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Introduction 


Few of life’s relationships compare to that of a father and daughter. From the first time she grasps his finger to the day he lets her go, their bond deepens. Those dads and daughters who enjoy a close relationship will happily identify with these stories. For others, miles, and sometimes even memories, separate them more than they’d like. These stories of inspiration, hope and healing will rekindle their bond and strengthen their love. Chicken Soup for the Father and Daughter Soul can be a fun and loving tool to increase communication, “saying” what may have gone unspoken.


Chicken Soup for the Father and Daughter Soul inspires dads and daughters to embrace these stories and each other, evoking their own memories and deepening their love— proving that none can liken that of a daddy and his “little girl.”






1 
BEINGTHERE 


Children want to feel instinctively that their father is behind them as solid as a mountain, but, like a mountain, is something to look up to.


Dorothy Thompson 






Amanda 


It is the very essence of love, of nobleness, of greatness, to be willing to suffer for the good of others.


Spence 


She looks like all the rest of them on the volleyball court with her gold number “12” on the purple jersey. Tall, blonde, with incredible blue eyes and a slim athletic build, my fifteen-year-old daughter Amanda, the kid who gets good grades and works her tail off at everything she does, could easily be the cover girl for any teen magazine. My wife, Jackie, and I watch in amazement as she dives for another dig on the court, slides across the floor headfirst until she reaches the ball and sends it flying back over the net as the crowd claps its approval. As the coach calls time-out and the girls hurry to the sidelines, Amanda uses her jersey to wipe her face, like any other kid, but at that moment you can see the scar that runs down the right side of her abdomen and across her belly. She is not like all the rest of them. She has my kidney inside her.


As they huddle off-court, my mind drifts back to September 20, 1988, and the little girl who came into our lives. “Bubs” was her nickname, short for “Bubba Girl,” a name tagged by Jackie’s sister Kim when she first saw the ten-pound, two-ounce infant. At first everything was normal with Amanda, but a few months into her life she developed searing fevers, and every visit to the doctor left us more confused. Still, Amanda’s toothless grin and shining blue eyes comforted us. Even after throwing up in the doctor’s office, she would raise her head and smile as if to say, “Don’t worry, be happy!” Her joy was contagious, but our fear was enormous.


Shortly after her first birthday, Amanda was diagnosed with kidney reflux, a common condition that often reverses itself, but without treatment can be very harmful. Her doctors decided, with our approval, to perform a simple outpatient procedure to correct the problem. Surgery was scheduled just before Amanda’s fifth birthday. Not long before we were to go to the hospital, the phone rang. It was Dr. Kevin Ghandi, Amanda’s nephrologist, with some shocking news. “John, X-rays show that Amanda’s right kidney is toxic and making her sick. It has to be removed.” The news literally knocked us to our knees. How could this be?


The night before surgery, with Amanda between us in bed, we explained what would happen tomorrow. Amanda listened quietly and simply smiled, then whispered, “Do I get ice cream when it’s all over?” Jackie and I looked at each other, wishing it could be that simple, and held her close.


We watched Amanda ride into the operating room, sitting up, with her trusted friend Teddy at her side. The gifted hands of “Dr. Kevin” removed Amanda’s ailing organ and took care of the reimplantation of her ureter into the bladder. Everything looked good, but Amanda’s optimistic prognosis came with a warning: Someday, she would need a transplant. “Someday” seemed very far away as Amanda held her own, leaving the doctors scratching their heads about how she was able to do so well with only 20 percent of one kidney functioning. We never told them our secret. Each night before Amanda went to bed and every morning when she woke up, I would ask her a very important question: “Bubs, what are we going to be today?”


She would answer, “Positive, and my kidney is getting better.” This became a ritual for us, a powerful bridge between the mind and body. Soon “better” became “perfect” and “awesome” and “incredible.” Her strength of spirit displayed itself in her physical condition.


Eight years passed. As Amanda’s body changed, the little kidney grew tired and “someday” was fast approaching. Factors of age and relationship made me the best organ donor candidate, and the doctors ordered more tests. I held my breath, and a small voice inside reminded me of my grandfather’s death from polycystic kidney disease—the same disease that would eventually lead to my father’s death. My sister did not have it, and I had never been tested. I prayed and thought of Amanda’s smiling face. Jackie and I sat with the ultrasound tech in the darkness as she slid the wand over my kidneys, searching for any cysts. She said, “I’m not really supposed to tell you guys, but I see two healthy kidneys in there.” I knew then that a perfect plan was in place and that everything would be all right. It was the closest thing to a miracle I had ever known.


“Someday” turned out to be July 18, 2002. Amanda and I were wheeled into operating rooms at Children’s Hospital at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. My healthy vital organ was removed, and a world-renowned surgeon, Dr. Hans Sollinger, delicately placed it in my daughter’s body. It began making urine immediately! For the first time in her young life, Amanda had a healthy kidney!


When I awoke after surgery, the nurse placed her hand on my chest and said, “Amanda is down at the other end of the room and is doing great. Is there anything you want me to tell her?”


My throat raw from the breathing tube, I croaked two words, something she would understand, “Hubba-Bubba,” my usual corny greeting to her. With tears in her eyes, the nurse delivered the unusual message, and Amanda, with eyes closed, did what she has always done: She smiled.


As fathers, we always hope to leave a piece of ourselves with our children. For Amanda and me, the bond goes far beyond the physical into a spiritual trust, a feeling for me that some agreement from long ago has been fulfilled. It is a rare thing to give life to your child not once, but twice. Two years have passed since the procedure, and as I watch her head back out onto the court, she glances my way and gives me a big smile and a “thumbs-up.” I push back the tears and smile back. I am her father, but she is my hero.


John St. Augustine 






Love in a Box 


Life is a flower, of which love is the honey.


Victor Hugo 


When I was a little girl, I found love in a box all because of a class assignment. On a Friday night I made an announcement at the dinner table. The words bubbled out in a torrent of excitement I could no longer contain. “My teacher said we have to bring a box for our valentines on Monday. But it has to be a special box, all decorated.”


Mother said, “We’ll see,” and she continued eating.


I wilted faster than a flower with no water. What did “We’ll see” mean? I had to have that box or there would be no valentines for me. My second grade Valentine’s Day would be a disaster. Maybe they didn’t love me enough to help me with my project.


All day Saturday I waited, and I worried, but there was no mention of a valentine box. Sunday arrived, and my concern increased, but I knew an inquiry about the box might trigger anger and loud voices. I kept an anxious eye on both my parents all day. In 1947, in my house, children only asked once. More than that invited punitive measures.


Late Sunday afternoon, my father called me into our apartment’s tiny kitchen. The table was covered with an assortment of white crepe paper, red construction paper, and bits and pieces of lace and ribbon from my mother’s sewing basket. An empty shoebox rested on top of the paper. Relief flooded through me when Daddy said, “Let’s get started on your project.”


In the next hour my father transformed the empty shoe-box into a valentine box I would never forget. Crepe paper covered the ugly cardboard. My father fashioned a wrinkled piece of the pliable paper and glued it around the middle. He cut a slot in the lid and covered it with more of the white paper. Next came red hearts attached in what I considered all the right places. He hummed a tune while he worked, and I kneeled on my chair witnessing the magical conversion of the shoebox and handing him the glue when he needed it. When he finished, my father’s eyes sparkled, and a smile stretched across his thin face. “What do you think of that?”


My answer was a hug and a “Thank you, Daddy.”


But inside, joy danced all the way to my heart. It was the first time that my father devoted so much time to me. His world consisted of working hard to support his family, adoring my mother, disciplining my brother and me, and listening to every sports event broadcast on the radio. Suddenly, a new door opened in my life. My father loved me.


Monday morning, my mother found a brown grocery sack to protect the beautiful box while I carried it to school. I barely felt the bitter cold of the February day as I held the precious treasure close to me. I would let no harm come to my beautiful valentine box.


My teacher cleared a space on a long, wide windowsill where the decorated boxes would stay until Valentine’s Day. I studied each one as it was placed on the sill, and none compared with mine. Every time I peeked at my valentine box, I felt my father’s love. My pride knew no bounds. There were moments when the box actually glowed in a spotlight all its own. No doubt I was the only one who witnessed that glow.


Every day some of my classmates brought valentine cards to school and slipped them into the slots of the special boxes. The holiday party arrived, and we brought our boxes to our desks to open the valentines. Frosted heart cookies, red punch, valentines and giggles filled our classroom. Chaos reigned until dismissal time arrived.


I carried my valentine box home proudly. It wasn’t hidden in a grocery sack but held out for the world to admire. I showed it to the policeman who guided us across a busy city street. He patted me on the head and exclaimed about it. I made sure everyone along the way took note of my valentine box. My father had made it for me, and the love that filled it meant more to me than all the valentines nestled inside.


From that time on I never doubted my father’s feelings for me. The valentine box became a symbol of his love that lasted through decades of other Valentine’s Days. He gave me other gifts through the years, but none ever compared with the tender love I felt within the confines of the old, empty shoebox.


Nancy Julien Kopp 






Just Between Us 


’Tis in my memory locked, and you yourself shall keep the key of it.


William Shakespeare 


I wish that I could have seen his face when he answered the phone. Even though I was married to Marty, I still called home when I needed him.


“Dad, my garage door broke . . . “ 


“Well, do you need me to pick up a new spring?”


“No. I think I kind of need you to come over. You see, I had places to go and people to see, so while I couldn’t pull out like usual, I, um, tried to turn my van around.”


“You did what?”


“I tried to turn my van around, you know, like a U-turn. I tried to turn the van and head out the other garage door!” I confessed while stifling my giggles.


For a moment there was silence. I could imagine my father sitting in his favorite chair trying to picture what his youngest daughter had attempted. While he thought, I assessed my situation and concluded there was no way I wanted my husband to come home from work and see my creative attempt to get to the mall.


Within moments my father’s thoughts broke into words. “Honey, did you make it out the other door? What exactly do you need for me to do?”


I took a deep breath and tried to find an appropriate way to break the news, yet nothing came to mind. As I had done my entire life, I swallowed hard and then presented my problem to my father.


“Dad, it’s like this. My van is stuck in my garage.”


“Stuck?”


“Yeah, stuck, sideways.”


“Sideways?”


“Dad, I thought that I could turn it around. I simply began backing up and going forward, trying to maneuver my van around so that I could exit out of the second garage door. I had a full tank of gas and I was doing a good job of getting it out myself until now, and well, can you come over and get me out of this mess before Marty gets home from work?”


Within minutes my dad had left his chair and was standing in my garage surveying my dilemma. He scratched his head, placed his hands on his hips and assured me that he had “never seen such a thing.” Then without saying a word, yet wearing a grin that hinted, “now I’ve seen it all,” he crawled into the driver’s seat and began inching his way, slowly turning the van.


I crawled up on the workbench and watched. My dad caught my eye and gave me a wink. Holding my hand over my mouth, I tried to control my laughter as my father repeatedly drove my van three feet forward then three feet in reverse, while maneuvering the steering wheel. I thought of Marty surprising me, coming home early, finding his father-in-law “driving” in his garage and me cheering him on with passion!


Instantly, I flashed back to the many times my dad had come to my rescue, not questioning me as to the “how or why” of my predicament, but concentrating on the “what now” and the solution. It was no secret—my dad knew that I thought “outside the box.” In fact, he’d been one to believe in my dreams, support my attempts and praise my accomplishments. I pondered his patience, wisdom and endless love for me. Today was no different. I knew for certain that, no matter what, I could always call on my dad.


An hour before Marty arrived home, my father beamed as he drove the van out the second garage door and parked it in the driveway. I walked out to meet him, and he rolled down his window.


“Problem solved,” he said.


“Just between us?” I asked, securing our secret.


“Between us,” he nodded. “Yep, this one is ‘just between us,’ because no one would ever believe it!”


Janet Lynn Mitchell 






I Love You, Pilgrim 


Love never reasons but profusely gives.


Hannah More 


“Howdy, Pilgrim! You aimin’ to sleep the day away?”


I groaned and pulled my pillow over my head. I knew what today was without opening my eyes. It was a day of significance on the level of Christmas in our house. It was John Wayne movie marathon day. Apparently my father had already had a dose or two of the Duke before waking me up.


From my siblings’ room next door I could hear him continue, “We got a can o’ beans warmin’ on the fire and black coffee to warm them bones.” I assumed the thud that followed was Naomi’s pillow hitting the door behind him while John groaned as I had.


My father had definite opinions about good entertainment. Movies must contain John Wayne or Jimmy Stewart. Music must be that of Handel, Mozart or Creedence Clearwater Revival.


Dad was also a bookworm, and our den showed the treasure of his collection. John, Naomi and I were an odd combination, inheriting a strong love for books from Dad, and a love of being on stage from Mom. Dad never quite understood this passion, but he always supported us.


During my middle-school years, I joined the band. Dad was at each concert, reading a book until it began and reading again until it was time to give me a congratulatory hug. He always gave me a smile and replied, “Good work. You didn’t forget any words.”


In high school all of our interests turned to drama. During my senior year I reached the pinnacle—I was cast in our spring musical! I spent countless hours practicing. I’d run tap routines as I combed my hair and rehearse the songs as I set the table for dinner.


Opening night came. Pre-performance rose deliveries were made backstage. When handed my flower, my heart sank. Only Momma, John and Naomi had signed the card. 


“What’s wrong?” asked Stacie, my best friend and fellow “lady-in-waiting.”


“I don’t think my dad came.”


“Of course he came,” she reassured me.


“But he didn’t sign the card.”


“Maybe he was reading,” she laughed.


“Maybe.” But I was crushed. Even though he didn’t understand my love of it, he had never missed a performance of anything.


The play began and ran beautifully. I danced and sang my heart out. I scanned the audience when I could, but never found my family. During intermission Stacie and I headed to the dressing room. She entered before me and was smiling as I came through the door. There, on top of my costume bag, was a single red rose. The card read, “Break a leg. I’m proud of you. Love, Dad.” He had never sent me a rose from just him. He had also remembered the theater superstition of never saying “Good Luck.” I was touched. During the second act I not only danced, I flew.


After curtain call I rushed to get back into my street clothes. I grabbed all of my stuff and raced out the door. I hugged Stacie’s parents as I searched for Dad. Finally, over in a corner, I saw my family. Flying through the crowd, Mom grabbed me in a bear hug, bubbling over with how great we were.


Then I was face to face with Dad. Book tucked under his arm, he smiled and reached for a hug. “You did a good job,” he whispered into my hair.


“I was afraid you didn’t come,” I said.


“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” he grinned at me.


As we turned to leave, I hooked my arm through his. He laughed and asked, “Tell me again why the boys wore tights. John Wayne would never wear tights.”


Aletheia Lee Butler 






On the Nose 


Ahappy family is but an earlier heaven.


Sir John Bowring 


I will never forget the day I arrived home from kindergarten to find my dad opening the door for me. At first, I was elated. “Dad! You’re home!” As a doctor in training, he was hardly ever home. Often, he had to spend nights at the hospital working thirty-six-hour shifts.


Dad did not waste any time with pleasantries. “Your mother has had an accident.”


I dropped my school bag. Horrible visions swam across my eyes. Then my stomach lurched. I was sure I would throw up. Fighting back tears and swallowing hard, I hugged my dad. “What happened?” My need to know outweighed my fear of the answer.


“She was reaching for something in the closet, and her train case fell on her.”


My mom had this small, hard suitcase that she always put her makeup in when she traveled. She never went anywhere by train, yet she called it her “train case.”


“It broke her nose. I had to rush home to fix it.”


“Oh.” Good thing he was a doctor. “Where is she?”


Dad hugged me tight. “She’s upstairs sleeping. Let her rest.”


Was he kidding? For several seconds that felt like an eternity, I had thought that something horrible, something deadly, had happened to my mother. I had to see her.


I tried to get out of his grasp. “Please. I have to see she’s okay.”


Finally, Dad relented. “Just look. Don’t wake her.”


We tiptoed up the stairs. Dad opened the door so slowly I thought I’d die of anticipation. There she was, on her back under the covers, her nose and eyes covered with white bandages. Her always-perfect red hair stuck out in every direction. I watched her chest to be sure it was moving. It was.


Dad led me downstairs. “Well, it’s just you and me, kiddo. Doesn’t Mom give you a snack when you come home from school?”


“Yeah,” I mumbled apprehensively, entering the kitchen. The table was set with two placemats complete with silverware, napkins and glasses.


“I’ve been getting it ready.” Dad poured me a glass of milk. “There, nice and cold right out of the fridge like you like it.” Then he added a large ice cube. I smiled, forgetting my mother’s trauma for the moment. I didn’t think Dad noticed these things. He actually knew I put ice in my milk—just one ice cube.


As the fear about my mother subsided, and the awe of my dad increased, my body returned to normal. My senses began working again. I inhaled deeply. “Mmmm.” Something smelled good. Dad put on oven mitts and opened the oven door. “I hope you like it. Haven’t made it since my college days. Don’t know how to make anything chocolate.”


He did it again. He knew that chocolate was one of my favorite things, especially with milk.


“Baked apples,” Dad announced. He put one apple on each of the two plates that sat waiting and then brought them to the table. Dad sliced mine open for me and steam rose out, filling the air with the scent of apples, cinnamon and raisins. And nuts. I hesitated. Dad always told us about apples, raisins and walnuts. I did not like walnuts, only pecans.


“Careful, it’s hot,” he warned. “And don’t worry. I used pecans.”


“Pecans? Great.”


“Well, let’s see if this worked.”


Dad scooted his chair close to mine as he moved toward the table. I leaned against him, and he managed to cut the apple with his arm wrapped around me. The warm snack heated my insides, and Dad’s love filled me from the outside.


Sure Dad worked really hard and had to be away a lot. But he paid attention more than I knew. He cared. I was sorry that it took Mom breaking her nose for us to share this moment. So, even at age five, I was determined to pay more attention to the things he liked and steal more moments like these without waiting for something bad to happen.


D. B. Zane 
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“My dad’s cooking tonight. I can play until the smoke detector goes off.”


 ©2002. Reprinted by permission of Martin Bucella.






We Are Dragon-Slayers 


Icannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father’s protection.


Sigmund Freud 


Most knights wear chain mail and carry shields. Not me. My armor consists of boxer shorts and an old T-shirt with a hole under one arm. I am clumsy, not gallant.


I hear the princess scream, as I had dozens of times before—and always when I am sound asleep. Instinctively, I jump out of bed in the dark. It’s only 2 A.M. My eyes don’t focus. I put my arms in front of me to keep from walking into the door. I stub my toe and curse under my breath. My hand slides along the banister railing, guiding my path. I hear the princess scream again.


I quicken my pace and grope for the doorknob as I enter her room.


“Daddy, the dragon!” she cries.


I rub my eyes as I kneel down next to her bed, trying to focus on her small face.


“Is it the dragon from Sleeping Beauty?” I ask.


“Yes,” she says with tears in her eyes. I hate this dragon more than the rest of the beasts that torment my daughter at night. While a crocodile or other monster may attack her now and again, the dragon from Sleeping Beauty torments her most often. Some of the lesser beasts flee as soon as I enter her room, but not this one. It towers above me and sneers. I smell its hot, stinking breath blowing down on me, but I realize it’s my own breath I smell.


Empty-handed, I prepare for battle. No mace. No sword. No lance. I know what dragons fear most. I’d learned the art of dragon-slaying from my parents, both of whom were experts. I use many of their techniques. Dragons and other assorted monsters tormented me as a child. I trembled in bed and watched as my mom and dad quickly dispatched them.


Now I put my hand on the small of my daughter’s back and slowly rub in circles that get larger and larger. Dragons hate backrubs. But what terrifies them most are happy thoughts.


“Think about Christmas and going to the beach,” I say to her groggily. “Think about Easter and making snowmen. Think about eating ice cream.”


I watch the dragon quake at my words. He is severely wounded but flees before I can finish him off. He always runs so that he can come back another night. And he will come back. He always does—sometimes in the same night. But, for the time being, he is gone, and my princess closes her eyes and falls back to sleep.


My personal record is six dragons in four hours. Between dragons four and five, I woke up on my daughter’s bedroom floor. Either I’d fallen asleep while rubbing her back, or dragon four had landed a blow and knocked me out. I just remember feeling exhausted.


If you saw me on the street, you wouldn’t guess that I am a knight. You’d probably think, There goes a balding,  out-of-shape dad who’s pushing forty. Perhaps you are a knight, too, in our secret society. We disguise our identities by working as accountants and factory workers during the day. We have jobs in offices and construction sites. We don’t brag about our exploits. We are humble.


And, if, while dragging yourself out of bed after a night deprived of sleep, you become discouraged, repeat the refrain of the dragon-slayer: When the sleepless night seems endless, and you are exhausted and irritable, remember that your sacrifice is worth more than sleep. The tender care you give your daughter is not simply to help her rest in slumber. Your actions teach her to raise her own children—with unlimited patience and selfless love. You are raising the next generation of dragon-slayers. 


Remember these words because it is often difficult to feel virtuous when you’re standing in the dark in your pajamas.


And, each evening, as you go to bed, prepare for battle. When your princess cries, you will be ready. You are a dragon-slayer.


Timothy P. Bete 






off the mark              by Mark Parisi


www.offthemark.com
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 ©2004. Reprinted by permission of Off the Mark and Mark Parisi.






Understanding Dad 


Love is the most terrible and the most generous of the passions; it is the only one that includes in its dreams the happiness of someone else.


Jean Baptiste Alphonse Karr 


It was August 1970, and at eighteen, I differed with Dad on many things. Over the last few years, my relationship with Mom had become much stronger—we now had a bond that only mothers and daughters shared—womanhood.


I wanted to celebrate my August birthday with friends and was eager to make plans with “the girls.” As I rushed home from my part-time job, I found Dad in the living room, sitting on the sofa, staring pensively into space.


“Where’s Mom?”


He looked up at me and immediately I could tell he was struggling to tell me something difficult. “Your mom is in the hospital. The doctors want to run some tests. I’m sure it’s nothing serious, but she’ll have to be there for a few days.”


“Are you going to the hospital now?” I questioned. “Because if you are, I want to come. I need to talk to Mom about my birthday.”


“Maybe this isn’t the time to bug your mom about your birthday. Can’t it wait?”


Sure, I thought, it’s not your birthday. By the time Mom gets home from the hospital, my birthday will have come and gone, and she promised me a set of new golf clubs.


“Dad, Mom said that I could have a set of golf clubs, and I’ve been planning to golf with my friends on my birthday—but I can’t do that if I don’t have clubs!”


“You can rent them; a lot of people do that when they first take up the sport. I have more important things to worry about. Golf clubs are not a priority. You can rent them or you may use mine.”


Yeah—right! I thought. I’m four feet, eleven inches tall, and you’re five foot eight; your clubs will be too long for little me!


I pouted in my room, feeling oh-so-sorry for myself, never giving a thought to what Dad must have felt, how frightened he must have been, how he must have missed Mom.


For the next week I was unbearable. I thought only about myself, not about what my mom was going through or what the rest of my family was feeling. The only time I thought about someone else was when I stewed about my father and his stupid golf clubs.


Finally, my birthday arrived. Dad woke me early that morning and said that he and I would visit Mom because she wanted to see me on my birthday. I really didn’t want to go; this was my day and I had plans, though obviously I wasn’t going golfing.


Dad did not offer me the option of staying home, and I was given no choice. When we arrived at the hospital Dad told me to go ahead, that he would join me in a few minutes. I walked into my mother’s room and looked at her in that awful bed. I was overwhelmed with guilt. She looked so pale, so sickly. I could read pain in her face. Yet she looked up at me and opened her arms for me to fall into.


“Happy Birthday, Mar,” she whispered. “I can’t believe my little girl is nineteen.”


“Mom, are you okay?” I knew she wasn’t, but I wanted her to tell me differently. I wanted her to be okay—so that what I was feeling about Dad and those golf clubs would make sense. But nothing made sense now, and all I knew was that I needed my mother at home—now!


She held me in her arms and read my mind. “You know,” she said, “your Dad loves you so much. He has always expected great things from you, and I think that he’s having a difficult time with your independence. He still thinks of you as his little girl, and it’s hard for him to let you grow up.” 


Just then, Dad walked into the hospital room toting a shiny set of new golf clubs, cart and all. “Happy Birthday, Peanut!” Dad shouted. And as he looked into my eyes, he began to cry like a baby. I ran to him and held him in my arms. I wanted so much to tell him that everything would be okay, but I knew in my heart that it wouldn’t. Somehow, I knew that things would never be the same again.


Mom came home from the hospital the next day, and at dinner that night Dad told us that she was dying. She had only four months to live.


That night, I looked at Dad in a different light. This man was human. He made mistakes like everyone else, but he was also my best friend, my mentor, my hero. All that I expected from him as a parent was on the line. And he knew it, too.


For the next four months, my dad ran the house like a fine-tuned instrument. He made our lives as bearable as possible. His spirits were always up for us. Life went on as regularly as it possibly could. Even Christmas went off without a hitch, all because of Dad.


Mom left us on December 31. I watched my dad, waiting for him to fall apart, to scream and yell, to push us away. He never did. He instructed us on our futures. He supported us, as both Mom and Dad.


I only used those golf clubs a few times, mostly with Dad. He taught me to golf. Today, at ninety-one years old, he is still one of the kindest, most intelligent men I have ever known. My children have heard many stories about “Papa,” but there is one thing they will never fully know: My dad loved me unconditionally, right or wrong, good or bad. I have tried throughout the years to be half the parent he is, making my children my first priority and sharing the unselfish love he gave me.


Marianne L. Vincent 






The Camping Trip 


Memory is the diary that we all carry around with us.


Oscar Wilde 


I was an Air Force brat. I spent my youth at the U.S. Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, which practically backs up to the base of Pikes Peak. My backyard was a forest. My parents, two brothers and I loved the outdoors because that’s all there was—no malls, just trees and Pikes Peak.


Our home was just a few hours from several national parks and camping spots. We loved backpacking and fishing, and we did it the old-fashioned way. No RVs or fancy trailers for us; all we needed was a tent, a sleeping bag and a hole in the ground.


Our family roadster was a 1968 VW Bus. It was kind of a reddish, orange color. (Okay, it was white with a lot of rust.) Dad had specially modified it for our weekend camping adventures. He would take out the middle bench, leaving the back bench for the three kids to sit on. Then he bolted the big wooden toy box against the wall, the long way, opposite the sliding door. A portable refrigerator was secured behind Mom’s seat.


Somehow, I always managed to get the not-so-prime seat—the one in the middle with no window, wedged between my two brothers—in front of the portable potty in the back. No, a toilet was not a manufacturer’s option on the 1968 VW Van; it was one of Dad’s add-ons. Basically, it was a plastic trash can with a ring on the top to sit on and a Hefty bag! We’d pray hard whenever Dad took a sharp corner.


These were the days before mandatory seat belts, so Dad rigged his own version. He suspended a large board over our laps and then bolted it to the sides of the van. It was like a combination child restraint/craft desk.


I clearly remember the excitement of taking off on those trips. Mom would be smiling and humming, and Dad would be singing (or trying to sing), “If I Were a Rich Man.” And we didn’t care that he wasn’t.


It was wonderful knowing we had three whole days in the outdoors before we had to return to, well, okay, the outdoors. I can remember smiling up at my daddy and saying, “Daddy, this is the best day of my life,” and how he looked back at me with love.


Before each trip, we would get a special toy to play with. One time we got a “Zip and Flip.” It kept us quiet and occupied for moments at a time. If you don’t remember, Zip and Flip was a plastic paddle that was smooth on one side and had a ridged maze on the other. You’d rip out the wand to set the top spinning, toss it up in the air, flip your paddle over, catch it on the other side and work it through the maze.


So there we were, driving down the highway. I was sitting there, Zippin’ and a Flippin.’ I flipped my top, and it zipped out the window! To this day my brothers swear that I rivaled the shower scream in Psycho!


My daddy stopped that van so fast that you would have thought someone tied a spring to the last guardrail. He threw the VW in reverse and backed up on the interstate to the place where he heard me do my Janet Leigh impression. Cars whizzed by and Mom complained, but that didn’t faze my daddy. He jumped out of the van and tore through the jungle of roadside weeds, searching for my toy. My nose was pressed against the glass, watching him as tears streamed down my face.


Twenty minutes later, covered in mud, sweat and burrs, he broke through the weeds—and in his hand was my little red top. He had that same loving look on his face as he said, “Sweetie, let’s keep the windows up next time, okay?”


That simple act of heroism may not seem like a big deal—it certainly wasn’t a big deal to the rest of my family, who found it downright irritating—but it was a huge deal to me. In his special way, he had just told me that he loved me and would always protect me. He let me know I was the most special little girl in the whole world.


It really was one of the best days of my life.


Laura M. Stack 






Outstretched Arms 


This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.


John 15:12 


The morning started off in the usual way. Our daughter, Annie, pulled away from the curb of our home in her little black Mustang and headed off to school just like she had every other morning of that fall semester. She was a senior at our suburban Dallas high school and would be in the first graduating class of the new century. Annie was really enjoying her senior year and looking forward to going to college where she planned to become a second-grade schoolteacher.


At 9:30 A.M., I was having my second cup of coffee (okay, it was really my third!) and checking my e-mail in my home office. The home phone rang. The school nurse said, “Annie is here in my office, and she has something she needs to tell you.” Well, a huge lump jumped up in my throat as my daughter got on the phone. Between her sobs I could barely make out what she was saying, but there was no mistake about what I heard, “Mom, I’m pregnant.” 


I stifled a sob of my own and said, “Come home, Honey, just come home.” I immediately called my husband, Tim, on his cell phone. He was en route to the church where he is the pastor of worship and administration. Through tears I told him the news, and he headed back home.


A few minutes later I heard the garage door open, signaling Tim’s arrival. I looked out the living-room window, and that little black Mustang was pulling up to the front curb. Tim rushed in from the garage and opened the front door just in time for Annie to run up the steps and into her father’s outstretched arms. I stood there in tearful amazement, watching the two of them in a silent embrace that truly said it all: “I love you. I forgive you. I’m here for you.” 


Our daughter graduated with her class on May 19, 2000, and gave birth to our first grandchild, an eight-and-a-half-pound boy, on July 12. Within minutes after he was born, she handed him to her daddy, who extended his arms for him. As we caressed him we knew, without a doubt, that sometimes our greatest blessings come through circumstances we never dreamed we’d experience. But it’s up to us to love unconditionally and to be there with outstretched arms.


LaDonna Gatlin 
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“Is this one of those times I’m supposed to hold your hand or disappear?”


 ©2004. Reprinted with permission of Tom Prisk.






Sour Pickle 


’Tis not enough to help the feeble up, but to support him after.


William Shakespeare 


“I’m absolutely not going to be caretaker,” Jarred* stated adamantly. “She’s just going to have to go into a home.”


Paula* had agonized over it and talked with her husband, Jarred, for the whole of their fifteen years of marriage, until they’d shelve it. But it was always there, blinking like a Las Vegas neon sign. They tried to figure out solutions, create “what ifs” and make reasonable plans. They worried about what would happen when nature commanded, and responsibility and duty would impel resolution.


Paula felt responsible, even though she was not blood kin, often discussing her distress with her mother and me. 


“I just don’t know what we’re going to do!” she’d lament.


Aggie, Jarred’s sister, had been born late in his life and grew “strange.” For his mother, this daughter was an untouchable, a never-to-be-discussed secret that was crammed into the closet, along with her guilt. She hid the girl from most of society, bending only to go out for weekly groceries, lunch with her son and daughter-in-law, and church. By keeping her away from everybody, the mother was, in some tangled way, cloaking her daughter’s existence from the world, her husband and mostly herself. For thirty years Jarred’s father, who by everyone’s account was as sour as a pickle and equally remote, was not allowed to interact with and clearly showed no interest in this other human being who occupied space in his house. Aggie was terrified of this stranger who was her father. The couple had no friends or family, except Jarred and Paula.


Then the impossible happened. Jarred’s mother had a stroke and died. Absolutely certain that their father would completely fail in caring for this strange daughter, Jarred and Paula were fraught with new agonies about Aggie’s future.


As the weeks passed, Jarred and Paula spent countless hours up at the little house, but then something amazing began to happen without the counsel or direction of either of them. The father began to take control of a situation he’d never been privy to in three decades. First, he contacted the retarded citizens associations in town to get direction and help for himself and for Aggie. Next, he made an appointment for a complete physical for her, the only one she’d ever had. He was soon told that rather than being a “strange” human, she was a very high-functioning Down’s syndrome person, in need of glasses and hearing aids.


“I could never talk to her; I had to shout,” Paula declared. “Now, she actually answers questions and converses, instead of saying something completely off the wall. We all thought she was goofy coming up with totally inappropriate sentences. She couldn’t hear, for gosh sakes, and she was just trying to be a part of conversations! And she’s as nearsighted as a bat!”


We all simply shook our heads, contemplating the years Aggie had spent with that cloistered, well-meaning but frightened mother who was acting out of some misplaced sense of love and duty. In the coming months Aggie bloomed. She began reading simple books and developed a wonderful sense of humor. People heard her laugh for the first time. Paula and Jarred looked forward to being around her and, wonder of wonders, that sour-pickle dad now showed a sense of humor. After a lifetime of noncommunication, things were thawing. Often father and daughter were out and about just hanging around with each other, going to the zoo, museums, just about anything. Aggie made such swift strides that, with her father’s help, she was placed in a group situation, got a job, held it, and found friends for the first time in her life.


Then another bombshell dropped on the family: The father developed brain cancer. Again, Jarred and Paula agonized about what they would do, how they should take control, banging all the old, tired what-ifs around while they cared for the dying old man. They planned to take Aggie because they were all she had.


Grief-stricken when the father they’d just begun to know and love died, Jarred and Paula moved in to take control of Aggie, but were dumbstruck to be told by their father’s lawyer that everything had been set in place months back. With mouths agape, they listened as the attorney conveyed information from the will. The home that had been almost a prison to Aggie, and later the place where father and daughter had at last found each other, had been deeded to the Association of Retarded Citizens. It carried the stipulation that as long as Aggie lived, it would always be her home.


Today, eight special people and their helpers live together happily. They keep house, which Aggie’s mother taught her to do brilliantly. They garden. They shop. They live full and meaningful lives for and with each other.


Last year, Aggie began to show a remarkable talent for illustration and painting with watercolor. Some of her landscapes and flowers, delicate and full of subtle color, are displayed and sold at the Association of Retarded Citizens’ functions and have been used on the covers of their publications.


Jarred and Paula often take Aggie out to suppers, movies, plays and community events. Jarred is so grateful he had time to get to know his little sister, who is learning a mean game of checkers—and his dad, a “sour pickle” who showed the sweet relish of a dad’s love for his daughter.


Isabel Bearman Bucher 


*Names have been changed.






Run for Gold 


Sports do not build character. They reveal it.


Heywood Hale Broun 


I was nine years old in 1967, the year of Canada’s centennial celebration. I raced home from school on that bright spring day, bursting with excitement about a Canadian national fitness competition the teacher had told us about. “It’s all running and jumping and sit-ups and stuff,” I explained, “and I’m going to go for a gold medal just like in the Olympics!”


Around the dinner table that night, my older sister Nancy and I both explained to Mom and Dad about this fitness test. But I knew I wasn’t very good at running long distance, so I asked my dad how I could get better at it.


“What about practicing?” Dad suggested. “We could go in the evenings to the track at the high school and do some training there.”


“Can we start tonight?” I asked excitedly.


We left the house holding hands and talking. I had to almost run to keep up with my six-foot-two father’s long stride. Soon the high school loomed ahead, and it seemed enormous compared to my own school building and playground. When we got there, we entered the gates onto a huge football field surrounded by an outdoor track.


“I have to run the whole way around this track, Dad, and the time it takes determines whether we score a gold, silver, bronze or participant metal. It seems so far!”


“Well, let’s give it a try,” smiled my dad. “You must be warmed up from the walk, so let’s start right here.” He chose a spot on the spectator side with a long, straight stretch to run first, and set us up to start running.


“On your mark, get set, GO!” he said, and I took off. Dad ran along beside me, and I was panting hard by the time we made the first turn.


About halfway around I stopped and cried out, “I’ll never do it, Dad. We’re not even halfway and I’m beat!”


“The problem is your timing. You have to learn to pace yourself if you’re going to run the entire race. We’ll try again, start off slowly, run more steadily through the middle section, and then sprint to the finish line. Let’s see how that works,” he explained as we returned to our starting place.


We began to run slowly, and my “coach” murmured encouragement like, “That’s good, a bit faster now, keep breathing steadily.” This time I got more than halfway around before I began to slow down. “Okay, push yourself now,” cried Dad, and so I did. “We’re almost there!” and sure enough, we completed the circle.


Every night for two weeks Dad and I walked to the high school and ran the track at least twice. I slowly grew stronger, and my pace began to improve. I loved having him running beside me.


Race day dawned sunny and warm, and since it was a Saturday, my whole family prepared to go to the track meet. My excitement had turned to nervousness, and I bounced around the house as everyone got ready.
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