, all you have is all you need.


~Sarah Ban Breathnach


For a short time I lived smack in the middle of a row of brownstones located on Chestnut Street in Springfield, Massachusetts. I wasn’t crazy about being that close to my neighbors on either side, but the tree-lined street had cafés, flower shops, and a corner food market. My building had geranium planters on its stoop and pots of herbs on its broad windowsills. It even had an attic for storage and a basement for my bicycle. The front door had a good lock and my neighbors were friendly.


Nice, right? Yes, but I still found myself criticizing my living arrangement. The furniture seemed awkward, the wall color was off, and the old radiators were eyesores. I constantly pored over decorating magazines looking for the perfect accessory, thinking one more couch pillow might make me happy, or another end table in the living room would do the trick. But of course it never did. My work was going well, my social life was interesting, yet I was always looking for more. More what? I wasn’t exactly sure but I couldn’t settle in.


Then something strange began to happen. I started to lose track of things. I’m not talking about days or appointments. I’m not even talking about car keys or bills. I’m talking about food. I would be sure I had a can of tuna, but when I’d go to get it, no tuna. I didn’t recall eating the last bit of cold cuts yet the package was gone. It was puzzling but not earth shattering. I am a busy woman, and I rationalized that I must be snacking and not paying attention. What was I supposed to do? Tell the doctor everything else in my life was on track, but it appeared I was blacking out and eating food?


One morning, I stood dumbfounded at the open refrigerator door for close to a minute. The cool air washed over my bare knees while I stared at an empty shelf. I knew I wasn’t crazy, and I was certain I hadn’t been sleepwalking, but today a bright blue plastic container of leftovers that I had placed there last night was gone. I sat down and made a list. From what I could remember over the last week I had lost a couple of apples, some cheese, a can of soda, and the last pieces in a loaf of bread. Only my cat and I lived in this apartment, and Smoochie was only nine pounds and couldn’t have done this.




From the very day I found her pitiful home, I never again found fault with mine.





Did I have mice? A rat with superpowers that could open the refrigerator? A raccoon? Something was going on but I couldn’t get a handle on it.


That afternoon, as I opened my kitchen window for a breeze, a movement caught my eye. The neighbor across the street was trying to keep his huge, playful dog from charging into the house with muddy paws. It was a funny battle, one that the man ultimately lost. I smiled at the sight of brown prints trailing up the steps and into the doorway. But it gave me an idea. That night I sprinkled flour on the kitchen floor, a messy job to be sure, but one that would let me see where this critter was coming from by its prints. Once I figured that out, I would block his access. Knowledge is power. I went to bed confident that I was going to solve this mystery.


The next morning I got out of bed excited to get downstairs, visions of a giant sandwich-eating rat swirling in my brain, but at the kitchen door I stopped short and let out a startled gasp. My plan had worked all right, but instead of being happy, I was suddenly fearful. There were human footprints everywhere. And they led over to the closed basement door. I froze in place. Why did it have to be in the cellar? Scenes from old horror movies played in my head. I shouldn’t go in the basement — that’s where the killer always hides.


I tiptoed across the floury floor and put my ear on the old wooden door. Nothing. I quietly cracked it open. A white outline marked the edge of each step going down. “Hello?” I could hear my voice crack with the tension. “Who’s down there?” Silence. “I’m calling the police.” Nothing moved. I remember vividly to this day how the hair on my arms stood straight up.


I flipped the light switch and began creeping down one step at a time, ready to bolt at the slightest sound, but the basement was small and I could clearly see there was no one hiding in the room. The ghostly looking footsteps continued across the floor and up the steps to the outside hatch door. I followed them, easing the hatch open and peering out with nervous eyes. Nothing seemed amiss except I realized my lock was so rusty it had fallen out of the wood and was hanging by one screw. At this point I could barely see the flour, but little bits of white clearly stretched across the alley toward a Dumpster that belonged to the adjoining property. I inched over to their trash area, the pounding of my heart loud in my ears. Everything was still. A few birds chirped. A dog barked from the next street over. I rallied my courage and peeked behind the huge container.


I stared down at a makeshift tent of plastic bags, pieces of cardboard, and bits of what looked like torn T-shirts. There was a pitiful bedroll of sorts, and women’s clothes hung off a stick. Without getting too close I could see a few items: a cup, a tube of deodorant, some dishes. And my blue plastic container. My heart broke and I started crying.


As I placed a new lock on the hatchway door, I tried to recall how many times I had left my laptop out on the kitchen counter. Or my phone. Or my watch. I couldn’t come up with a number but I knew it was a lot, and never once were any of those items touched.


That night, before sunset, and every night that spring and summer, I hung a bag containing a hearty sandwich, a piece of fruit, and a container of chocolate milk on the handle of the basement hatch. I never caught even a glimpse of the woman in all that time, but she took the bag. Then one day late that fall she was gone — her camp abandoned, my sandwich left untouched and still hanging on the latch.


From the very day I found her pitiful home, I never again found fault with mine. Humbled and grateful, I stopped looking for fulfillment in owning things, stopped fretting about my surroundings being perfect, and found an inner peace that has kept me steady through the years.


~Jody E. Lebel
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Thanks for Messing Up My Life


Find the good and praise it.


~Alex Haley


In January 2005, I committed my wife Ginny to an Alzheimer’s facility after caring for her at home for seven years. As is often the case with home caregivers, the experience made me an emotional wreck. I had never been a pill taker; now I was on Xanax, Ativan, Celexa, Citalopram, Motoporal, Lisinopril; I learned new groups of medications, like SSRIs, and all the “pams.”


It was not only the beginning of the new year, but also — literally — of the wreckage of my life, because shortly after I put Ginny in that facility, my Odyssey minivan and I met a cement truck head-on. The truck survived.


My vehicle was squashed into a tangle of steel, the front half a gaping hole. The steering wheel and parts of the dashboard hung from the space where the driver’s door once was. The vinyl seats, springs and wires dangled from the chassis, which looked like Swiss cheese.


Thanks to my seat belt, I wasn’t strewn in the street like the pieces of my car. But they had to cut me out with the Jaws of Life. And that was after I was burned in the fiery wreck; I am left with patches of white where skin was taken for grafts to cover the burns.


I was broken — up, down, and around. Gratitude? Well, I was alive.


And thanks to the doctors and nurses of the Trauma Team of the Oregon Health Sciences University, my body was fixed. Most everything that could have been broken, fractured, or torn had been. Muscles lost their bindings; tendons and ligaments had been disconnected and strewn about under the skin. Wrecked as I was, I could be thankful: I was whole — although the nurses in the ICU referred to me as “Humpty Dumpty.”


Fortunately, my head didn’t need fixing. The only noticeable injury there is a one-inch dent in my forehead from the airbag.


That was my 2005: a broken body for me, and a broken mind for Ginny. I didn’t feel much gratitude.


I hoped 2006 would be a year of renewal.




I could weep over what I couldn’t do, or I could be grateful and seize upon what I could do.





The first step was to fix my body. The doctors inserted metal plates to connect my broken bones, tied together the body parts, and repaired the fractures. I continued to improve. Ironically, “progress” for me was a move upward into the bright light of wholeness. For Ginny, “progress” meant continual degradation, movement downward into the darkness of dementia. As I saw the possibility of my wholeness and functionality returning, I witnessed her inexorable deterioration and destruction. Our nearly sixty years of marriage would end eight years later, on December 13th, 2013.


After living comatose and supine for several months, I learned to raise my upper body and sit in place at least fifteen seconds without falling over. Then I learned to scoot down on a board from the side of the bed and transfer from bed to wheelchair. As time went on, my body re-learned how to stand. Then the inevitable — to take a few steps holding on to the parallel bars. Although most of my travels now are in a wheelchair, I can walk short distances.


There was one more ledge to climb before I could approach independence: I needed a place to live. At seventy-three, one year following my accident, I entered an Assisted Living Facility.


But I found dependency.


I didn’t know what it meant to live in an assisted living facility, a congregate, ordered, smoothly oiled, and systematically regimented life. I learned that my free spirit didn’t fit in. My freedom and individuality were constricted. I was “Room 108,” not “Dick,” not even “Humpty Dumpty.”


In the beginning of my new life, like many people in the assisted living facility, I sat in my room and stared out the window. I saw people on their bikes — I used to cycle as my means of transportation and exercise. I saw people running — I had run daily, ran 10Ks and marathons. And I had been a triathlete; I mourned the reality of never doing that again.


I also pondered my accident: I had been dead, and was brought back to life. I had been broken, and sewn back together. I was repaired — bodily. I faced my choices: I could weep over what I couldn’t do, or I could be grateful and seize upon what I could do.


I had been a writer and a professor. So I began to write about my life in an assisted living facility. Perhaps my writings could teach others about this kind of life, including the professionals who worked with the elderly and the disabled. It turned out, they did. The essays were used in professional development, in teaching workshops, in college classes.


I transformed incidents that happened to me or that I witnessed into vignettes about living the dependent life; I was honest, and critical, but identifying the absurd and the humorous. As one reader said, “I would have cried if it wasn’t so funny.”


Eventually, my pieces became a blog, posted twice a month by AARP Oregon.


While ideas flowed from my observations and imagination, writing — or actually typing — was not easy. My hands had been only partially fixed: the left hand was useless; my right could move and grasp, but my fingers were stiff and curled like a partial fist. I couldn’t straighten them; thus I couldn’t type. So, I adapted my writing to my condition: one stroke at a time. I wrote key by key with a Chewy Tube — a green, rubber T-shaped tool recommended by my occupational therapist. It is normally used to assist people to chew, or as an improved baby pacifier.


I held it in my right fist, striking one character after the other. The flurry of ideas that spilled from my imagination slowly and carefully turned into words.


My blogs have become a teaching tool for the Oregon Department of Human Services, and advocacy groups seeking to improve the quality of living for elders in assisted living facilities and nursing homes. As a resident myself, I could present an insider’s view; to reveal what the public, the adult children who place their parents in such facilities, didn’t see.


Not only did I use the “pen” in my new career, I created a video documentary, The Thin Edge of Dignity, which describes my life in an assisted living facility. It has spread around the country, used by the Ombudsman of each of the fifty states. Each Ombudsman and her/ his professional staff and volunteers are advocates for elder rights. The video is also used in college classes, as continuing education for long-term care professionals, and, from the responses on YouTube, a wide swath of the general public.


And, despite being in a wheelchair, I have flown around the country and spoken at regional and national conferences. I was selected to participate in the regional meeting of the White House Conference on Aging, leading up to the meeting in Washington, D.C.


The active and committed life I lead as an elder won me placement among a select group of American elders, recognized by the National Association of States United for Aging and Disabilities, and chosen, among the elders from each state, to be the one person from Oregon listed in 50 Fabulous Older People, a publication celebrating the fifty years of the Older Americans Act.


And these achievements were all because of that accident which left me in physical disrepair.


My yearlong ordeal in hospitals, nursing facilities, rehabilitation clinics, and living in a long-term care facility, have led me to a new career: I remain a teacher, but the classroom and the students have changed.


More important than traveling a new path, I have developed a new perspective: strangers’ random acts of kindness have opened my eyes to the goodness of people — even if they took only a fraction of a moment to open a door, shove a chair out of the way in a crowded coffee house, remove my coat in a hot room — old friends’ committed acts of kindness have helped me live my former free-spirited life. I see the unseen undefined connective bonds between friends — between people. I am in place to make a difference, to help form a new paradigm for the way old persons live in the institutions into which society shelves us.


Of course, I wish that cement truck had not messed up my life. But I am grateful for the opportunities that have arisen for me to continue to make a difference — to teach, to write, to travel and speak, to volunteer, to influence… to matter.


~Richard Weinman
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Editor’s note: To see Professor Weinman’s thought provoking documentary on YouTube, type The Thin Edge of Dignity into your Internet browser or click on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UciTFCPCivI
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My Answered Prayer


Sometimes the difficult things that happen in our lives put us directly on the path to the best things that will ever happen to us.


~Author Unknown


My husband and I went to our twenty-week ultrasound expecting to get a few pictures of our first child and then head off to the airport for a weekend away. We never made it to the airport…. We spent the next eight hours being shuffled from exam room to office to exam room. By the time we left the hospital, we had undergone an amniocentesis and were told that Down syndrome was the best-case scenario for our child. According to the doctors, it was more likely that our baby had a chromosomal defect that was “incompatible with life.”


We spent the next three days praying that our baby would be okay…. We prayed for Down syndrome. Our prayers were answered and we received the most incredible gift we could have ever hoped for — we were having a daughter, with Down syndrome. We immediately named her Lily. We didn’t want to spend the rest of my pregnancy thinking about our “baby with special needs” or our “daughter with Down syndrome.” Instead we just thought about Lily Kathleen and what we could do to make sure she’d be as healthy as possible when she arrived.


During those last months of my pregnancy we faced one challenge after another. Just two days after confirming that Lily had Down syndrome, we saw a fetal cardiologist who told us she also had a serious heart defect that would require surgery, possibly just after birth. Weeks later we heard from another doctor that there was a possible tumor on Lily’s brain that hadn’t been there before. I underwent an MRI and after many more sleepless nights, the test results revealed no tumor or mass.


It felt like every time we came to grips with a diagnosis or prognosis, we received another blow from the doctors. But we continued to remain positive, and we made sure that our family and friends remained positive as well. From the moment we told them about Lily, we let them know that we were okay with the fact that our daughter had Down syndrome and would need heart surgery. Our positive outlook allowed our family and friends to share in our joy and excitement. So when Lily finally arrived, she entered this world surrounded by love and enthusiasm.




She has led me to people I would have never met — incredible people who do incredible things.





The day she was born was one of the happiest days of my life. There was no sad news or awkward silence in the delivery room. Instead, there was a baby girl with the biggest cheeks I’d ever seen and fingernails that looked perfectly manicured. She had bright red rosebud lips and a mess of dark brown hair. She was not premature, as the doctors had said she might be, and she was not tiny and blue. She weighed more than eight pounds, was a healthy pink, and was breathing on her own. She may have had a serious heart defect and a chromosomal disorder, but she was exactly what we had prayed for.


Four months after Lily was born, she had open-heart surgery to correct Tetralogy of Fallot and an atrial septal defect. I was terrified to hand her over to the doctors that day, but I knew in my heart that she would be okay. We had come too far in our journey to have it end so soon. Much to our delight and relief, she came through the surgery without complications and was home in only four days. She may have been tiny, gaining less than two pounds in her first four months of life, but she was a fighter and she proved to everyone how strong she could be. She continues to show us that when she barely flinches while getting her blood drawn, or asks for pretzels twelve hours after a tonsillectomy. She never ceases to amaze me.


I view Lily as my guiding light. She has led me to people I would have never met — incredible people who do incredible things. She has taught me to take life a little slower — and that by doing so you get to truly enjoy the journey and rejoice in even the smallest of accomplishments. She has shown me that every life is worth living — and that no part of her or any other individual is imperfect or flawed. She has illustrated bravery, perseverance and strength that rival most adults. And she has shown me that a bright smile can be contagious and can make even the worst day wonderful. Lily teaches me something every day about myself and about others. I have direction and purpose now that she is here, guiding me to be a better mother and a better human being.


I will be forever grateful for the circumstances surrounding my prenatal diagnosis. I was given the opportunity to see my daughter as a blessing, a child who not only survived, but also thrived in spite of her challenges. Someday Lily may ask me if I ever wished she didn’t have Down syndrome, or she may even wish it herself. And I’ll explain that I would never want her to be anyone other than who she is, exactly as God created her. I can tell her that I wanted her always and I consider her one of the greatest gifts I’ve ever received.


She is, after all, my answered prayer.


~Nancy F. Goodfellow
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Midnight Runs


When you’re a nurse you know that every day you will touch a life or a life will touch yours.


~Author Unknown


I became the on-call nurse for a hospice and palliative care organization eight years ago. I visit the patient’s home when his symptoms become uncontrollable, when a family member spots a new sign or unfamiliar symptom, or when the caregiver needs emotional or hands-on support. I might be called to instruct an eighty-year-old wife on how to give a bed-bath to a dying husband. Then it’s back to nursing basics, second nature after thirty-eight years of nursing. I simply roll up my sleeves and do it myself while the Mrs. brews me a cup of tea and gratitude.


But I am no saint, far from it. Statistically I am older than twenty-five percent of my patients, which means, “Lord, I am tired!” No one should be roused from a peaceful slumber at 3 a.m. It’s exhausting at age twenty-six, and very daunting at sixty-six. Research has shown that seven hours of snoozing is the bare, healthy minimum. Interrupted sleep — not just bumbling to the bathroom at midnight, but sustained wakefulness — has serious effects on health. Succinctly, it shortens your life. We call the middle of the night “the hours of lead.” That’s what it feels like when I struggle to calculate a drug-dosing regimen at 2:37 a.m.


My job is however like many others, in some respects. Ten percent of the time I work for sixteen hours without time to grab a coffee from an all-night diner. Another ten percent of the time I rest for an entire shift without a single callout. The remaining eighty percent of my shifts are checkered with calls and visit requests. Patients’ families frequently claim that I am a saint; I demure, saying with a straight face that I work strictly for the money — a million dollars a year. Then we all laugh knowingly. When I’m driving to someone’s home on a July night under a full moon, with the temperature a balmy seventy-two degrees, and no traffic other than bread delivery trucks and slowly cruising state troopers, it’s nearly pleasant! Driving home into a sunrise, knowing all my patients are comfortable, that’s the happy end to a good night’s work.




I have everything I could ask for.





But there are bad times, nights when I am exhausted from a string of shifts that were filled with non-stop visits to patients whose symptoms would not resolve, who had intractable pain and wrenching nausea. There are nights when I struggle with a head cold that drains me of stamina and good will. Worst of all are the calls that come between 2 a.m. and 4 a.m. One typical visit last winter began as many do, with a shaky voice on the other end that suggested personal insecurity rather than a clear-cut clinical problem. “I’m not sure what’s wrong with him; he just doesn’t seem quite right. He’s got cancer. Can you come out and take a look, and tell me what I can do for him to make him comfortable?”


There would be no quick return to my warm, cozy bed that night, I realized while piling on layers of winter clothes. Outside the sleet pelted the storm windows. It took ten full minutes to scrape the car windshield clear. The car’s engine and I grumbled with irritation, neither ever warming completely. The road was covered with four inches of fresh, unplowed snow and ice. The trip to my patient’s home was a white-knuckle, hour-long slide along country roads. With each slippery turn I became more irritated. Couldn’t I have just given a double-dose of sympathy and reassurance by phone and stayed safe and comfy at home?


My destination was a two-hundred-year-old farmhouse that looked its age. The driveway hadn’t been shoveled during the previous storm and the back stairs were a ramp of virgin snow. My bad humor had nearly reached a boil as I knocked on the mudroom door. I knocked a second time, then a third, pounding with my mittened hand. Was I at the wrong home?


The patient’s wife released the door’s two latches and then the dead bolt. She braced the door with both of her frail, blue-veined hands against a sudden blast of ice-filled wind. “Come in, come in,” she exclaimed, “Don’t bother with your boots, just come in out of the storm. The furnace seems to be out but I have a fire in the living room, where George is, to keep him warm. Oh my goodness, you are an angel to come out in this weather!”


My anger instantly vanished as I approached the sleeping patient slumped in his tattered easy chair by the fireplace. The meager fire showed his half-finished cup of tea and plastic cup of vanilla pudding on the chair beside him. “He can’t seem to wake up anymore, not even to swallow his medicine,” she informed me. His ragged breathing rattled ominously beneath a small mountain of blankets. “Would you like a cup of tea to warm you up?” she asked with hospitality that made me wince at my prior irritation.


As my octogenarian hostess shuffled to the kitchen, I removed the cup and pudding from the chair and sat down as quietly as I could. I slid my hand beneath the covers and felt the thready pulse beneath his cool, parchment-thin skin.


My professional attention drifted away. I thought of my warm, healthy wife at home who’d probably have fresh coffee waiting when I returned at dawn. I thought of the new roof on our own renovated farmhouse and the furnace that never failed. I felt my own pulse’s healthy rhythm and my strong lungs that minutes before had created white puffs in the air as I shuffled through the snowdrifts toward this decrepit house. I noted my trusty car, my neighbors who probably would have shoveled my driveway for me by the time I reached home. I thought of my well-stocked pantry, the cord of firewood in the mudroom, and even my dog that would keep one ear cocked for me, eager to greet me on my return.


And I thought of my nursing job that pays our mortgage, puts our kids through college, and provides me with a million dollars worth of tea and gratitude with each visit.


“Thank you so much for coming out; you are an angel,” the patient’s wife said, her eyes welling with tears as she handed me my warm cup of tea. “Would you like sugar or milk?”


No, I thought. I have everything I could ask for.


~Thom Schwarz
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Because of Facebook


Family is not an important thing. It’s everything.


~Michael J. Fox


When Facebook appeared, I wasn’t interested, as I prefer face-to-face communication or talking on the phone. But my friend Karen would call from Manhattan for our weekly Sunday evening chats and give me reports about my grandchildren and some mutual acquaintances she followed on Facebook.


“It looks like Sara had a fun time on her field trip. If you’d join Facebook, you could see for yourself,” she said, trying to entice me. “And you’ll never guess who I found — some old friends from Lansingburgh High School.”


“That’s great, but it’s just not for me. Besides, why should I when I can get all the news from you?”


My ten-year-old granddaughter, Sara, showed me her Facebook page and how to download photographs. “See how easy it is?” she said, promising to help me choose a photo for my homepage.


I was tempted, but still not convinced. That is, not until my phone rang one night a few weeks later. It was my brother, shouting, “I found Teddy. That is, Teddy found me!”


“Slow down, Chuck. Are you talking about your son, Teddy?”


“Yes,” he cried, “it’s a miracle!”


Years ago, while in nursing school, I had introduced Chuck to one of my classmates. They fell in love, got married, and had a precious, golden-haired son named Teddy. But when the baby was two years old, Chuck and his wife divorced. It was a sad day because no one on our side of the family was allowed to ever see Teddy again — not my brother or our elderly father, whose heart was broken. Teddy was lost to us, and we mourned as if there had been a death.


Now, years later, Chuck and Teddy (now Ted — thirty-four years old, husband, and father of two) had reconnected. Ted had been trying to find his father for years. It was only when Chuck joined Facebook to stay in touch with buddies from his fortieth high school class reunion that Ted was finally able to contact his dad.


While Chuck talked, I grabbed my laptop and logged onto Southwest. com. Before we hung up, I had booked a flight. Chuck would drive north from his home in Florida and pick me up at the Norfolk airport. I would be part of the historic meeting when father and son were reunited.




Now that he and his son have been reunited, I know that Chuck will hold on tight.





Two weeks later, Chuck and I were in a family room filled with toys in a two-story brick home in Virginia Beach. I gazed at the handsome young man seated on the couch next to his gorgeous wife and two smiling children: my nephew Ted, Lauren, three-year-old Sophia, and six-month-old Baby Teddy.


Chuck looked affectionately at Ted and asked me, “Don’t you think he looks like Dad?” I looked appraisingly at Ted’s deep set, brown-almost-black eyes, the contour of his brow, his strong chin, and saw a younger image of our father. I agreed, “Definitely!”


Baby Teddy was the spitting image of his grandfather Chuck. When the little guy crinkled up his face in a toothless grin, he looked just like my brother when he was a cheerful, chubby baby. “And this little guy looks just like you,” I said.


I wanted to hear everything about Ted’s life but refrained from making him recite every bit of the past thirty years.


I started with, “So, where did you go to high school? College?”


Looking at his 6’ 2”, well-muscled frame, I asked, “What sports did you play?”


And nearly as important, “What professional teams do you like?”


I was relieved to hear “The Yankees and the Dolphins.” Yes, definitely his father’s son.


The next afternoon I watched Ted with his children in their back yard. I caught a glimpse of the youth within, the playful and loving spirit, as he blew soap bubbles with Sophia. He cradled Teddy and spoke softly to the baby, who looked deeply into his father’s eyes as if understanding every word.


On Saturday night, Chuck and I volunteered to babysit. We played “Pass the Baby” until Teddy started acting hungry — rooting around on his grandfather’s arm, and when he didn’t find what he was searching for, tried to put his entire fist into his mouth. I offered him a bottle, but he sputtered, scrunched up his face, and wailed. In between sobs, he glowered at us as though we were the enemy. Finally, he cried himself to sleep, exhaustion winning over hunger.


Around 11:00 p.m., Lauren and Ted walked through the door. Chuck and I cheered, “Hooray! Mommy and Daddy are home!” Teddy had awakened and was beyond being consoled. He nearly leaped out of my arms at the sight of his mother.


Too soon it was time for us to leave. In the driveway, I lingered as long as possible and hugged Ted, Lauren, Sophia, and Teddy one more time. From the moment I crossed their threshold, I felt welcomed and accepted, as if I had been part of their family all along.


Now that he and his son have been reunited, I know that Chuck will hold on tight and not let Ted go again. As we drove to the airport, we laughed and talked about the past few days, exclaiming how thankful we were that we’d been blessed with a second chance.


And it was all because of Facebook.


~Kathe Kokolias
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Gifts from Dark Places


It’s not what happens to you in life that defines you; it’s what you do with your life as a result.


~Author Unknown


The young woman sitting next to me looked around the new-mom’s group nervously. Her eyes darted from person to person as we played with our babies on the floor of the church basement. Suddenly she blurted out, “My mom says I should let my daughter cry more, but that doesn’t feel right to me. She’s only four months old! Do you think that is okay? I don’t want to upset my mom.” I sat in stunned silence. Her words opened a door within me that I hadn’t realized was closed.


My mother had died when I was fourteen. Her fight with cancer intersected with my adolescent delusions that I had the world all figured out. The day after her funeral, I returned to my freshman year of high school and pretended my world was fine. I cheered for the sports teams and sang in the choir, while inside I was frozen with fear and broken with grief. I had no idea how to ask for support. I hid my true feelings as much as I could, thinking that I was protecting myself.


At twenty-six, I married a man whose love for life was contagious. He taught me to play golf, waterski, and face fears. We explored faraway places and hiked, biked, kayaked or skied wherever we traveled. Together we chipped away at the “no-kids” policy I’d created, as our desire to start a family overcame my intense fear of dying young. When my first pregnancy ended in a miscarriage, the grief nearly derailed my courage. A year later, I became pregnant again. We carefully monitored every step in growth and development. When twenty weeks passed, my fear turned into hopeful excitement. At last, we would be a family.


Nothing prepared me for the joy to come. When the midwife handed me a squirming baby girl, my heart opened wider than I could have imagined. The baby re-anchored my broken mother-daughter bond. Yet life is bittersweet. My husband’s mother — who’d been so thrilled to become a grandmother — was fighting her own battle against cancer. She enjoyed gazing at this perfect new baby. Despite pain and weakness, she lovingly held her as often as she could until passing away when our daughter was six weeks old.




I’d been so busy feeling angry over what I didn’t have, I couldn’t see what I’d been given.









OEBPS/images/ch05.jpg
'Q)c L)
—;«rﬁw‘\S{' ] ;! [

Gt





OEBPS/images/ch06.jpg
Gt Sou

e
Lelie

ChY

7

J
e

o

- |,





OEBPS/images/ch03.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch04.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch07.jpg
ty

)
(Y

CRER

g

)

) =

~<)

Qedig \
(s






OEBPS/images/ch08.jpg
) )
»OUD
(A

t\S(‘)I!l

ODLHE)





OEBPS/images/9781611592580.jpg
ehlcken Soup

for thegoul @

—— r - vv
w‘ I . 49
I T{ Ve ;,"3 \

I?J“wear Of:

101 Storles about HoW
. Being Thankful Can
- ChangeYourlife |

o ——

Amy Newmark
_~ & Deborah Norville

Journalist and Host of Inside Edition





OEBPS/images/ch01.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch02.jpg
Q)
X MO
—m‘mt\%ﬁl

G





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
- —

iw!ﬂ?(\Sr)t! )

g'ﬂj‘“"i!l&)&!})





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/swish.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title-01.jpg
(hicken Soup
- ore SOl
The

Power of
Gratitude

101 Stories about How Being
Thankful Can Change Your Life

Amy Newmark
Deborah Norville

L]
Q‘{
N

CSS

Chicken Soup for the Soul, LL.c
Cos Cob, CT





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg
CCCCCCC

Gratitude





