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This book is dedicated

to women who personify courage

and to the ones yet to step forward.

May your lives be doubly blessed.






Introduction



We have been hearing so much about acts of courage during the last year. Many of these were acts of heroism that will burn in our hearts forever. And many others were the quieter, more mundane acts of waiting, helping, and finding ways to move forward with our lives.

Chocolate for a Woman’s Courage celebrates this quieter kind of unsung bravery that women across the country embody every single day. These seventy-seven touching, true stories will remind you of the ways in which we can be willing to take risks, stand up for family and friends, claim our true spirit, face a life-threatening illness, laugh at our own foibles, and celebrate someone else’s success.

Courage is nothing new to women—just ask your mother! As the contributors to Chocolate for a Woman’s Courage share, some of the bravest things they have done have meant finding inner strength—the strength to dig deep within yourself to take that next important step in your career, even though you are afraid, or to survive the loss of a loved one and create a new life, or to raise wonderful children in spite of all the times you second-guessed yourself, or faithfully to listen to that small, still voice that guides you daily. These stories will inspire you to remember all the ways that you’ve been courageous so far, and encourage you to move forward with what is yet to come.

Ironically, it’s often the seemingly small things in life that simply require us to “show up” that can create the most stress. That can mean saying no when it’s necessary, trusting your intuition, being brave enough to forgive rather than harbor ill will, or using your God-given talents in a beautiful way. But whatever your challenge you will find sweet resolve in these pages. Hope and renewed determination shine through them. You will find yourself identifying with the Chocolate sisters who have faced circumstances much like the ones you face yourself—both little and big—ultimately triumphing as they discover what they value most.

As you curl up with Chocolate for a Woman’s Courage, I have a wish for you. May you take a journey from your head to your heart, receive the loving touch that is offered, gather more wisdom to use in your own life, and listen for the Divine messages coming your way as you let these stories settle into your soul.









I

The Journey


from


Head to Heart


Courage is like a muscle; we strengthen it with use.

RUTH GORDON












A Spirit-Filled Walk



For years now, I have made it my practice to walk several times a week, or daily if the weather is good. I have found the habit of walking to be extremely valuable in physical, spiritual, and emotional ways. My favorite place to walk near my home is a graveyard that has a paved area around the lush grounds, making for comfortable walking in peaceful surroundings.

One day I had been walking for about five miles. The weather outside had gotten hotter, and I must have looked like a sight to behold. I pushed myself at a faster and faster pace, and my shorts and T-shirt were damp with perspiration, and my hair clung to my face, wet and sweaty.

As I rounded one corner, I saw a gold minivan approaching that I had seen many times before. The woman inside was middle-aged and always had a little dog on her lap. Because she wore dark sunglasses whenever I saw her, I could never have identified her had I seen her elsewhere in the community. However, I recognized her at the graveyard because it was always the same van, the same dog, and her actions were always the same. She would roll down her window, perch the dog on her lap—with its neck craning out the window—and they both would stare at the graves for what seemed like forever, while she cried. I always wondered what her story was, but had never talked to her before.

As I rounded the bend, I heard a voice whisper, “Go and ask her if you can pray for her, to be healed.” I am a pastor, but neither this woman nor anyone else probably would have recognized me as such at the time. Sticky, grimy, and smelly, I thought, This woman would think I’m crazy. And perhaps I am crazy! What if this is just “me” talking to myself? So I prayed, “God, I don’t know if this is really you or if it’s just me. If you really want me to talk to her, let her still be there as I round the corner the next time.”

On my final lap, she was still there. I felt strongly that I should obey the prompting of what I now felt certain was God.

I approached her van and quietly said, “Ma’am, I know I look like a scary sight right now, and I ask you to excuse my appearance—but I felt directed to stop and talk to you. I have seen you here on different occasions, and I don’t know who you lost, but I know they must be really important to you. As I was walking, God told me to stop and ask you if I could pray for you, for healing.”

At that, she sobbed pretty much uncontrollably. Mysteriously, I was prepared in a practical way for her tears. Before I had left on my walk that day, I had the indescribable urge to fill my pockets with about ten tissues, something I have never done before in years of walking. As she cried, I just stood there pulling the Kleenex out of my pockets and comforting her. Between sobs, she choked out, “I’ve been praying, ‘Oh God, if you really care about me, send someone, just ONE PERSON to tell me—and to care.’” At that point I was crying, too, and we shared the tissues.

Once she was able to speak more easily, she told me that her husband, Jack, had died an early death from cancer. They had been together since they were teenagers and were always deeply in love right up until the day he died. His death was so sudden, so unfair. They were never able to have children, but the little dog was a very real part of the family. She went on to tell me how much their animal still missed Jack as well. She spoke of just wanting “one more chance to hold Jack…one more chance to love him.”

Oh, how her heart ached for her Jack. Since his death the previous year, she had stopped all the activities that had kept her busy. Except for sitting in the house and crying, the highlight of her day was making trips to the graveyard. A year after Jack’s death, her healing had not even begun. The pain was still oozing out on a daily basis.

When she was finished sharing her story with me, I had the privilege of joining hands with her and praying a prayer of healing for her. Her face broke out into a smile and through the tears she said, “Thank you, I really do feel different.” I apologized for my appearance, again, and she said, “Don’t apologize, you’re beautiful!” Knowing how I looked, I’m convinced she was talking about beauty on the inside.

The next day I came back to the graveyard to walk. I was secretly hoping not to see my new friend in the minivan. I was hoping beyond hope that through our prayer the day before, perhaps, she had experienced some relief and didn’t feel the pressing need to make her daily trip to the graveyard.

My heart soon sank, as I saw the van rounding the corner. But as she got closer, I squinted my eyes to see…something new. No sunglasses!

As she brought the van to a halt, she stuck her head out the window with a huge smile and said, “Well, hello there, friend!”

Pleasantly surprised, I said, “Hi! How are you today? I mean how are you, really? Did yesterday help at all?”

“Yes, that’s why I’m here,” she replied. “I have called nearly everybody I know in these last twenty-four hours to tell them that God sent me a special angel yesterday to deliver a message to me personally. I know He really cares! And I wanted to come up here and tell Jack that I still love him as much as ever, but perhaps there won’t be the need for me to visit daily anymore. It’s time to begin healing. I’m moving forward!”

What a joy it was to see hope for the future brought into this woman’s life and her eyes sparkling with renewed joy.

Although I had never met Jack personally, in a very real sense it feels like I know him. His wife has often described in detail how wonderful he was, and the love and passion they shared right up until his death. I often find myself thinking about how I wish everyone I knew experienced an earthly love relationship like this, one that is stronger than death. And for those of us who have, may we appreciate it in the fullest sense, realizing that life indeed is short. May we love deeply, passionately, and unreservedly.

I have continued my walks in the graveyard, and I periodically see her, though the times are few and far between. Meeting is a treasure. We have never kept in touch other than in the graveyard. But each time we meet, we part with a hug and an “I love you”—both of us more assured than ever that we never walk alone.

DEANNA DOSS SHRODES










Having a baby is definitely a labor of love.

JOAN RIVERS



Rising to the Occasion




Iwent into labor five weeks before my first child was due. My contractions started off four minutes apart, and my doctor told me to go straight to the hospital. When I arrived, I found out I was three centimeters dilated.

“We’re going to give you some shots to try to stop your labor,” a nurse told me. At that point, I didn’t care what they did—I just wanted the pain to go away.

I spent the night in the hospital, and by the next morning, my contractions had stopped. I was sent home with pills to prevent more contractions and orders for complete bed rest.

When the pain started again that afternoon, I begged my doctor to let me deliver. “I can’t do this anymore!” I cried. “Just get the kid out and make it stop hurting!”

My doctor patiently explained that if my baby was born five weeks early, she could be fine. Or she could have immature respiratory and digestive systems, and need lots of medical care. Since I hadn’t dilated any more, he strongly recommended trying to postpone delivery again, to give the baby more time to develop. I grudgingly agreed and was taken back to the same hospital room I had vacated only hours earlier.

A little while later, my husband went downstairs to complete my admissions paperwork. When he returned, he told me that he had met another father-to-be from our childbirth class, whose wife (also named Carol) was being admitted.

The other Carol had been having painless contractions for hours. By the time she realized what was happening and got to the hospital, she was eight centimeters dilated—too far along to stop labor. They were expecting their baby at any time.

That’s not fair, I thought. She has painless contractions and gets to have her baby now. And here I am being stuck with one needle after another to try to postpone my labor—which isn’t the painless kind. While the medicine worked to stop my contractions, I lay on my hospital bed and sulked.

When my pain finally went away, I started thinking about Carol. Her due date was a week later than mine was, so her baby would be six weeks early. I had spent two days hearing about the potential medical problems my baby could face if my labor wasn’t stopped. Now Carol was in labor and her baby might actually face those problems. I started praying for this woman I barely knew and her baby. “Please, God, let this baby be healthy,” I pleaded. “Please let everything be okay.”

While I was wishing for Carol to have a healthy baby, I felt a little foot (or maybe it was an elbow or a fist) jabbing me—hard—from the inside. Instinctively, I reached down to caress the little limb, and I realized that someone else was involved in all this, too. Up until that moment, I had seen my pregnancy as being all about me—my nausea, my leg cramps, my sciatic pain, my premature labor—and never about the baby growing inside me.

“I guess this hasn’t been much fun for you, either,” I said as I rubbed my belly. “And it could be even worse for you if you’re born too early. So you just stay in there and grow for a few more weeks like the doctor said, so you’ll be strong and healthy.”

Once again, my labor was stopped, and the next morning I was discharged. On our way out, my husband and I stopped at the nursery, where Carol’s baby was being observed. Tears filled my eyes as I looked through the glass at her beautiful boy. “Is he okay?” I asked the nurse.

“Oh, yes,” she told me, “he’s perfect.”

Thankful that he was healthy, I blew him a kiss and then wrapped my arms around my abdomen, giving my own baby a hug. Then I left the hospital—still pregnant, but feeling like a mother for the very first time.

CAROL SJOSTROM MILLER








I Dream of Shawna



It is Thursday evening, just before a long weekend, and instead of relaxing before an extra day of recreation, our family is making frantic preparations: cleaning dark corners, decorating, and buying delicacies. Anticipation is high as we prepare for the arrival of the love of my sixteen-year-old son’s computer-focused life, his cyber-girlfriend, Shawna.

It is hard for me to believe. Our Jake, a gawky, scrawny, six-foot-tall mass of bone and sinew with few social graces and fewer words, has somehow not only electronically entranced a female of the species, but convinced her and her father to drive the six hundred miles up the coast to meet us all in person. Usually cool, Jake is a little nervous even though he claims to know Shawna well from five months of chatting on the Internet. They have exchanged pictures, via snail mail, and hers are on display by the computer terminal. She is an attractive girl with dark hair and a snazzy personality that shows even in the Polaroid. It is easy to imagine that he would want to impress her.

The evening wears on. After pacing miles between the kitchen and living room, Jake cleans his room (unasked), burning a scented candle and inviting me in to see if everything smells okay. Smell must be on his mind. He has showered, washed all his bed linens and clothes, brushed and flossed his teeth twice, and sent me to the store for new, better-smelling mouthwash.

“Jacob,” I finally say, “what’s up?”

“Mom,” he replies, “I don’t want to smell like a boy!”

Late that night it feels like Christmas Eve. I am exhausted from a day full of activity and anticipation. The house gleams, the laundry is folded and put away, floors are clean and polished, the smell of freshly baked cookies lingers in the shiny kitchen. I collapse on the couch as Jake rises.

“I’m going to bed,” he says.

“So early? It’s only nine o’clock,” I say.

He gives me one of his sardonic looks and stalks off. Minutes later I hear the shower.

As I relax into the couch I am aware of a feeling that’s been nagging at the edge of my mind all day. I am worried. Worried that this girl, about whom we really know nothing, will break my son’s heart. That she’ll take one look at him and decide it was all a mistake. Or worse, she’ll mesmerize him and become the only influence in his young, inexperienced life. He’ll become her love slave, unwilling and unable to listen to himself or to anyone else. Me, for instance. I stop myself in midfantasy, knowing that if I continue to spin out this tale it will become increasingly depressing.

As I think about it, I am shocked to realize that I’ve been walking a fine line between jealousy and lack of faith. Jealousy of their youth, their passion, and lack of faith in my son’s ability to sustain a relationship. I don’t know which disturbs me more. It is a thankless task, this being a parent. It’s so much work, and just when you think you can see an end to it, it turns on you, and the mirror of yourself in your children becomes too evident to ignore. I see myself in the fledgling relationship of my son and this girl, this Shawna, as a controlling, meddling, overbearing mother. “But I just want him to be happy,” I inwardly wail as my mind answers, “Yeah, right. As long as you can control everything.”

I am too tired to indulge in this kind of revealing self-therapy, and soon I, too, am in bed, knowing that all too soon the new day will arrive and, with it, Shawna and her father. I sleep fitfully, awakening several times during the night, marveling at my state of anxiety. If I’m this jittery, how must Jake be feeling?

Toward morning, I fall into a deep sleep and begin to dream. In my dream Shawna has arrived and is standing by the door. This Shawna is not like any of her pictures. She is tall and ungraceful, uneasily clutching at her elbows. Her dull, brown hair stands up in strange clumps, and she wears thick, horn-rimmed glasses. Her eyes look suspiciously like they might cross at any moment. I reach out to give her a hug, and she shrinks from me ungraciously. I am impatient and sorry for her at the same time. Then Jake comes into the room with a new girlfriend, a girl who looks suspiciously like a smaller version of himself: red curly hair, freckles, lively, cute. In my dream I know her; she is his childhood friend, his sidekick. I am shocked that they have so suddenly become a couple when the day before they were just friends. But suddenly, faced with Shawna, he has realized that his real, true love is the red-haired buddy.

The dream ends with the four us in that room: Shawna, eyes glued to the floor; Jacob and his dream buddy standing close together, smiling, ignoring everyone else; and me in the middle, happy for Jacob, but wondering what we are going to do about Shawna.

I awake, wondering at the intensity of the dream, knowing it’s important. Later, I am at the kitchen sink, my hands in warm, soapy water, when it hits me. I think of how the dream Shawna resembles Jake: his fumbling, adolescent, uncomfortable self. Before I even finish the thought, I realize that the red-haired dream girlfriend also resembles him. She is smart, good-natured, humorous, and ready to love and be loved. For some reason I begin to weep, and I stand at the sink for some minutes, tears running down my face.

The rest of the morning is spent on last minute details: polishing the already clean kitchen sink and counters, gathering up the few papers left on my desk and stashing them in a drawer, brushing down a stray cobweb from the living-room ceiling. Then suddenly, the wait is over. There is a knock on the door. The father, a pleasant, bearded man, appears, and behind him is the real Shawna we’ve all been waiting for.

She is pert and friendly, her dark hair shiny, her eyes bright and direct. I watch Jacob as he says his first hello. He is in heaven. And even though I know that he will suffer from his first love, that this is only one of many steps that will take him away from me—and my protection—I also know it is the beginning of a journey that will make him a man.

I stand back during the initial flurry of hugs and incoherent greetings, and then it’s my turn. I step forward, take her hand and smile. “Shawna,” I say. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

Strangely enough, I find I am.

CAROL FEWELL










Good things take time. Great things happen all at once.

AUTHOR UNKNOWN



The Tattooed Stranger




He was scary. He sat there on the grass with his cardboard sign, his dog (actually, his dog was adorable), and tattoos running up and down both arms and even on his neck. His sign proclaimed him to be “stuck and hungry” and asked you to please help.

I’m a sucker for anyone needing help. My husband both loves and hates this quality in me. It often makes him uptight, and I knew if he saw me right now, he’d be nervous. But he wasn’t with me right now.

I pulled the van over and in my rearview mirror, contemplated this man, tattoos and all. He was youngish, maybe forty. He wore one of those bandannas tied over his head, biker/pirate style. Anyone could see he was dirty and had a scraggly beard. But if you looked closer, you could see that he had neatly tucked in the black T-shirt, and his things were in a small, tidy bundle. Nobody was stopping for him. I could see the other drivers take one look and immediately focus on something else—anything else.

It was so hot out. I could see in the man’s very blue eyes how dejected and tired and worn-out he felt. The sweat was trickling down his face. As I sat with the air-conditioning blowing, the Scripture suddenly popped into my head. “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these, my brethren, so ye have done it unto me.”

I reached down into my purse and extracted a ten-dollar bill. My twelve-year-old son, Nick, knew right away what I was doing. “Can I take it to him, Mom?”

“Be careful, honey,” I warned, and handed him the money. I watched in the mirror as he rushed over to the man, and with a shy smile, handed it to him. I saw the man, startled, stand up and take the money, putting it into his back pocket. Good, I thought to myself, now he will at least have a hot meal tonight. I felt satisfied, proud of myself. I had made a sacrifice and now I could go on with my errands.

When Nick got back into the car, he looked at me with sad, pleading eyes. “Mom, his dog looks so hot and the man is really nice.” I knew I had to do more.

“Go back and tell him to stay there, that we will be back in fifteen minutes,” I told Nick. He bounded out of the car and ran to tell the tattooed stranger. I could see the man was surprised, but nodded his agreement. From my car, my heart did a little flip-flop of excitement.

We then ran to the nearest store and bought our gifts carefully. “It can’t be too heavy,” I explained to the children. “He has to be able to carry it around with him.” We finally settled on our purchases. A bag of “Ol’ Roy” (I hoped it was good—it looked good enough for me to eat! How do they make dog food look that way?); a flavored chew toy shaped like a bone; a water dish; bacon-flavored snacks (for the dog); two bottles of water (one for the dog, one for Mr. Tattoos); and some people snacks for the man.

We rushed back to the spot where we had left him, and there he was, still waiting. And still nobody else was stopping for him. With hands shaking, I grabbed our bags and climbed out of the car, all four of my children following me, each carrying gifts. As we walked up to him, I had a fleeting moment of fear, hoping he wasn’t a serial killer.

I looked into his eyes and saw something that startled me and made me ashamed of my judgment. I saw tears. He was fighting like a little boy to hold back his tears. How long had it been since someone showed this man kindness? I told him I hoped it wasn’t too heavy for him to carry and showed him what we had brought. He stood there, like a child at Christmas, and I felt like my small contributions were so inadequate. When I took out the water dish, he snatched it out of my hands as if it was solid gold and told me he had had no way to give his dog water. He gingerly set it down, filled it with the bottled water we had brought, and stood up to look directly into my eyes. His were so blue, so intense, and my own watered up as he said, “Ma’am, I don’t know what to say.” He then put both hands on his bandanna-clad head and just started to cry. This man, this “scary” man, was so gentle, so sweet, and so humble.

I smiled and said, “Don’t say anything.” Then I noticed the tattoo on his neck. It said, “Mama tried.”

As we all piled into the van and drove away, he was on his knees, arms around his dog, kissing his nose and smiling. I waved cheerfully and then fully broke down in tears.

I have so much. My worries seem so trivial and petty now. I have a home, a loving husband, and four beautiful children. I have a bed. I wondered where he would sleep tonight.

My stepdaughter, Brandie, turned to me and said in the sweetest little girl voice, “I feel so good.”

Although it seemed as if we had helped him, the man with the tattoos gave us a gift that I will never forget. He taught that no matter what the outside looks like, inside each of us is a human being deserving of kindness, of compassion, of acceptance. He opened my heart.

Tonight and every night I will pray for the gentle man with the tattoos and his dog. And I will hope that God sends more people like him into my life to remind me that love is all there is.

SUSAN FARR-FAHNCKE








Comic Relief



Is that a comic book in my new husband’s hand? Comics are for kids, aren’t they? The expression of pure concentration on his face piqued my curiosity, though. “What are you reading?”

“The Phantom.” Ralph kept his gaze on the book.

“As in, kids Phantom? The guy in the purple suit?”

“That’s the one.” His eyes stayed focused on the page. When I approached he pulled the comic to his chest. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said, and laughed. “How come you’re reading The Phantom?”

“I like it.” His frown deepened, and his brown eyes shifted back and forth. “Anything wrong with that?”

Sensing his mood, I backed off. “No. You go ahead.”

Later that week I found him hunched over the comic at his desk. I was sure I heard him mumbling.

“Ralph, what’s wrong?” I placed my hand on his shoulder and heard him sigh. I glanced down at the black-and-white pictures. He was on the same page as before. He slid his elbow across the open comic and looked up at me, a strange expression on his face.

“I don’t read so good,” he mumbled, lowering his head. “It takes me a long time to get through one of these.” Not knowing what to say, I watched his face. The man I loved was worrying over my response. Smiling, I hugged him and asked, “How come?” He tried to break away from my arms, but I held tight. “How come you can’t read so good?”

He went on to tell me, tears streaming down his face, about his upbringing. About how his mother insisted he was brain-damaged, and about his failed education. Forced to sit in a slow learners class, Ralph learned nothing from a teacher with an anything-goes attitude. A couple of his church mates taught him basic words before we’d met. So now he could read very small, uncomplicated words. The comics were perfect, because he could work out the story by studying the pictures and from the few words he knew. Admitting this to me hurt his pride deeply. In his eyes, it made him less of a man. It simply made me love him more.

Around this time a friend asked Ralph to teach Sunday school at church. At first he refused, saying he lacked the necessary skills to prepare weekly lessons. After much persistence, though, he reluctantly gave in to the pleas. Another friend took Ralph into the city, purchased an expensive Bible, and presented it to him, then painstakingly showed him how to prepare a Sunday school lesson.

Each Saturday Ralph spent hours crafting his lessons. Usually this involved borderline curses, pen-throwing, and threats to quit. I tiptoed around the house, making myself available when asked. “Heather, how do you spell HOW?”

“H-O-W.”

Ten minutes later. “Heather, how do you spell HOW?”

“H-O-W.”

I wanted to shout, “I just told you how to spell HOW.” Still, I kept quiet and waited for the next word. I became a living dictionary. Usually the words he needed were more complicated. He met my quiet offers of instruction or explaining rules of grammar with cool glares and, “I just want to know how to spell it.”

He’d attempt to read items in the newspaper or personal letters, slowly pronouncing the words in the obvious fashion in which they presented themselves. If I offered any suggestions, he’d ignore me and press on. His barely concealed frustration would give way and with a loud sigh he’d shove the item at me to read. He began to hold on to the page more often, though, and jab a finger at offending words, asking between clenched teeth, “What does that word say?”

I’d read the word out and he’d repeat it. If I mistook the direction of his finger and read the wrong word, he’d say, “That word, there,” underlining with another finger jab. Even though he struggled to contain his anger, he always thanked me. Over time I learned not to be so sensitive, no longer assuming he was angry with me. Conquering words was a daily challenge for him.

Communication is tough for most newlyweds, but it was tougher for us than most. He’d often misunderstand my intentions and meanings, and me his. I believe it made us work harder. We spent hours awake in bed long after retiring for the night. With the darkness shrouding our reservations, we talked, shared, cried, and laughed together.

All the while, I purchased Phantom comics for him. I stacked them on bench tops, his bedside table, anywhere he would see them. Whenever I read a book, he’d pick up a Phantom and immerse himself in the simple story line. It was companionable, and I was glad he was reading for pure pleasure. Soon he was reading faster. The chore of preparing lessons each Saturday gradually gave way to delight. Bible study became his passion.

Although my children probably have a higher reading level, as far as education goes, Ralph is now an adequate reader. The Phantom comics strewn about the house ensured that my family became fans of the guy in the purple suit. Ralph can read a comic in an afternoon, and has learned to be gracious about any help I offer. He allows me to laugh at his mistakes because he now understands the humor and subtle beauty found in words.

Sometimes he looks over his Sunday school lessons and marvels how the kids ever learned anything from him. Even he struggles now to understand the words written on those yellowing pages. I know he’ll never part with them. They are trophies for the boy within who didn’t learn to read. He prizes those indecipherable lessons because they measure his progress.

Just as he cherishes those lessons, I hold dear a Valentine card he once made for me. It reads, “I luv yu, my sweat haret.”

HEATHER GOLDSMITH










We can only learn to love by loving.

IRIS MURDOCH



That Feeling Called Love




My daughter proudly handed me the small bundle, and I could feel the tension shooting through me. I looked into the tiny face, surrounded by dark hair, and thought, I’m a grandmother. Why don’t I feel like one? What was wrong with me, why wasn’t I experiencing the delight I’d heard other grandmothers talk about? Why did I tremble instead, feeling clumsy and unsure of how to hold my own grandson?

As the months passed and Bradie grew older, I began to relax, although I did find myself checking on him frequently during the nights he stayed at our home. He was always all right, yet I continued to feel inadequate as a grandma. Would I ever feel joy instead?

Soon, Bradie was walking, and before long he was chatting up a storm, not that we could determine what was being said. He began spending more time with his grandfather and me. I could see his personality evolving as he struggled with speech. We read his favorite books and built castles out of corrugated cardboard to house the numerous Ninja Turtles and other assorted plastic monsters he’d acquired.

He had sleepovers at our home to which he brought his favorite long, skinny rabbit, Bob, and eventually when Bradie was three and a half years old, his imaginary friend, Mogli. For the next six months, Mogli and Bradie were the Velcro twins. “Don’t sit on Mogli,” he’d say. Or “Mogli’s hungry, too, Grandma.” Occasionally, Mogli was blamed for some naughty deed. Most often, though, Mogli was quiet and well-behaved.

I began looking forward to the time that I spent with Bradie, arranging my workload so that I picked him up Friday nights after my job as a bookkeeper. He had turned four and his interests were expanding. Together we would dream up ideas for stories. “Let’s put a dragon in the story,” he’d say. “And I’ll save the town from it. Me and my friend Bob.” After I’d take him home, I’d work at my computer, twisting and turning the words to form the excitement Bradie had come to expect from one of “our” stories. It delighted me to delight him. And it warmed my heart when I’d stop by and he’d pull one of “our” books from the bookshelf for me to read.

Soon after Bradie began playschool, we noticed that his discussions with his imaginary friend, Mogli, were becoming further and further apart until finally they stopped altogether. He was suddenly interested in making things; but as he had the attention span of a four-year old, any project that tended to be lengthy ended up being completed by Grandma herself. To avoid this problem, I searched for simple children’s crafts, then worked with Bradie to assemble the projects, giving him the satisfaction of a job well done. “Look what I made,” he’d tell his mother joyfully. “I made it just for you.” And I would smile—my heart full of love for this special little person who graced my life.

As summer nears, I’ve begun thinking of the beauty of the Rocky Mountains, the blue sky, the clear, cool streams, and the pine-scented air. I’m getting the itch to go camping. There’s nothing better than that, I think, as I drive Bradie home after one of our special times. Unless, of course, it’s seeing all those things, like new, through the eyes of my grandson.

“I love to come to your house, Grandma,” he tells me as we pull into his driveway and he scrambles from my car. “You’re the best Grandma in the whole wide world.” I grin, blinking back the tears that burn the backs of my eyes. Yes. There’s something about that boy that’s really gotten to me. And that feeling called love sweeps over me again. But then…isn’t that the way all grandmothers feel?

CHRIS MIKALSON








Watching Real Beauty



Iwas sitting in a diner, enjoying my solitude and absorbed in thoughts of my father. It was the anniversary of his death and I was missing him.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed a magnificent-looking couple in a nearby booth. The woman was incredibly beautiful, with large, dark, seductive eyes, thick black hair pulled sleekly into a French knot, and an airbrushed complexion. Her movements were fluid. She was poised and composed and appeared to be detached from her surroundings. I watched as she sipped her coffee, and I realized that hers were the looks I’d always wanted.

The man was gorgeous. I stared shamelessly and smiled to myself as I allowed my fantasies to ramble. His skin was tanned, and he had rugged features with a strong cleft chin and clear blue eyes. The cut of his expensive three-piece suit accentuated his broad chest and shoulders.

He was reading a newspaper. She was drinking coffee. They never spoke.

I heard myself sigh and tried to pull my thoughts back to where they had been before they were so pleasantly invaded. It was difficult. I was drawn to the two of them and their robotlike movements—turning his pages, lifting her cup. No speaking. No smiling. No communicating.

My thoughts were further interrupted when the hostess escorted another couple to a booth diagonally in front of mine. They appeared to be frequent patrons of the diner because they joked with the waitress, who asked if they wanted their “usual.”

The man was in his mid-sixties. His hair was steel gray and he wore baggy shorts that slung low on his hips, inviting his belly to hang over. He wore a horizontally striped polo shirt and a red billed cap. Black dress shoes and short black socks accentuated his thin, white, bowed legs.

The woman, about fifty-five, had short frizzy brown hair with long gray roots. She wore plaid Bermuda shorts, a sleeveless polka dot overblouse, white sandals with white anklets, and carried a small white patent leather handbag. She had no forearms. Finger like appendages hung from her elbows.

I tried hard to ignore her deformity but found myself sneaking peeks at her reflection in the window alongside me. Distance made their conversation inaudible to me, but their perpetual dialogue, laughter, and playful animation revealed the warmth and the depth of their feelings for each other.

I stalled by reordering cups of tea. I was intrigued by the contrast in the appearance and behavior of the two couples.

The beautiful people slid across their booth seats, stood, and prepared to leave. I observed that the woman was tall and willowy. The man appeared to be about six-five and, in my humble opinion, was a perfect specimen of manhood. The woman walked in front of the man, past the cashier, and out the door. He paid the check and followed. They never spoke or so much as acknowledged each other’s presence. They were perfectly sculpted pieces of cold marble.

I was on my third cup of tea by now and feeling uncomfortable about lingering any longer when the second couple stood and prepared to leave. When he reached the woman’s side of the table, the man leaned over and whispered something into her ear, causing her to visibly blush and giggle. They embraced. I hid behind my menu and softly cried.

They were walking toward the cashier when the man suddenly turned and came back to his booth. He reached across the seat on which he’d been sitting and came up with his red cap.

My eyes were still moist as I managed a smile and said, “Good thing you remembered it now, instead of after you were on the road.”

He grinned broadly and walked over to me. “See this here pin?” he asked with great pride as he pointed to a small brass heart stuck in his cap. “My wife gave it to me over forty years ago and I’m never without it.”

I smiled approvingly and he returned to the cashier where he paid his check and walked out with his arm over his woman’s shoulders.

As my eyes followed them to the parking lot, memories of my father trickled back into my mind and I was struck with thoughts of something he had told me when I was a youngster working beside him in his roadside fruit and vegetable stand. “The sweetest fruits are often the ones with blemishes and imperfections.”

I was warmed by thoughts of my father’s words and realized that while the beautiful people had caught my eye, it was the second couple who had captured my heart.

LAVERNE BARDY POLLAK








A Miracle


of My Own



Istarted out in life with an eye for the miraculous. Soon, however, disappointment marred my vision.

One Sunday, I stood up in church, where my mother found miracles weekly, and waited for the minister to lay hands on me for healing. You could go up front for any type of healing, physical or spiritual, and I think I wanted a bit of both. You see, my heart was heavy with grief that year. Our family had been scattered like leaves in the wind, victims of a storm called divorce, and the sadness made me sick to my stomach most of the time.

All around me, dewy-skinned believers were passing out like drunks under the power of the Holy Spirit traveling through the minister’s hands. As soon as Pastor Jim touched their foreheads and pronounced them healed-in-the-name-of-Jesus, out they went. Falling back, they found the waiting hands of an usher, who gently laid them out on their backs. They lay there, eyes closed, lips trembling, hands folded, looking like Rapture itself. I wanted some of that.
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