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T his book is dedicated to women everywhere


who count their blessings, thereby


creating a positive ripple effect for all the lives


they touch.
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INTRODUCTION



When I began this book, I realized that I needed to figure out what I meant by “blessings.” I thought of all the things I love about my own life. But the more I thought, the more I realized that the things I’m truly grateful for are the things for which I’ve worked hardest.

Each of us can easily bring to mind the most challenging times we’ve faced—like recovering from a serious illness or accident, struggling to get the education or the job we want, dealing with a painful loss, or healing from a betrayal. Ironically, the chances we are given to work through hardship oftentimes bring us the best gifts of all—peace and joy.

Chocolate for a Woman’s Blessings shows us the ways that many women have found that peace and joy. Inspirational stories are themselves like chocolate—they warm our hearts and lift our spirits. They make us feel good. Even better, stories like these remind us of who we really are! I am blessed that seventy-four elegant women have shared their poignant, true stories in Chocolate for a Woman’s Blessings. Many of the storytellers in this book are inspirational speakers, consultants, therapists, writers, and best-selling authors. These women have examined their blessings and have discovered the infinite joys of living. Like chocolate itself, these stories delight, comfort, and satisfy as they encourage us to look at the abundance in our own lives and view every challenge as an opportunity.

Savoring each story in Chocolate for a Woman’s Blessings is the perfect opportunity to pause, get quiet, and be thankful for all that you have and for all the good that is yet to come. I believe that whatever we pay attention to expands. By possessing a grateful spirit—counting our blessings on a regular basis—and being there for ourselves and others, we enrich our lives. The stories in Chocolate for a Woman’s Blessings trace the journey of many grateful hearts as they share varied tales of learning, loving, and laughing, while celebrating all the good things that add up to a full life.

And if this is a time in your life when it is difficult for you to believe that countless blessings are heading your way, let the “Chocolate sisters” believe it into existence for you—until you know it to be so for yourself.






I

ON HIGHER

GROUND




There is no support so strong as the strength

that enables one to stand alone.

ELLEN GLASGOW
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GOODIE BAGS FROM

THE HEART
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Nineteen years old and newly married. I remember waving goodbye to my husband one hot summer day while standing on the front porch of our small home in California. As I stood outside, I noticed the saddest sight across the street in the fast-food parking lot. He appeared to be homeless in his grubby, dirty clothes and long gray hair. In the heat of the day, he wore a tattered black jacket that I’m sure must have been one of his most treasured possessions that kept him warm in the cooler months. His fiercely thick gray beard hid part of his face, and frankly he looked quite frightening to me. I quickly turned and stepped into the house, shutting and locking the door behind me.

As I stood at my living room window staring in bewilderment, he rummaged through the garbage cans in the parking lot. Wrappers, cups, napkins—he went through all of it in hopes of finding food, and when he did find a morsel or two, it looked as though he had found a Thanksgiving dinner. Not feeling afraid any longer, I wondered just how long it had been since this poor man had had a decent meal.

The next day while sending my husband off to work, I spotted the man again. He was sitting on the curb with cups and wrappers in his lap, eagerly eating the unwanted scraps of strangers as if there were no tomorrow. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him, and it was at that very moment that I knew what I had to do, and I hoped that my plan would work.

The next day I found myself packing two lunches instead of just the usual one for my husband, and thinking to myself, Oh, I hope he shows up. When I finished my task, I hurried across the hot pavement and slipped one of the brown paper bags into the garbage can. I laughed to myself and thought, Boy, I must look like I’m up to something strange. I sent my husband to work and quickly went to the living room window to watch and wait for my homeless friend.

In a matter of minutes he arrived and immediately found the sack with the lunch inside. I stood there with a huge smile on my face, my heart pounding as he opened the bag and peered inside. He sat down on the curb of the busy intersection happily eating his lunch, oblivious to the passing cars just feet in front of him. He munched contentedly on a bologna sandwich, chips, a soda, and whatever other goodies I had happened to find in my cupboard that morning.

We didn’t have much money or food back then, just starting out as a young couple. But for the next two weeks I scrounged through my kitchen cupboards and always managed to find something to slip into a goodie bag for the old man. And, of course, I placed it in the very same garbage can every day. I watched him savor every bite day after day, and it did my heart a world of good.

I used to wonder if he thought it was odd having lunches appear, but he never once looked around in curiosity. Then one day I slipped a lunch into the garbage can and he failed to show up, and I worried about him. I said a prayer for him in hopes that he had just decided it was time to move on.

Years later, when I was thirty-four years old, my children, ages eight, ten, ten, and twelve, were teasing me one day, saying, “Mom, name one good deed you’ve ever done.” My face lit up, and I knew at that moment what I would say.

PAULA J. TOYNBEE
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JOANNA
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She came too early—willing her way into the world with the sheer force of her being.

“Too small” they told us. “She may be too small to survive.” At just over two and a half pounds, they were right. Twenty-six years ago a two-and-a-half-pound baby didn’t stand much of a chance.

But it wasn’t fair. She had fought so hard to live—had defied the odds already merely by surviving her abrupt entry into harsh lights, cold air, and oxygen. Thanks to a cesarean section she was spared the agonizingly slow journey to the light down the dark, narrow tunnel of the birth canal, and now she was here—so tiny and ill-equipped and yet so determined to live.

I left the hospital a week later without her. The emptiness in my womb was nothing compared to the hollow shell that was my heart. I had left my baby. Left her there held captive inside a tiny, Lucite bassinet hooked up to wires and tubes. In spite of it all, though, she was beautiful, with bright red lips and thick dark hair. She was a miniature baby. Perfect in every detail, but oh so tiny.

Every day, twice a day, I made the long trip to the hospital and home again with aching arms and swollen eyes that endlessly poured tears. There was no stopping the tears. They came all the while I tried so hard to be cheerful for the child at home, Adam, the healthy four-year-old who himself was trying so desperately to be patient and not ask too often when his new baby sister was coming home.

For two months my child balanced herself precariously between life and death. For two months my husband, Howard, and I tiptoed around the subject, never asking each other, or even ourselves, the unspoken question, the “what if” we knew we couldn’t face.

Two months in the hospital with thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth of unpaid bills covering the desk top in the den. Who cared what it cost? What did money matter? This was my child. My infant whom I couldn’t even hold to my breast for an entire month for fear that I would disrupt the precious lifeline of oxygen that snaked its way soundlessly into her bassinet. Each time I looked at her my breasts, dried now of the milk that was so rightfully hers, my body, my entire soul was racked with the pain of the impossibility of the situation. We were kept from each other. Kept from bonding. Unable to touch through the boundaries of glass and metal that surrounded and sustained her.

Finally after two long months, we were told that we could take her home. She weighed four pounds eleven ounces and had to eat every four hours, twenty-four hours around the clock. We were also told that all of her reflexes were not fully developed yet and sometimes she couldn’t suck, breathe, and swallow at the same time. It seems that given the choice of food over air she always chose food (obviously my child), and invariably, at least twice a day, during feeding she turned bright blue and passed out. “And, oh, by the way,” they mentioned as we made our way toward the door, “she might be retarded. Just keep an eye on her. See if you notice anything unusual.”

And so we took our teeny bundle home. How she didn’t drown in my tears that day I will never know. Howard and I both wept all the way home. Be careful what you wish for. All I asked for, prayed for, all this time was to bring our baby home. I had gotten my wish but at what cost?

Early evening on my first full day home with my baby the doorbell rang. I panicked. There I was at five-thirty in the afternoon still in my nightgown. The sink was filled with breakfast and lunch dishes, and my four-year-old was sitting, dazed, in front of the TV. I had managed to neutralize him with an overdose of sugar and four hours of straight TV in order to give myself time to attend to the baby’s constant demands. They had told us to feed her every four hours but they had neglected to tell us that it would take an hour and a half to get two ounces down her tiny gullet. Even then, when we were successful at that, she managed to vomit one and a half ounces back up. By the time I fed her, changed her, put her down, and made my way back to bed, it was just about time to start again.

I didn’t even remember if I had brushed my teeth that day but I was past caring. I opened the door and there was my pediatrician, standing there with a big smile—his medical bag in one hand and a pizza in the other. I just stared, astounded.

“I was just on my way home,” he said (I knew it was a lie; he lived ten miles in the opposite direction), “so I thought I’d stop by. How’s the baby doing?”

I burst into tears. Somehow he managed to maneuver me, the baby, the little black bag, and the pizza—half pepperoni, half mushroom—into the kitchen. He sat me down, popped the pizza into the oven, and set the baby in the infant seat on the floor. While he rocked the infant seat with his foot he proceeded to wash the dishes in the sink.

“I’m just going to examine her. Why don’t you jump into the shower; you’ll feel better.”

I couldn’t believe it. When I came out, Adam was fed and happily chatting with his doctor and the baby was sound asleep.

Dr. Markman left soon after, but at least once a week for the next three months his visits would be repeated. Sometimes it was Kentucky Fried Chicken or Taco Bell, but whatever the food, it was always accompanied by his warm smile and a shoulder to cry on as we cheered Joanna to good health.

There was never a bill for those house calls, and it was a good thing, because there was no amount of money that could have adequately compensated him for the kindness he showered on me.

JUDI SADOWSKY
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MADE FOR WATER
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Mom took me to my Aunt Marilyn’s house to be watched while she went to work. I was afraid of that woman, who was larger than anyone is ever supposed to be, and I cried the entire way, every day, down the cracked narrow sidewalk to her house. The wind blew hard on my face, pushing me back. My mother pressed on, dragging me by the hand—around the corner, past the church on the left, and straight up to my aunt’s front door.

My mother knocked, and I hid behind her. Aunt Marilyn’s slow, heavy steps vibrated under my feet as I heard her coming to the door: thud, thud, thud—like the dinosaur in Jurassic Park. The door swung open and my aunt’s pungent aroma—a unique, acidic scent—rushed out. That’s the way you smell when you’re fat, I thought. The smell rushed out the door and into my nose, but it didn’t stop there. It wrapped itself around my body, grabbed me, and pulled me inside her house.

A talented artist, she spent much of her time in front of an easel. While she skillfully placed thick, luxuriant layers of paint onto her canvas, I contemplated her unique features. She had long black hair that almost reached her waist, and enormous round feet. She was barefoot most of the time because they don’t make shoes that big. Her paintings depicted vivid landscapes, full of texture and life. How does she know how to paint them? I wondered. Had she ever been that far from her weary kitchen chair?

At lunchtime, we often ate giant cheese sandwiches toasted golden brown. I watched in fascination as the orange ribbon stretched out between the chunk in my mouth and the chunk in my hand. My throat felt tight. I ate small, timid bites. I knew food like that made you fat—then you smelled, and had to go barefoot, and had to wear skirts you sewed yourself because they don’t make skirts that big. My fear of the woman was nothing compared to my fear of becoming her. I tried to hide it, but the way she looked at me, I think she knew.

Sometimes, I went to the bathroom out of boredom. I lounged on the toilet and stared into the stained porcelain bowl, my thighs flattened out against the cold rim. I estimated that each thigh was as big around as one of Aunt Marilyn’s wrists, and I sat upright in horror. If one of Aunt Marilyn’s thighs was as big around as my whole body, then how could she fit onto the toilet? I eyed the freestanding bathtub; no way could she wedge her coagulated mass into that! Could she even fit through the narrow doorway? I ran from the room in terror.

On hot summer days, my mother and my aunt took all of us cousins out to Ash Lake for a day of swimming and picnicking. I couldn’t swim yet, but I liked to pretend I could. I propelled myself through the water by pushing off the muddy lake bottom as each armstroke completed its downward motion through the water. I kicked, splashed, and basked in the sun-warmed shallows while the other children swam and our mothers relaxed on the shore, talking.

It was there, amid the sounds of conversation and laughter, that I found out the truth about Aunt Marilyn.

Aunt Marilyn stood up and began to wade out into the lake. The water parted behind her in a wide V, and she walked slowly, resolutely, placing each step firmly on the muddy lake floor. She was thigh-high in the water, but she didn’t stop there. She plodded on, past where I could reach the bottom, out to where the water reached the exact middle of her body. Her colossal skirt billowed above the water like a hot-air balloon preparing for liftoff. I looked wildly around me, marveling that no one tried to stop her. Aunt Marilyn was in imminent danger, but no one else seemed to notice the sudden chill in the air.

Aunt Marilyn smoothed her skirt down into the murky water. She leaned back, kicked up her elephantine feet, and floated.

Aunt Marilyn floated!

Goose bumps covered my arms and shoulders. No way to pee, no way to bathe, no shoes to wear; yet my Aunt Marilyn could float better than anyone I’d ever seen. Her body barely immersed, she rose above the water like a majestic, fleshy ship. A rare smile rested on her face as she drifted effortlessly around the lake, finally at home.

I realized then that Aunt Marilyn was not made for land; she was made for water.

She stayed out there for hours while the rest of us played near the shore. I scanned the lake often, and each time I would find her floating in a patch of sunlight with the smooth water cradling her body. The beauty of that sight transformed me. Gazing at my aunt, I felt that all was right in the world. I was warm and safe. I knew where I belonged.

When the sun had lowered in the sky, Aunt Marilyn returned to us begrudgingly. She forced her mass through the reluctant water. Each step thudded down into the mud, which formed a suction around her feet, begging her to stay. Somehow, she dragged herself out onto the land, where she weighed more than anyone is ever supposed to weigh. She came out of the water, and the water came with her—gallons of it ran off her skirt as she gathered it into her powerful hands and wrung it out.

Aunt Marilyn looked up and saw me staring at her. Her large, sad eyes bore into mine, and I noticed for the first time how beautiful they were. Her eyes were the color of the sky, softened by a layer of thin, wispy clouds. I swallowed hard, overwhelmed by the strangeness of my new understanding, and I continued to stare reverently at that captivating creature who belonged to the water. I shook with admiration, no longer awed by her size—but awed by her strength. The way she looked at me, I think she knew.

Aunt Marilyn let me see one lonely tear trek its way down her weathered cheek. One tear and that was all. Then she took my hand and together we walked back to the station wagon. Her soft hand tenderly encircled mine; I was grateful for its warmth.

If I could travel back in time, I would do one thing differently. I’d take a ride around Ash Lake with my aunt—the way the other kids remember doing. Perched lightly on top of her belly, I’m quite sure I could have shouted with absolute authority, “We are the Queens of the World!”

LUCI N. FULLER
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KEVIN AND THE SAINT
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“Santa for special kids on tomorrow’s broadcast. See you then.”

The tag line caught my attention. I raised my head from my book and saw a picture of a waving Santa on the television screen as the Channel 6 news credits rolled by. My heart began to pound. Could this be the Santa I’d been looking for?

I picked up the phone and called the station. “That Santa tomorrow, can he communicate with deaf children?” I asked.

Over the rumble of the newsroom, I heard, “Yes, he’s a retired schoolteacher who signs. He won’t release his name, but he’s scheduled to be at the Memphis city mall tomorrow. We’ll be picking up the story through our affiliate news station.”

“Memphis? You mean Tennessee, not in Florida?”

“Yes, can I help you with anything else?” He was pressuring me to end the conversation.

“No, thank you.” I hung up, disappointed.

Just then Jessica came into the office. Her face changed after seeing my saddened expression. “What’s wrong?”

“You know I love your son like a nephew, right?”

She smiled. “Of course. You’re his favorite babysitter.”

“Well, I’d like to take him to Tennessee tomorrow to the Memphis mall. There’s a Santa who knows sign language scheduled to appear.”

A twinkle sparkled in her eyes. “Kevin’s six. He doesn’t need to visit Santa Claus anymore. That’s really sweet of you to think of him. But I’d rather instill in him the true meaning of Christmas, Jesus’ birth, not just exchanging presents.”

My heart broke. I wanted her to know how much it would mean to Kevin. He’d never met a Santa who could understand him. Last year when we took him to our local mall, he signed his name to the Santa there.

“Yes, I’ll bring you that,” the Santa had replied.

Kevin had cried for hours. He decided Santa didn’t give gifts to children who couldn’t speak. That isn’t good enough, not for Kevin, I thought. He deserved a Santa who could relate.

“You really want to drive all that way just so he can tell him he wants a Pokémon?”

“Santa isn’t just a man in a red suit,” I explained. “He’s the spirit of giving. He’s Jesus’ helper, spreading cheer to all the little girls and boys, even the deaf ones. For the first time Kevin will be able to think Santa knows who he is.”

She nodded. “Well, all right, we’ll go tonight. Bring a map and your camera?”

“Of course.” I happily laughed. “We have to make a memento!”

Later in the evening Kevin piled into the minivan clutching his pillow.

His mother signed, “Don’t you want to see Saint Nick?”

Kevin moved his fingers. “He doesn’t like me unless I write.”

“That’s not true,” his mother mouthed slowly.

Soon, Kevin snuggled in his backseat bed as mile after mile drifted by. Palm trees and scrub brush gave way to reddened clay. We drove until the air chilled and the land grew hilly.

I wasn’t sure if I was overstepping my bounds, but I hoped this would be a wonderful experience for Kevin. He deserved to communicate with Santa.

When we arrived early the next afternoon at the mall, his mother signed to Kevin, who was staring back at her, “We’re here.”

Wiggling in anticipation, he signed, “Do you think Santa cares that I came?”

I looked around at all the cars and knew enough to nod my head yes.

Kevin jumped out of the minivan and took his mother’s hand and mine. Together we walked through the crowded walkways to the open courtyard. There, on top of a platform, was an older man with real gray hair. His stomach looked pillow-plumped, but there was no mistaking his outfit of red and white. He sat enthroned next to a sparkling, bedecked Christmas tree.

His mother gestured, “That’s him, straight from the North Pole.”

Kevin’s eyes suddenly lit up at the whole Yule scene. He vaulted up the steps and stood in front of Santa. His mother and I scampered to catch up. By the time we got to Santa’s chair, Kevin was signing, “I’m Kevin Johnson from Orlando, Florida.”

“Hello, Kevin. You live near Disney World,” Santa signed back. “You’ve been very good this year. What would you like for Christmas. Let me guess . . . a Pokémon?”

I knew that was probably what all the little boys had asked Santa for, but Kevin’s eyes lit up as if Santa knew him personally.

“You’re the real Santa,” Kevin signed.

“Anything else?” the smiling, rosy-cheeked Santa asked.

Kevin quickly moved his hands to cross his chest.

Knowing what Kevin wanted, Santa stretched his arms to give a giant hug.

Tears came to my eyes as I raised my camera to capture the moment. Truly this anonymous Santa embodied the spirit of giving. This retired schoolteacher gave his heart to the children who weren’t like everyone else, the ones who needed to communicate in their own way.

All children are special, I know that, but seeing Kevin hug Santa reminded me of how important every individual is. Whenever I look at my framed picture of Santa hugging Kevin, I want to thank him for a memory that will never fade for Kevin, his family, and me.

MICHELE WALLACE CAMPANELLI
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DRIVING DENNY
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During our forty-nine years of marriage, Denny was rarely a passenger in our car. Wherever we went, he drove and I rode along. It was that simple. No questions asked. A mutual assumption had been made by both of us so long ago that I forgot the reason. But this driving arrangement was about to change forever.

One year ago, Denny was diagnosed with a fast-growing cancer requiring such aggressive treatments that he was often too ill to drive. That is when I became his official chauffeur. It also reminded me of the reason I never chose to be the driver when he was the passenger, because he was the king of backseat drivers.

Though ill and weak, he found the strength to transform himself into my personal driver education instructor. Many of his tips were helpful, but most of his comments were criticisms. His instruction never ended. Once I actually counted fourteen comments about my driving technique during one round-trip to Kaiser Hospital. Lots of trips to Kaiser, lots of “helpful” tips, lots of stress headaches.

I protested, “Enough already!” and put him on a ration of five criticisms during one round-trip, or I would find it necessary to make other arrangements for his transportation. My darling Denny tried so hard to accommodate me, but it wasn’t easy for him to keep his mouth shut. Out of the corner of my eye, I would notice his hand fly up to issue directions to me, but he’d catch himself and pretend to adjust his cap or scratch his head. Or he might start to use a cautionary tone but substitute a fake little cough, or pretend that he forgot whatever it was he was going to say. And so it went, until he eventually returned to full-time monitoring of every mile I drove.

So, I tried the honest, up-front approach: “Honey, when I drive alone I have a lot of confidence, but when you’re in the car I have none at all. My driving is growing worse, I’m anxious when you’re my p-p-passenger [I started to cry right about here], and I dread these trips more than I can possibly tell you.” The tears I shed were really big, and Denny felt terrible about it.

He felt so terrible that he began to compliment my driving. He praised my ability to stay in the middle of my own lane, my parking skills, and how confidently I passed slow cars. It felt like being patted on the head or patronized, so I never quite got out of my angry mode. I prayed a lot: “God, help Denny to get off my back, or help me to ignore him while I’m driving. I don’t want to spend our precious time together being mad.” We were in the car a lot; therefore, I prayed a lot!

Denny got sicker as his cancer spread, but he still had a mission concerning my driving. He managed to sneak in a comment or two, or three, or more, every trip to the hospital, and I grew accustomed to it after almost ten months of treatment. I had no idea what it was like to be in his body and what unexpressed feelings he might have had. Perhaps God had whispered to me in my dreams, “Betty, get used to it; he doesn’t have much time left.”

Indeed, he didn’t. Aggressive treatment was hurting him more than helping and had to be discontinued. He was glad to be free of it. He was visibly thinner, weaker, and frailer than ever before. During his last week of life in our home, our family surrounded Denny and someone was always at his side. When he grew too weak to speak to us, he would smile and make a kiss with his lips or pat someone’s arm. He died gently as we laid our hands on him and cried. It was an awesome experience. We were grateful that his struggle was over, but we were also numb with grief and exhaustion. The two weeks following Denny’s death were a blur. I remember a montage of signing papers, making arrangements for both a private and a public service, phone calls, housing out-of-state relatives, food appearing from nowhere, tears, hugging, and sharing memories.

Things had finally settled down a bit. The relatives were gone and so was the food. Thank-you notes were written; wonderful, supportive letters arrived each day filled with memories of Denny; and it felt good to cry. But it was quiet and lonely. I had so many things to do but I couldn’t decide what to do first, so I did nothing each day.

One morning, I received a call from our representative at the memorial park nearby. “Mrs. Auchard, we have your husband’s cremains ready for you.” The container was small, wrapped neatly in brown paper, and presented to me in a dark green, velour drawstring bag. Very nice. Very respectful. I felt very tender toward this parcel as I hugged it to my chest, then set it in the seat beside me—the passenger seat. I gently patted it and even considered protecting it with a seat belt.

Then something occurred to me as I drove myself and this container home. This was probably the only time in our forty-nine years of life together that Denny was my passenger and wouldn’t be saying a word about my driving. It struck me as humorous but sad. I caressed the velour bag again and wiped away my tears so I could see where I was going . . . ’cuz you gotta stay alert when you’re driving.

Betty Auchard
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Few things are more rewarding than

a child’s open, uncalculating devotion.

VERA BRITTAIN

THINKING OF OTHERS,

SIX-YEAR-OLD-STYLE
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My middle child, Jorey, is my sensitive daughter with all her highs and lows. She talks about and mourns her ancestors’ deaths, though they may be from generations before her. She is the one who talks about God and heaven a lot. She believes that everyone in heaven rides horses, but it never hurts if they fall off as they fall onto the soft clouds. Jorey is the mothering older sister to all the younger children in her Montessori school on the company campus where I work. She greets each one by name and an accompanying hug as they pass her in the hallways at school. She thinks she’ll be a mother, teacher, or doctor when she grows up.

This particular morning started out with the normal chaos that hits every weekday in my household of three children and one mommy. Jorey woke up on the wrong side of the bed from the moment her eyes fluttered open. She didn’t want to get up, didn’t want to get dressed, and was in tears when I told her that I hadn’t been able to find her favorite granola bars at the grocery store the night before.

Oh, boy, here we go.

Jorey just needed me to hold her and help her get “started right.” I did hold her for a few minutes, but as always we were running late. I couldn’t hold her forever that day, so she just had to muddle through and get moving. I selfishly wished she would think of the rest of the family and how much it affects all of us when she acts like this in the morning. But I tried to quickly remind myself that she’s a six-year-old child and not having her favorite granola bars is a big deal. We got out the door and into the van, Jorey in a bad mood along with an older brother and younger sister who were reacting to her foul disposition.

We dropped big brother off at his school, then headed to the girls’ school before I was off to work. We arrived at the school and hung up the girls’ coats. My daughter kneeled down to pull out something from her “cubby.” She handed me a scroll, and I unrolled it. Jorey had written in pencil the following phonetic message:


der Granpo dic and Granpo Cin

Im sore Granmo Valma died,

I’m shr you stil thenc ubawt the hape momins that you shard

Love Jorey


My grandmother died earlier that year, and Jorey, on her own initiative, wrote a letter to Grandpa Dick and Great-Grandpa Ken. Choked up, I couldn’t speak and could only put my arms around her to try to express what I was feeling.

Jorey is one of the most sensitive people I know; sometimes that is a challenge, but that is also one of the qualities that make her so special. She often thinks of others rather than herself. I will send her special scroll to Grandpa Dick and Great-Grandpa Ken and guess that, just as I did, they’ll have tears in their eyes as they open it and read the brief but heartfelt message from their granddaughter and great-granddaughter.

The scroll may be made of white paper with pink construction paper hearts for decoration, but in my eyes it is made of pure gold, just like Jorey.

BRENDA GRANT
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TAKING STOCK

[image: Image]

I awakened in the middle of the night with unbearable leg pain. Eight hundred milligrams of Motrin later, I still found no relief. When I dragged myself out of bed, I winced in pain.

Gritting my teeth, I drove my two older children to school, then, with my four-year-old son, Trent, in tow, I rushed to the office of a sports medicine chiropractor. He thought I might have a hernia and sent me on to urgent care. In the emergency room I found such comfort holding my son’s small hand. His warmth reassured me I could be strong, no matter what the outcome.

After hours of reading to my son, a doctor finally said, “I ordered a sonogram ASAP. You either have a hernia or, worst case, an aneurysm.”

“I don’t have time for this,” I said. “I need to pick up my kids from school.”

“Against my better judgment, I say pick your kids up and be back here in thirty minutes.”

I gathered my kids and told them to pray that our neighbor would be home so I could get back to the hospital. When we arrived at her house, she pulled in behind me. She readily agreed to keep the kids while I dashed back to the hospital.

The sonogram revealed my leg was fine. The doctor gave me a “go home and rest” speech. Even though I knew lying in bed to heal my leg was better than an operation, I still resented the torture of enforced inactivity.

Three days later, I received a call from my primary care physician. “I noticed you were in urgent care,” he said. “I’m sorry to say they read your sonogram incorrectly. You need to come back in immediately and start treatment for a blood clot.”

Here we go again, I thought while Trent and I scrambled out the door. In the car I prayed, “Lord, if I have to die, take me quickly. Help my kids hear Your voice clearly so they can manage any situation in life. Guide them, love them, and care for them.”

At the doctor’s office, a nurse ushered me in immediately. I gave Trent some toys, and the doctor, his face drawn and solemn, said, “This is very serious. You’re a healthy, fit, thirty-six-year-old, and blood clots shouldn’t be a problem. This is life-threatening—a little piece could break off, hit your lung, and you’d stop breathing. We’ll give you two shots a day to help thin your blood. There’s a risk of excessive bleeding, but it’s the lesser of the two evils.”

Just then the nurse peeked into the room. “Doctor, you’ve got that call you’ve been waiting for.”

I glanced at my son playing, and surprisingly, peace penetrated my heart.

When the doctor came back, his eyes Ping-Ponged from ceiling to floor. “You’re not going to believe this,” he whispered. “It was a typo. You’re fine. No blood clot. The clerk marked the wrong box on the summary sheet they sent my office. You can exercise all you want.”

I leaped from the examining table and gave the doctor a big hug. I know God doesn’t make mistakes. Somehow He has a plan in all of this. My leg’s sore, but after this news, it doesn’t feel too bad. Thank you, God!

The doctor looked embarrassed as he stuttered his apologies. I smiled and told him not to worry. I wasn’t going to sue him for fifteen minutes of anxiety. I refused to waste another minute of my glorious new lease on life.

Minutes later, Trent and I swung hands to the car. On the way to pick up my two older children, I thought of the clutter that clogs my life. The daily schedule I struggle to complete: the piles of laundry, the empty fridge, the stack of dishes, even exercise. None of that seemed relevant anymore.

I count myself to be one of the privileged who has brushed close enough to the potential of death to take stock and find the essence of life. No matter what circumstance brings, faith, diligently serving my God; family, a little boy’s precious hand; and friends who drop their agenda to help out at a moment’s notice—faith, family, and friends—remain life’s eternal constants. Everything else pales in comparison.

SUZY RYAN
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II

TURNING UP YOUR

LIGHT




One of the oldest human needs is having someone to wonder

where you are when you don’t come home at night.

MARGARET MEAD
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CIRCLE OF PLENTY
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The learning prop our teacher used in a workshop I attended years ago was a one-dollar bill. Not just any dollar bill, though. The teacher called them “K” bills and said they were special because the mint distributed only a small batch of them. We were instructed to put the dollar away in a safe place until we felt an urge to spend it—all designed to teach us how to trust our intuition and validate our impulses. That’s when I became compulsive about saving K bills and shared my ritual with others.

Although it was never my intention, I’ve been the recipient of others’ impulses to spend their K bills. When I told my aunt about my K bill experience, she saved a batch and then gave them to me that year for my birthday. Now she deposits them in her granddaughter’s investment account. And, ever since I shared my K bill story with my mom, she has been compulsive about saving them for me. But it hasn’t stopped there.

My sister Pam, a mutual friend Elaine, and I were having lunch together one day. I remarked that the food was just as great as the last time we’d all been at the restaurant. When Elaine responded that she’d never been there before, Pam and I insisted that she had—with us. Elaine countered again. We persisted. I even pointed out the booth we’d been in and described what each of us had for dinner. Because I had no doubt, suddenly an impulse possessed me.

“I’ll bet you a hundred dollars that I’m right,” I said.

Before I could retract it, Elaine said, “You’re on.”

Throughout lunch, Pam and I puzzled over Elaine’s forgetfulness. She was acting out of character. As a rule, she’s reliably right. Was our friend losing it? While Elaine was away from the table, Pam and I questioned why the three of us would have gathered there the last time so that we could help Elaine remember. Instead, we identified an event that involved a different person, not Elaine after all! Rather than disclosing this lapse of memory to her, my sister and I agreed that we wouldn’t give Elaine the satisfaction of being right too quickly.

By then, I was fretting about paying the bet. How was I going to come up with $100 on my student income? Then I remembered my K bill savings ritual. This was a perfect solution for amassing $100.

One by one, I began to hide what K bills I had in the bed-and-breakfast Elaine owns. With the help of an accomplice, the bills were secretly placed inside a decorative gourd on the tallest of her kitchen shelves. Many months went by. Finally, the hundredth K bill was saved and hidden. In the meantime, neither Pam nor I mentioned the bet to Elaine again. And as though she’d forgotten about it, she never called me on it, either.

I couldn’t wait to present the K bills in person, so I called Elaine up one morning in the middle of her breakfast serving. I told her to get a ladder and take down the gourd. Elaine loves surprises, so she was extremely cooperative in spite of her B-and-B duties.

When Elaine opened the lid and saw the contents, she let out a screech. While I reminded her of the bet and confessed my mistake, she poured the bills out all over her buffet counter. I shared with her how I saved the money and explained that it was hers for the spending on one condition: she had to take me with her so I could watch her spend them. “Absolutely,” Elaine said. As I hung up the phone, I could hear her laughing while laying out the story to her bed-and-breakfast guests. The next week she visited and treated me to a great lunch and movie with her K fortune, but she still had a wad left when she headed home.
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