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  “Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen have done it again. Another superb helping of Chicken Soup for the Soul!”


  RickDees

  Weekly Top 40


  “There is no such thing as too much Chicken Soup for the Soul. The powerful stories in A 4th Course will make you keep coming back for more and more servings of love, hope and inspiration.”


  Rudy Ruettiger


  “Uplift yourself, your soul and your spirit. A 4th Course of Chicken Soup for the Soul will fill you with love, joy, warmth and good feelings about yourself, your future and other people.”


  Lou Tice

  international educator, lecturer and author,

  Personal Coaching for Results: How to Mentor and Inspire

  Others to Amazing Growth


  “A 4th Course of Chicken Soup for the Soul is simple, inspiring and a must-read for anyone. A must-read for everyone.”


  Fran A. Tarkenton


  “A 4th Course of Chicken Soup for the Soul is the perfect mirror of the love, wisdom and inspiration within all of us. Read it and remember!”


  Cathy Lee Crosby

  author, Le t the Magic Be gin


  “About A 4th Course... As usual, Jack and Mark have captured the essence of love and understanding between human beings. Having just lost my dad and missing him, oh, so dearly, “On Parenting” brought back many, many smiles that Dad and I shared together. I just thank my lucky stars that each time we met or parted, Dad and I would hug and kiss each other with warmth, pride and joy.”


  “My heart and soul are touched again by the magic of Chicken Soup for the Soul. These heart-touching, soul-penetrating stories have stimulated me to new possibility thinking. A 4th Course of Chicken Soup is the best book yet!”


  Dr. Robert H. Schuller


  “The stories in A 4th Course of Chicken Soup for the Soul brought warmth to me and reassurance that there are still some decent, caring and compassionate human beings in the world.”


  Lloyd Bridges


  “I have been hungry for this fourth serving of Chicken Soup. We need to be reminded that life is a magnificent, compassionate, enthralling adventure (with occasional thunderstorms), and this remarkable menu of reminders fills the bill (la fare) perfectly. Bon appétit!”


  Peter McWilliams

  author, DO IT!, LIFE 101, You Can’t Afford the Luxury of a

  Negative Thought, LOVE 101, How to Grow Yourself


  “More love, more encouragement and more incredible insights into living life on higher ground! I can’t wait for the next Soup serving!”


  Glenna Salsbury

  professional speaker and author, The Art of the Fresh Start
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  Introduction


  In days past, people sat around the kitchen table and talked. Laughter was shared between husband and wife, and wisdom was passed from grandparent to child. The stories that were told were the glue that bonded hearts and held families and friends together.


  With all that humans have gained with technology, computers and television, we have lost something special to humanity. It is time to once again share our stories, heart to heart.


  Patty Hansen


  Everyone has a story. No matter what we do for a living, how much we have in our bank account or what the color of our skin is, we have a story. Each one of us has a story, whether it is visible to the eye or it is locked inside of us. We are encouraged to believe that our past, our circumstances, both physical and emotional, and our experiences are our story. Our mental picture of our life’s story encompasses what we perceive to be true about ourselves and our possibilities.


  The life one is born into is not necessarily our destiny. All of us have the power to rewrite our story, to recast the drama of our lives and to redirect the actions of the main character, ourselves. The outcomes of our lives are determined mainly by our responses to each event. Do we choose to be hero or victim in our lives’ dramas?


  Good stories, like the best mentors in our lives, are door openers. They are unique experiences containing insights tied to emotional triggers that get our attention and stay in our memories. These stories can free us from being bound to decisions of the past and open us to understanding ourselves and the opportunities that are there before us. A really good story allows us to recognize the choices that are open to us and see new alternatives we might never have seen before. It can give us permission to try (or at least consider trying) a new path.


  Many of the people you will meet in these pages provide a model to follow of unconditional acts of kindness and love, of great courage and foresight, of belief when cynicism would be the norm, a sense of hope in what the world has to offer, and the inspiration to seek it for ourselves.


  Some of the stories you will refer to again and again because the message is one of comfort and encouragement. Other stories will inspire you to share them with your family, friends and colleagues.


  How to Read This Book


  We have had the tremendous opportunity to receive feedback from readers all over the world. Some have shared with us that they get the most value if they read our books from cover to cover. Others focus in depth on a particular chapter that interests them. Most people tell us that they find it works best to read one or two stories at a time, and really savor the feelings and lessons that the stories evoke. Our advice is to take your time and really let each story effect you at a deep level. Ask yourself how you could apply the lessons learned to your own life. Engage each story as if it mattered, as if it could make a real difference in your life.


  Compiling these stories has taken a lot of work, but we feel we have selected 101 gems. We hope you will love these stories as we have loved them. May they bring you tears, laughter, insight, healing and empowerment.


  We hope that we can in a small way contribute to your life by bringing you these models of ordinary people doing extraordinary things to guide you on your journey. We wish for you that, in the pages of this book there is a story that holds the key to doors that need opening in your life.


  Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen,

  Hanoch McCarty and Meladee McCarty


  From a Previous Reader


  Dear Sirs:


  I am writing you from a military base in Panama to thank you for your marvelous book and to share with you the impact it has had on my life and upon those with whom I have shared it.


  I was alone in my hotel room one night after working extended hours when I read the story “Information Please” in A 3rd Serving of Chicken Soup for the Soul. I am not ashamed to confess that I cried profusely and found something healing in those tears. At that point I wrote a poem for you which I have enclosed.


  Later I shared your book with a Marine who was in charge of guarding access to classified information. He was the third in line of armed security making his job the least demanding and the most boring. Because of this his superior officer had given him permission to read, but he had forgotten a book. It was going to be a long 12-hour watch for him so I gave him a copy of A 3rd Serving of Chicken Soup for the Soul, which I had in my briefcase. I warned him, however, that he might be caught in the act of “unMarine-like” emotional catharsis after reading some of the stories.


  I entered the hallway at the end of our watch and found another armed Marine standing next to the first. Both of them had moist eyes as one said, “Kinda gets you, doesn’t it?”


  The other Marine replied, “Roger that,” and walked off. Seeing me, he said, “Thanks for the book, Lieutenant. I’m going to the exchange first thing tomorrow to buy me one.”


  “Told you there were some zingers in there,” I said, and we bid each other good night.


  Thanks for a great book. I recommend it to everybody.


  Here’s the poem.

  



  Tell me a story, my heart is empty.


  Let the tears flow, my eyes are dry.


  Too long has discouragement bound me.


  Lift my soul, let me fly.

  



  Tell me a story, my hope has diminished.


  Tell me of faith and love.


  Remind me that we are created

  To live on earth as in heaven above.

  



  Tell me a story, fill my heart with compassion.


  Open my eyes, I’ve been blind.


  Remind me that all men are brothers,

  That we all should be loving and kind.

  



  Serve me another helping, More Chicken Soup for My Soul.


  To love let us encourage each other,

  That higher dimensions of love may we know.


  Lieutenant Morris Passmore, USNR


  

  

  

  1

  ON LOVE

  

  



  A chemist who can extract from his heart’s element, compassion, respect, longing, patience, regret, surprise, and forgiveness and compound them into one can create that atom which is called love.


  Kahlil Gibran


  A Friend on the Line


  Life without a friend is death without a witness.


  Spanish Proverb


  Even before I finished dialing, I somehow knew I’d made a mistake. The phone rang once, twice—then someone picked it up.


  “You got the wrong number!” a husky male voice snapped before the line went dead. Mystified, I dialed again.


  “I said you got the wrong number!” came the voice. Once more the phone clicked in my ear.


  How could he possibly know I had a wrong number? At that time, I worked for the New York City Police Department. A cop is trained to be curious—and concerned. So I dialed a third time.


  “Hey, c’mon,” the man said. “Is this you again?”


  “Yeah, it’s me,” I answered. “I was wondering how you knew I had the wrong number before I even said anything.”


  “You figure it out!” The phone slammed down.


  I sat there awhile, the receiver hanging loosely in my fingers. I called the man back.


  “Did you figure it out yet?” he asked.


  “The only thing I can think of is... nobody ever calls you.”


  “You got it!” The phone went dead for the fourth time. Chuckling, I dialed the man back.


  “What do you want now?” he asked.


  “I thought I’d call... just to say hello.”


  “Hello? Why?”


  “Well, if nobody ever calls you, I thought may be I should.”


  “Okay. Hello. Who is this?”


  At last I had gotten through. Now he was curious. I told him who I was and asked who he was.


  “My name’s Adolf Meth. I’m 88 years old, and I haven’t had this many wrong numbers in one day in 20 years!” We both laughed.


  We talked for 10 minutes. Adolf had no family, no friends. Everyone he had been close to had died. Then we discovered we had something in common: he’d worked for the New York City Police Department for nearly 40 years. Telling me about his days there as an elevator operator, he seemed interesting, even friendly. I asked if I could call him again.


  “Why would you wanta do that?” he asked, surprised.


  “Well, maybe we could be phone friends. You know, like pen pals.”


  He hesitated. “I wouldn’t mind... having a friend again.” His voice sounded a little tentative.


  I called Adolf the following afternoon and several days after that. Easy to talk with, he related his memories of World Wars I and II, the Hindenburg disaster and other historic events. He was fascinating. I gave him my home and office numbers so he could call me. He did—almost every day.


  I was not just being kind to a lonely old man. Talking with Adolf was important to me, because I, too, had a big gap in my life. Raised in orphanages and foster homes, I never had a father. Gradually, Adolf took on a kind of fatherly importance to me. I talked about my job and college courses, which I attended at night.


  Adolf warmed to the role of counselor. While discussing a disagreement I’d had with a supervisor, I told my new friend, “I think I ought to have it out with him.”


  “What’s the rush?” Adolf cautioned. “Let things cool down. When you get as old as I am, you find out that time takes care of a lot. If things get worse, then you can talk to him.”


  There was a long silence. “You know,” he said softly, “I’m talking to you just the way I’d talk to a boy of my own. I always wanted a family—and children. You’re too young to know how that feels.”


  No, I wasn’t. I’d always wanted a family—and a father. But I didn’t say anything, afraid I wouldn’t be able to hold back the hurt I’d felt for so long.


  One evening Adolf mentioned his 89th birthday was coming up. After buying a piece of fiberboard, I designed a 2’ x 5’ greeting card with a cake and 89 candles on it. I asked all the cops in my office and even the police commissioner to sign it. I gathered nearly a hundred signatures. Adolf would get a kick out of this, I knew.


  We’d been talking on the phone for four months now, and I thought this would be a good time to meet face to face. So I decided to deliver the card by hand.


  I didn’t tell Adolf I was coming; I just drove to his address one morning and parked the car up the street from his apartment house.


  A postman was sorting mail in the hallway when I entered the building. He nodded as I checked the mailboxes for Adolf’s name. There it was. Apartment 1H, some 20 feet from where I stood.


  My heart pounded with excitement. Would we have the same chemistry in person that we had on the phone? I felt the first stab of doubt. Maybe he would reject me the way my father rejected me when he went out of my life. I tapped on Adolf’s door. When there was no answer, I knocked harder.


  The postman looked up from his sorting. “No one’s there,” he said.


  “Yeah,” I said, feeling a little foolish. “If he answers his door the way he answers his phone, this may take all day.”


  “You a relative or something?”


  “No. Just a friend.”


  “I’m really sorry,” he said quietly, “but Mr. Meth died day before yesterday.”


  Died? Adolf? For a moment, I couldn’t answer. I stood there in shock and disbelief. Then, pulling myself together, I thanked the postman and stepped into the late-morning sun. I walked toward the car, misty-eyed.


  Then, rounding a corner, I saw a church, and a line from the Old Testament leaped to mind: A friend loveth at all times. And especially in death, I realized. This brought a moment of recognition. Often it takes some sudden and sad turn of events to awaken us to the beauty of a special presence in our lives. Now, for the first time, I sensed how very close Adolf and I had become. It had been easy, and I knew this would make it even easier the next time, with my next close friend.


  Slowly, I felt a warmth surging through me. I heard Adolf’s growly voice shouting, “Wrong number!” Then I heard him asking why I wanted to call again.


  “Because you mattered, Adolf,” I said aloud to no one. “Because I was your friend.”


  I placed the unopened birthday card on the back seat of my car and got behind the wheel. Before starting the engine, I looked over my shoulder. “Adolf,” I whispered, “I didn’t get the wrong number at all. I got you.”


  Jennings Michael Burch


  Simple Wooden Boxes


  It is the heart that makes a man rich. He is rich according to what he is, not according to what he has.


  Henry Ward Beecher


  I suppose everyone has one particular childhood Christmas that stands out more than any other. For me, it was the year that the Burlington factory in Scottsboro closed down. I was only a small child. I could not name for you the precise year; it is an insignificant blur in my mind, but the events of that Christmas will live forever in my heart.


  My father, who had been employed at Burlington, never let on to us that we were having financial difficulties. After all, children live in a naive world in which money and jobs are nothing more than jabberwocky, and for us the excitement of Christmas could never be squelched. We knew only that our daddy, who usually worked long, difficult hours, was now home more than we had ever remembered; each day seemed to be a holiday.


  Mama, a homemaker, now sought work in the local textile mills, but jobs were scarce. Time after time, she was told no openings were available before Christmas, and it was on the way home from one such distressing interview that she wrecked our only car. Daddy’s meager unemployment check would now be our family’s only source of income. For my parents, the Christmas season brought mounds of worries, crowds of sighs and tears and cascades of prayers.


  I can only imagine what transpired between my parents in those moments when the answer came. Perhaps it took a while for the ideas to fully form. Perhaps it was a merging of ideas from both of my parents. I don’t know for sure how the idea took life, but somehow it did. They would scrape together enough money to buy each of us a Barbie doll. For the rest of our presents, they would rely on their talents, using scraps of materials they already had.


  While dark, calloused hands sawed, hammered and painted, nimble fingers fed dress after dress after dress into the sewing machine. Barbie-sized bridal gowns, evening gowns... miniature clothes for every imaginable occasion pushed forward from the rattling old machine. Where we were while all of this was taking place, I have no idea. But somehow my parents found time to pour themselves into our gifts, and the excitement of Christmas was once again born for the entire family.


  That Christmas Eve, the sun was just setting over the distant horizon when I heard the roar of an unexpected motor in the driveway. Looking outside, I could hardly believe my eyes. Uncle Buck and Aunt Charlene, Mama’s sister and her husband, had driven all the way from Georgia to surprise us. Packed tightly in their car, as though no air were needed, sat my three cousins, my “Aunt” Dean, who refused to be called “Aunt,” and both my grandparents. I also couldn’t help but notice innumerable gifts for all of us, all neatly packaged and tied with beautiful bows. They had known that it would be a difficult Christmas and they had come to help.


  The next morning we awoke to more gifts than I ever could have imagined. And, though I don’t have one specific memory of what any of the toys were, I know that there were mountains of toys. Toys! Toys! Toys!


  And it was there, amidst all that jubilation, that Daddy decided not to give us his gifts. With all of the toys we had gotten, there was no reason to give us the dollhouses that he had made. They were rustic and simple red boxes, after all. Certainly not as good as the store-bought gifts that Mama’s family had brought. The music of laughter filled the morning, and we never suspected that, hidden somewhere, we each had another gift.


  When Mama asked Daddy about the gifts, he confided his feelings, but she insisted he give us our gifts. And so, late that afternoon, after all of the guests had gone, Daddy reluctantly brought his gifts of love to the living room.


  Wooden boxes. Wooden boxes, painted red, with hinged lids, so that each could be opened and used as a house. On either side was a compartment just big enough to store a Barbie doll, and all the way across, a rack on which to hang our Barbie clothes. On the outside was a handle, so that when it was closed, held by a magnet that looked remarkably like an equal sign, the house could be carried suitcase style. And, though I don’t really remember any of the other gifts I got that day, those boxes are indelibly etched into my mind. I remember the texture of the wood, the exact shade of red paint, the way the pull of the magnet felt when I closed the lid, the timedarkened handles and hinges... I remember how the clothes hung delicately on the hangers inside, and how I had to be careful not to pull Barbie’s hair when I closed the lid. I remember everything that is possibly rememberable, because we kept and cherished those boxes long after our Barbie doll days were over.


  I have lived and loved 29 Christmases, each new and fresh with an air of excitement all its own. Each filled with love and hope. Each bringing gifts, cherished and longed for. But few of those gifts compare with those simple, wooden boxes. So it is no wonder that I get teary-eyed when I think of my father, standing there on that cold Christmas morning, wondering if his gift was good enough.


  Love, Daddy, is always good enough.


  Martha Pender grass Templeton


  A Family for Freddie


  I remember the first time I saw Freddie. He was standing in his playpen at the adoption agency where I work. He gave me a toothy grin. What a beautiful baby, I thought.


  His boarding mother gathered him into her arms. “Will you be able to find a family for Freddie?”


  Then I saw it. Freddie had been born without arms.


  “He’s so smart. He’s only 10 months old, and already he walks and talks.” She kissed him. “Say ‘book’ for Mrs. Blair.”


  Freddie grinned at me and hid his head on his boarding mother’s shoulder. “Now, Freddie, don’t act that way,” she said. “He’s really very friendly,” she added. “Such a good, good boy.”


  Freddie reminded me of my own son when he was that age, the same thick dark curls, the same brown eyes.


  “You won’t forget him, Mrs. Blair? You will try?”


  “I won’t forget.”


  I went upstairs and got out my latest copy of the Hard-to-Place list.


  Freddie is a 10-month-old white Protestant boy of English and French background. He has brown eyes, dark-brown hair and fair skin. Freddie was born without arms, but is otherwise in good health. His boarding mother feels he is of superior mentality, and he is already walking and saying a few words. Freddie is a warm, affectionate child who has been surrendered by his natural mother and is ready for adoption.


  He’s ready, I thought. But who is ready for him?


  It was 10 o’clock on a lovely late-summer morning, and the agency was full of couples—couples having interviews, couples meeting babies, families being born. These couples nearly always have the same dream: They want a child as much like themselves as possible, as young as possible, and most important—a child with no problems.


  “If he develops a problem after we get him,” they say, “that is a risk we’ll take just like any other parents. But to pick a baby who already has a problem, that’s too much.”


  And who can blame them?


  I wasn’t alone in looking for parents for Freddie. Any of the caseworkers meeting a new couple started with a hope: maybe they were for Freddie. But summer slipped into fall, and Freddie was with us for his first birthday.


  “Freddie is so-o-o big,” said Freddie, laughing. “So-o-o big.”


  And then I found them.


  It started out as it always does—an impersonal record in my box, a new case, a new Home Study, two people who wanted a child. They were Frances and Edwin Pearson. She was 41. He was 45. She was a housewife. He was a truck driver.


  I went to see them. They lived in a tiny white frame house, in a big yard full of sun and old trees. They greeted me together at the door, eager and scared to death.


  Mrs. Pearson produced steaming coffee and oven-warm cookies. They sat before me on the sofa, close together, holding hands. After a moment, Mrs. Pearson began. “Today is our wedding anniversary. Eighteen years.”


  “Good years.” Mr. Pearson looked at his wife. “Except—”


  “Yes,” she said. “Except. Always the ‘except.’” She looked around the room. “It’s too neat,” she said. “You know?”


  I thought of my own living room with my three children.


  Teenagers now. “Yes,” I said. “I know.”


  “Perhaps we’re too old?”


  I smiled. “You don’t think so,” I said. “We don’t either.”


  “You always think it will be this month, and then next month,” Mr. Pearson said. “Examinations. Tests. All kinds of things. Over and over. But nothing ever happened. You just go on hoping and hoping, and time keeps slipping by.”


  “We’ve tried to adopt before this,” Mr. Pearson said. “One agency told us our apartment was too small, so we got this house. Then another agency said I didn’t make enough money. We had decided that was it, but this friend told us about you, and we decided to make one last try.”


  “I’m glad,” I said.


  Mrs. Pearson glanced at her husband proudly. “Can we choose at all?” she asked. “A boy for my husband?”


  “We’ll try for a boy,” I said. “What kind of boy?”


  Mrs. Pearson laughed. “How many kinds are there? Just a boy. My husband is very athletic. He played football in high school; basketball, too, and track. He would be good for a boy.”


  Mr. Pearson looked at me. “I know you can’t tell exactly,” he said, “but can you give us any idea how soon? We’ve waited so long.”


  I hesitated. There is always this question.


  “Next summer maybe,” said Mrs. Pearson. “We could take him to the beach.”


  “That long?” Mr. Pearson said. “Don’t you have anyone at all. There must be a little boy somewhere.” After a pause he went on, “Of course, we can’t give him as much as other people. We haven’t a lot of money saved up.”


  “We’ve got a lot of love,” his wife said. “We’ve saved up a lot of that.”


  “Well,” I said cautiously, “there is a little boy. He is 13 months old.”


  “Oh,” Mrs. Pearson said, “just a beautiful age.”


  “I have a picture of him,” I said, reaching for my purse. I handed them Freddie’s picture. “He is a wonderful little boy,” I said. “But he was born without arms.”


  They studied the picture in silence. He looked at her.


  “What do you think, Fran?”


  “Kickball,” Mrs. Pearson said. “You could teach him kickball.”


  “Athletics are not so important,” Mr. Pearson said. “He can learn to use his head. Arms he can do without. A head, never. He can go to college. We’ll save for it.”


  “A boy is a boy,” Mrs. Pearson insisted. “He needs to play. You can teach him.”


  “I’ll teach him. Arms aren’t everything. Maybe we can get him some.”


  They had forgotten me. But may be Mr. Pearson was right, I thought. Maybe sometime Freddie could be fitted with artificial arms. He did have nubs where arms should be.


  “Then you might like to see him?”


  They looked up. “When could we have him?”


  “You think you might want him?”


  Mrs. Pearson looked at me. “Might?” she said. “Might?”


  “We want him,” her husband said.


  Mrs. Pearson went back to the picture. “You’ve been waiting for us,” she said. “Haven’t you?”


  “His name is Freddie,” I said, “but you can change it.”


  “No,” said Mr. Pearson. “Frederick Pearson—it’s good together.”


  And that was it.


  There were formalities, of course; and by the time we set the day, Christmas lights were strung across city streets and wreaths were hung everywhere.


  I met the Pearsons in the waiting room. There was a little snow on them both.


  “Your son’s here already,” I told them. “Let’s go upstairs and I’ll bring him to you.”


  “I’ve got butterflies,” Mrs. Pearson announced. “Suppose he doesn’t like us?”


  I put my hand on her arm. “I’ll get him,” I said.


  Freddie’s boarding mother had dressed him in a new white suit, with a sprig of green holly and red berries embroidered on the collar. His hair shone, a mop of dark curls.


  “Going home,” Freddie said to me, smiling, as his boarding mother put him in my arms.


  “I told him that,” she said. “I told him he was going to his new home.”


  She kissed him, and her eyes were wet.


  “Good-bye, dear. Be a good boy.”


  “Good boy,” said Freddie cheerfully. “Going home.”


  I carried him upstairs to the little room where the Pearsons were waiting. When I got there, I put him on his feet and opened the door.


  “Merry Christmas,” I said.


  Freddie stood uncertainly, rocking a little, gazing intently at the two people before him. They drank him in.


  Mr. Pearson knelt on one knee. “Freddie, come here. Come to Daddy.”


  Freddie looked back at me for a moment. Then, turning, he walked slowly toward them, and they reached out their arms and gathered him in.


  Abbie Blair
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  “Today is my teacher's birthday, and for her present I'm staying home.”


  A Birthday Song


  Three things in human life are important: The first is to be kind. The second is to be kind. And the third is to be kind.


  Henry James


  One morning, John Evans shuffled into my life. A ragged-looking boy, he was decked out in oversized hand-me-down clothes and worn-out shoes that split apart at the seams.


  John was the son of black migrant workers who had recently arrived in our small North Carolina town for a season of apple picking. These laborers were the poorest of the poor, earning barely enough to feed their families.


  Standing at the head of our second-grade class that morning, John Evans was a hapless sight. He shifted from foot to foot as our teacher, Mrs. Parmele, penned his name in the roll book. We weren’t sure what to make of the shoddy newcomer, but whispers of disapproval began drifting from row to row.


  “What is that?” the boy behind me mumbled. “Somebody open a window,” a girl said, giggling. Mrs. Parmele looked up at us from behind her reading glasses. The murmuring stopped, and she went back to her paperwork.


  “Class, this is John Evans,” Mrs. Parmele announced, trying to sound enthusiastic. John looked around and smiled, hoping somebody would smile back. Nobody did. He kept on grinning anyway.


  I held my breath, hoping Mrs. Parmele wouldn’t notice the empty desk next to mine. She did and pointed him in that direction. He looked over at me as he slid into the seat, but I averted my eyes so he wouldn’t think that I had promise as a new friend.


  By the end of his first week, John had found firm footing at the bottom of our school’s social ladder. “It’s his own fault,” I told my mother one evening at dinner. “He barely even knows how to count.”


  My mother had grown to know John quite well through my nightly commentary. She always listened patiently but rarely uttered more than a pensive “Hmmm” or “I see.”


  “Can I sit by you?” John stood in front of me, lunch tray in hand and a grin on his face. I looked around to see who was watching.


  “Okay,” I replied feebly.


  As I watched him eat and listened to him ramble on, it dawned on me that maybe some of the ridicule heaped on John was unwarranted. He was actually pleasant to be around and was by far the most chipper boy I knew.


  After lunch, we joined forces to conquer the playground, moving from monkey bars to swingset to sandbox. As we lined up behind Mrs. Parmele for the march back to class, I made up my mind that John would remain friendless no longer.


  “Why do you think the kids treat John so badly?” I asked one night as Mother tucked me into bed.


  “I don’t know,” she said sadly. “Maybe that’s all they know.”


  “Mom, tomorrow is his birthday; and he’s not going to get anything. No cake. No presents. Nothing. Nobody even cares.”


  Mother and I both knew that whenever a kid had a birthday, his mother would bring cupcakes and party favors for the entire class. Between my birthday and my sister’s, my mom had made several trips herself over the years. But John’s mother worked all day in the orchards. His special day would go unnoticed.


  “Don’t worry,” Mom said as she kissed me good night. “I’m sure everything will turn out fine.” For the first time in my life, I thought she might be wrong.


  At breakfast the next morning, I announced that I wasn’t feeling well and wished to stay home.


  “Does this have anything to do with John’s birthday?” Mother asked. The bright-red flush on my cheeks was the only answer she needed. “How would you like it if your only friend didn’t show up on your birthday?” she asked gently. I thought it over for a moment and then kissed her good-bye.


  I wished John a happy birthday first thing in the morning; and his embarrassed smile showed me that he was glad I had remembered. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a horrible day after all.


  By mid-afternoon I had almost decided that birthdays weren’t that big a deal. Then, as Mrs. Parmele was writing math equations on the blackboard, I heard a familiar sound coming from the hallway. A voice I knew was singing the birthday song.


  Moments later, Mother came through the door with a tray of cupcakes aglow with candles. Tucked under her arm was a smartly wrapped present with a red bow on top.


  Mrs. Parmele’s high-pitched voice joined in while the class stared at me for an explanation. Mother found John looking like a deer caught in car headlights. She put the cupcakes and gift on his desk and said, “Happy birthday, John.”


  My friend graciously shared his cupcakes with the class, patiently taking the tray from desk to desk. I caught Mother watching me. She smiled and winked as I bit into moist chocolate frosting.


  Looking back, I can scarcely remember the names of the children who shared that birthday. John Evans moved on shortly thereafter, and I never heard from him again. But whenever I hear that familiar song, I remember the day its notes rang most true: in the soft tones of my mother’s voice, the glint in a boy’s eyes and the taste of the sweetest cupcake.


  Robert Tate Miller


  When Kevin Won


  Maturity begins to grow when you can sense your concern for others outweighing your concern for yourself.


  John MacNoughton


  If you had to choose one word to describe Kevin, it might have been “slow.” He didn’t learn his ABCs as fast as other kids. He never came in first in the schoolyard races. However, Kevin had a special rapport with people. His smile was brighter than the sun in June; his heart bigger than the mountain sky. Kevin’s enthusiasm for life was quite contagious, so when he discovered that the pastor at his church, Randy, was putting together a boys’ basketball team, his mother could only answer, “Yes, you may join.”


  Basketball became the center of Kevin’s life. At practice, he worked so hard you’d have thought he was preparing for the NBA. He liked to stand in a certain spot near the free-throw line and shoot baskets. Patiently, he stood there throwing ball after ball after ball, until finally it would swish through the hoop. “Look at me, Coach!” he’d yell at Randy, jumping up and down, his face just glowing with the thrill of it all.


  The day before their first game, Coach Randy gave each player a bright red jersey. Kevin’s eyes absolutely turned to stars when he saw his—number 12. He scrambled himself into the sleeves and scarcely ever took it off again. One Sunday morning, the sermon was interrupted by Kevin’s excited voice. “Look, Coach!” He lifted his gray wool sweater to reveal his beautiful red jersey to God and everyone.


  Kevin and his whole team truly loved basketball. But just loving the game doesn’t help you win. More balls fell out of the basket than into it, and the boys lost every game that season by very large margins, except one... the night it snowed and the other team couldn’t make it to the game.


  At the end of the season, the boys played in the church league’s tournament. As the last-place team, they drew the unfortunate spot of playing against the first-place team—the tall, undefeated first-place team. The game went pretty much as expected, and near the middle of the fourth quarter Kevin’s team stood nearly 30 points behind.


  At that point, one of Kevin’s teammates called time-out. As he came to the side, Randy couldn’t imagine why the time-out had been called. “Coach,” said the boy. “This is our last game and I know that Kevin has played in every game, but he’s never made a basket. I think we should let Kevin make a basket.” With the game completely out of reach, the idea seemed reasonable, so plans were made. Every time Kevin’s team had the ball, Kevin was to stand in his special spot near the free-throw line and they would give him the ball. Kevin skipped extra high as he went back onto the court.


  His first shot bounced around but missed. Number 17 from the other team swiped the ball and took it down to the other end scoring two more points. As soon as Kevin’s team had the ball again, they passed it to Kevin who obediently stood in his place. But he missed again. This pattern continued a few more times until Number 17 grew wise. He grabbed one of the rebounds and instead of running off down the court, he threw the ball to Kevin who shot... and missed again.


  Soon, all the players were circling Kevin, throwing the ball to him and clapping for him. It took the spectators just a little longer to figure out what was happening, but little by little people started to stand up and clap their hands. The whole gymnasium thundered with the clapping, hollering, chanting, “Kevin! Kevin!” And Kevin just kept shooting.


  Coach Randy realized the game must be over. He looked up at the clock which was frozen with 46 seconds left. The referees stood by the scoring table, cheering and clapping like everyone else. The whole world was stopped, waiting and wanting for Kevin.


  Finally, after an infinite amount of tries, the ball took one miraculous bounce and went in. Kevin’s arms shot high into the air and he shouted, “I won! I won!” The clock ticked off the last few seconds and the first-place team remained undefeated. But on that evening, everyone left the game truly feeling like a winner.


  Janice M. Gibson

  as told to her by Rev. Steve Goodier


  A Mason-Dixon Memory


  Dondre Green glanced uneasily at the civic leaders and sports figures filling the hotel ballroom in Cleveland. They had come from across the nation to attend a fundraiser for the National Minority College Golf Scholarship Foundation. I was the banquet’s featured entertainer. Dondre, an 18-year-old high school senior from Monroe, Louisiana, was the evening’s honored guest.


  “Nervous?” I asked the handsome young man in his starched white shirt and rented tuxedo.


  “A little,” he whispered, grinning.


  One month earlier, Dondre had been just one more black student attending a predominantly white Southern school. Although most of his friends and classmates were white, Dondre’s race was never an issue. Then, on April 17, 1991, Dondre’s black skin provoked an incident that made nationwide news.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee said, “our special guest, Dondre Green.”


  As the audience stood applauding, Dondre walked to the microphone and began his story. “I love golf,” he said quietly. “For the past two years, I’ve been a member of the St. Frederick High School golf team. And though I was the only black member, I’ve always felt at home playing at mostly white country clubs across Louisiana.”
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