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A Special Foreword


by Jack and Mark

For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.

We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too — a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.

This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about dating, romance, love, and marriage. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what became a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling series of books in history.

We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.

On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.

Dating and courtship, love and marriage are always popular subjects and we had a hard time choosing our best 101 stories and poems for you from our rich 15-year history. These heartwarming stories will inspire, amuse you, and maybe even give you some new ideas for your own loving relationship, whether you are just starting to date, or whether you are a veteran of a long marriage.

We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 30 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to explore our other titles. We hope you will also enjoy the additional books about men and women, families, pets, and life in general in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.

     

    With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~ Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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The Power of Love

Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies.

~Aristotle
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With These Rings


If you don’t like something change it;
if you can’t change it, change the way you think about it.

~Mary Engelbreit

I was a new pastor’s wife when my husband took me to a small town in Oklahoma. We fought until we learned to love each other during the two years we spent there. I was the new girl in town. I knew no one and barely knew my husband, Brad. He was busy with his church, and there I was, stuck. No money, no job and no friends. I was uncomfortable in my new role and resented it when others referred to me as “the preacher’s wife.” I failed to see what an honor that was.

The parishioners made attempts to befriend me, but I was too busy being lonely and angry, and was bound and determined to let Brad know it. I pouted and packed, whined and packed, and threw things at him and packed. “I’m leaving!” I would scream when he came home. With the fifty cents I had in my pocket and no gas money, I don’t know where I thought I was going, but I was adamant.

“Don’t do me any favors,” he would reply, which only caused me to turn on my heels and shout, “I’m staying, and don’t try and stop me!” Who did he think he was? I wasn’t about to let him kick me out.

Somewhere between my daily suitcase-packing episodes, I remembered that I had promised to love him for better or for worse. In desperation, I found ways to entertain myself. I spent hours picking from the six pecan trees in the front yard. I quickly realized that even though we had no money, the pecans made great Christmas gifts. I even found a job. Then my husband came home one day and announced that he had an interview at a church in Louisiana. I had just learned to live in Oklahoma!

True to form, I pouted and griped on the way to Louisiana. Then something stopped me in my tracks. We were on our way through Texas when we ran right into what looked like a giant crystal bowl. An ice storm had hit the area a few days earlier, and it was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. And there I was, gnawing on my husband. Somewhere between Denton and Sulphur, I had taken off my wedding rings and tucked them into the folds of my skirt so that I could apply some hand cream. The ice we were skidding on distracted me just enough that I forgot to put my rings back on.

Three hours later I looked down and realized that I had lost my rings out on the highway when I had stepped out of the car to take a picture of a horse and buggy driving by. But which highway? Everything looks the same in an ice storm, especially when you are in unfamiliar country.

“I’ll buy you another ring,” my husband said.

I knew he meant well, but the ring was a family heirloom. “That ring can’t be replaced,” I cried.

“Honey, we don’t even know where to begin looking,” he said. “No, we’re NOT going back,” he insisted as he turned the car around and headed back to look for the rings.

It was hours before we found a location that seemed familiar. Occasionally some well-meaning person would pull his car over to the side of the road, roll down his window and yell, “Hey, buddy, what’d ya lose?” At one point, there must have been ten cars stopped on the side of the road, all abandoned by the occupants who had joined in the search. But with the sun going down, it was obvious that our chances of finding the rings were slim. I was crushed.

“Face it, Honey, they’re gone,” Brad said. “I know you’re upset. I promise to try and find a suitable replacement.”

I knew he was right. The walk in the cold that day had given me time to think about the day’s events. I played the scene over and over in my mind, and what I saw was not a pretty sight. I had ranted and raved, nagged and wailed, and acted like a spoiled brat. I took a good long look at my husband pacing back and forth in the freezing cold. He had driven three hours back to this desolate area in the middle of a treacherous ice storm without one thought for himself, attempting to find something that was important to me.

The rings might be gone, but there could never be a suitable replacement for my husband. Suddenly, the rings seemed so unimportant. I resolved right then and there to stop thinking only of myself.

It was at that very moment that I opened the car door and began to step inside. Something on the floor caught my eye. My rings! I grabbed them and waved them in the air. Brad rushed to my side and put them back on my finger. “This is where these rings belong,” he whispered. I looked into his eyes, and knew that I had found what I was looking for. It wasn’t my rings that were lost that day — I was the one who had been missing.

Life in the pastorate hasn’t changed. The only thing that has changed is me. We still move around more than I like. And I still have to start over again every time we do. But I’ve learned to appreciate when people call me “the preacher’s wife,” because etched into my mind is a frozen road in Texas, and a voice that whispers, “This is where these rings belong.”

 

~Sharon M. Palmer
Chicken Soup for the Christian Family Soul
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Te Amo, Te Quiero, Cariña


They met in the dawn of their childhood.
As kids they would play man and wife.
And they knew even then, before they were ten,
They’d share the rest of their lives.
They played in her tea-castle garden,
’Neath the shade of an old tamarind tree.
In his poor Key West clothes, he gave her a rose
And whispered these words tenderly:
“Te amo, te quiero, cariña”
He said as he whispered her name.
“I love you, I want you my precious one.”
These words set her heart all aflame.
And they danced ’neath the stars to the sound of guitars,
“Te amo, te quiero, cariña.”
In the noon of their lives they courted,
No longer young children at play.
And they spoke not a word, only heartbeats were heard,
As they kneeled to worship and pray.
They married in an old Spanish churchyard,
’Neath the shade of an old tamarind tree.
In his best Key West clothes, he gave her a rose
And whispered these words tenderly:
“Te amo, te quiero, cariña”
He said as he whispered her name.
“I love you, I want you my precious one.”
These words set her heart all aflame.
And they danced ’neath the stars to the sound of guitars,
“Te amo, te quiero, cariña.”
In the twilight of life she goes walking,
To where their song was first sung.
And she sees his sweet face in memory’s fond place,
In a time when they were both young.
Now he sleeps in an old Spanish churchyard,
’Neath the shade of an old tamarind tree.
In her old woman’s clothes she brings him a rose
And whispers these words tenderly:
“Te amo, te quiero, cariño”
She says as she whispers his name.
“I love you, I want you my precious one.”
These words set her heart all aflame.
She can’t hold back the tears after all of these years,
“Te amo, te quiero, cariña.”

~Patrick Mendoza
Chicken Soup for the Bride’s Soul
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A Fall from the Sky


Attitudes are contagious. Are yours worth catching?

~Dennis and Wendy Mannering

One day, some years ago, my friend Beverley and I decided that we’d each like to experience the thrill of a tandem skydive — when a novice leaps out of an airplane without a parachute while attached to an experienced jumpmaster who is wearing two, just in case. The jumpmaster keeps everything safe and stable so that even novices — in this case Beverley and I — can experience thirty seconds or more of weightless free fall.

We had heard about Kevin McIlwee’s skydiving school — named after his war heroes, the Flying Tigers — and about his excellent reputation. Yes, even on a small island called Jersey, fourteen miles off the north coast of France, one can leap out of airplanes. As it happened, Kevin was presenting an introductory skydiving seminar at a local hotel, and so we eagerly attended. He was most impressive — a professional skydiver for twenty years who had completed over four thousand jumps, and the first British qualified tandem instructor.

During that first meeting, Kevin won our confidence, so Beverley and I signed up for our first tandem skydives. As time passed, Kevin won more than Beverley’s confidence; he won her heart.

In the spring of 2001, Kevin and Beverley married. And now Mr. and Mrs. McIlwee prepared for their honeymoon. They packed their suitcases — and of course their skydiving rigs — and they set out on their journey. Kevin piloted their light aircraft from Jersey to the parachute center in Vannes, on the south coast of Brittany in France.

By this time, Kevin and Beverley had completed over fifty tandem skydives together and were looking forward to their long weekend in Vannes. The French parachutists welcomed them and invited Kevin to participate in some big formation skydiving. So the first two days of their honeymoon were spent doing tandem skydives together and making new friends.

On their last day in Vannes — Sunday, June 3 — they decided to do one last tandem skydive before flying home to Jersey.

During their free-fall, they marveled once more at the spectacular view across Brittany. Then it was time to pull the ripcord and open the chute at 5,500 feet. Kevin looked up and saw that the parachute hadn’t inflated. Kevin had to take immediate action. Built into his parachute rig was an automatic opening device that operated the reserve parachute. If Kevin didn’t act quickly, the reserve would be released automatically, and it would almost certainly become entangled with the main chute. The result would be fatal.

Kevin yelled to Beverley to put her arms and legs back into free-fall position while he attempted to jettison the main chute. It wouldn’t release despite Kevin’s repeated efforts. Meanwhile, the ground was approaching at over 100 miles an hour. Kevin made a life-or-death decision — he deployed the reserve parachute with the main parachute still attached to the rig. It was an extremely dangerous maneuver, but his only chance of slowing their fall.

The chutes didn’t entangle, but the reserve parachute started to spin, almost colliding with the main parachute. Kevin worked furiously to keep the two parachutes apart, knowing that they mustn’t become entangled or the parachute would go out of control — and that would be the end.

Beverley stayed calm. In that moment, it was the only help she could offer. She trusted her husband to protect her as best he could. Meanwhile, Kevin was extremely busy: The parachutes would almost collide, then separate, then almost collide again, which sent Kevin and Beverley in and out of dives, their speed varying from a float to a plummet. The odds of their survival were not great. He decided to tell Beverley in case she might wish to say a prayer.

“Beverley, I don’t think we’re going to make it. I love you.”

“I love you, Kevin,” she replied. “Very much.”

Beverley relaxed into her fate, whatever it might be; she felt no sense of panic, although she did say a quick prayer. Kevin prepared for a crash landing. The ground raced up at them, and he was horrified to see that they were coming down among trees, buildings and combine harvesters at work. By sheer luck, or the grace of God, they fell clear of any obstacles, but they hit the ground with massive force.

They woke in a nearby hospital where a team of medical experts set to work. Beverley had broken both legs and her feet as well. Kevin’s lower left leg bones had broken and shattered his kneecap. The surgical team in France provided lifesaving initial emergency care, but it was decided that they should be flown home by air ambulance to Jersey since they were going to need extensive long-term treatment. There, the surgeon said that Beverley’s feet were so severely broken that she might never walk again. Kevin’s kneecap was shattered in so many pieces that it couldn’t be saved. The surgeon told Kevin that he would walk, but that he would never be able to run or exercise to any great extent. Thus began a long process of operations and rehabilitation.

One year after the accident, a party of us celebrated Beverley’s birthday at a local restaurant. Her ankles aren’t so flexible anymore, and she has metal pins in her feet, but she looked stunning. And I saw something that night that will stay with me always and remind me what strength of character really means. When she was walking towards me, her heel pressed down on one of the metal pins and for an instant, I saw her wince in excruciating pain. Then she smiled, straightened her shoulders and said, “Oh, it’s nothing. Have you all got enough to eat?”

Kevin has shown his own special brand of courage. Since leaving the hospital, he has worked out every day in the gym, without exception. He goes to spinning classes, and he works on the leg press to increase the flexibility in his left leg and strengthen the muscles around his knee. He cycles to and from work every day. His work has paid off. He passed his physical and got the all clear to pilot planes again.

According to the surgeons in France and Jersey, their injuries indicate they must have hit the ground at around sixty miles per hour. That they survived at all was a miracle — a honeymoon miracle. God must have known that they had more life to live together. And the paramedics who first arrived said that it was “good luck” that Beverley landed on top of Kevin, which prevented him from moving. Any slight movement could have severed the main artery of his leg that was still connected, and he would have likely died.

That day in Vannes, when Beverley and Kevin fell from the sky, lives that might have been lost were changed forever. Beverley’s radiant blue eyes still shine as she reflects on how that accident opened her to new insights. “I can’t wear high heels anymore, or run the way I used to — and I’ll probably never ski again. But I’ve developed patience, acceptance and a new sense of perspective. The day we married, I would never have believed that we could be even closer, but we are. My brave husband saved my life, and this experience has bonded us forever.”

 

~Joanne Reid Rodrigues
Chicken Soup to Inspire the Body & Soul
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Princess Bride


Brooke was our little princess. She was spoiled not only by me, but by her father and four older brothers as well. She was beautiful and intelligent, but also compassionate and loving. She never put herself first; she lived to make others happy. She made our souls sing.

Brooke met Dan in her junior year of college. I loved her phone calls even more now. Her laughter and giggles when she talked about Dan made my heart smile.

But when he graduated, Dan took a position two states away with an esteemed accounting firm. Over the next year, Dan and Brooke kept in constant contact. I could tell my daughter was in love, so I prayed nightly their hearts would remain strong and true, and would someday be united as one.

Brooke graduated with honors and applied for several jobs near Dan’s home. It didn’t take her long to be offered one. Now they were not only close in heart, but also close in proximity as they shared day-to-day life. Two years passed before I got the phone call I dreamed of and prayed for.

My princess was getting married!

They set a date for the following summer. Since it was already January, we had a year and a half to prepare for this joyous occasion. Brooke and I began planning a fairy-tale wedding — the only kind fit for a princess.

But on December 2, the fairy-tale world came crashing down. A simple yearly exam revealed horrifying news: Brooke had breast cancer and it was already quite advanced. We cried for hours.

Why was this happening? Why Brooke? Why my baby? Why not me? I just didn’t understand. I was terrified, confused and angry all at the same time. But I soon brushed all my emotions aside to put Brooke first.

I assured her we would beat this thing and life would go on as planned. She would grow old with Dan and the children they would one day have. I knew my princess would be okay. She had to. She was my baby and I would not say goodbye to her. After all, this wasn’t the way things were supposed to happen.

But the doctors were honest from the beginning. They only gave Brooke a 20 percent chance of survival. Because of her cancer’s advanced stage, a regimen of drugs and chemotherapy began immediately.

After only a month or so of treatment, the disease spread and my daughter got weaker. We knew Brooke had only a short time left. My heart was broken and beaten.

Throughout, Dan remained strong. He was there for Brooke every step of the way. She had lost all of her hair, dropped so much weight she couldn’t even sit without help and could stay awake no longer than ten to twenty minutes at a time. Yet Dan was there to love and support her.

One day, Dan asked for our blessing to marry Brooke before she passed away. He had loved her so long and only wanted one thing in his life: Brooke as his wife. Even if her days left on Earth were uncertain, he wanted them to be spent as a married couple.

We knew she still dreamed of the fairy-tale wedding she would now never have. But we also knew she would not want Dan to marry her when they both knew she was dying. So, we decided the wedding would be a surprise. With help and cooperation from the hospital staff, Dan secretly arranged a lovely ceremony.

When Brooke first realized what was happening, she strongly objected. But Dan explained the most important thing in his life was her. And all he wanted was her as his wife — be it for fifty years or for only a day. Brooke sobbed, but agreed. It was her dream, too.

Dan brought a simple but beautiful white gown, delicate lace scarf and sheer veil to her hospital room. The nurses and I dressed the fragile bride, using the scarf to cover her smooth head and draping the veil gently over it. Even pale and broken, my princess daughter shined. This was her day, the day she had dreamed of and planned for.

There was no elegant church as we’d once imagined. None of her family and friends were in attendance as we’d once hoped. But her beloved Dan was there, they were getting married and that was what mattered most. The two exchanged vows and a touching, sweet wedding kiss. It may not have been the fairy tale, but it was still a dream come true.

Brooke spent sixteen days as the wife of the man she adored and loved. And it wasn’t until after she passed away that I found a letter tucked into her hospital nightstand.

In it, Brooke wrote that she had only ever wanted to love, be loved and to matter to others. She expressed her gratitude for wonderful brothers and loving parents. The day Dan married her, she said, all her dreams came true. She had truly lived her life’s dream. Brooke felt her life was complete; she was neither afraid nor disappointed. And, compassionate to the end, she wished only that none of us had to suffer her loss.

Today, we often see Dan and we love him as our son and Brooke’s husband. After all, he made our daughter a princess when she most deserved to be.

 

~Veneta Leonard
Chicken Soup for the Bride’s Soul
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Hot Lips


Anywhere is paradise; it’s up to you.

~Author Unknown

“Loose Lips Sink Ships,” the poster warned.

After a week of censorship duties, I was sure that the squadron harbored no loose lips. But we sure had plenty of “hot lips,” and I was growing sick of playing censor.

Every night, a pile of mail was plunked down in front of me, and my job was to pore over it for any information that might be useful to the enemy or unnerving to the home front. It was a lousy way to spend an evening.

My eyes blurred, and my brain turned numb as I read the contents: Complete recitations of the daily menus. Wild guesses at when the war was going to end. Complaint after complaint about fellow soldiers. What else was there left to write about after years of war?

Love letters, of course. Boy-girl letters that positively sizzled with passion. I had my doubts about a number of those fiery attestations of undying love. I’d seen some of those “faithful” boyfriends in action in the “rest camps.”

But the husband-wife letters—they were different. They were real, and playing Peeping Tom to them was hard. I still remember one particular letter as clearly as if I had read it in this morning’s mail, though it’s been forty-five years now.

The letter was written by a ground crewman I didn’t know, and the separation from his wife had become unbearable for him. “I must meet you tonight,” the man wrote his wife. “And tomorrow night. And the night after that.”

What was he talking about? We were on Corsica, an island thousands of miles away from her in the States. “Nine P.M.,” he reminded her. “Meet me by the light of the moon.” He even specified where he would meet her — a little building near the squadron operations office. That would be a trick, I thought. Besides, 9 P.M. here was full sun back in the States.

I folded the letter, placed it back in the envelope and finished my pile. It isn’t any business of mine anyway, I told myself.

But as 9 P.M. drew near, my curiosity got the best of me, and I strolled by the operations office in the direction of that little building. A full moon was out, and I could see everything clearly. I stopped short when I saw the figure outlined in the moonlight. A lone man. His head was bowed toward his shadow on the ground, his eyes closed in disappointment. Surely he hadn’t really expected her to be there?

Yet as I studied the husband’s face in the moonlight, his eyes tightly shut, I read not disappointment but intense concentration. That’s when I realized what was happening. As far as he was concerned, he wasn’t standing by an old operations building in Corsica at all. He had transported himself to be with his wife, just as she had done, and was doing whatever it is married lovers do when they rendezvous unnoticed by the world in a private little corner, after long months of separation.

I quickly turned and walked off into the night, ashamed that I had played voyeur to such an intimate rendezvous. As I walked back to my tent, though, I couldn’t help but feel warm inside. I had just seen devotion that defied time and space. It was a love that nothing could censor.

 

~Philip Weiner
Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul
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When Snowball Melted


Love is the condition in which the happiness of another is essential to your own.

~Robert Heinlein

Lovebirds. That’s what all our friends called us when we first married.

I guess Don and I deserved it. Money was tight because we were both full-time students, working to pay our way through school. Sometimes, we’d have to save up days just for an ice cream cone. Still, our tiny, drab apartment seemed like paradise. Love does that, you know.

Anyway, the more we heard the term “lovebirds,” the more we thought about birds. And one day we started saving up for a couple of lovebirds of our own: the feathery kind. We knew we couldn’t afford to buy both birds and a nice cage, so in his spare moments, Don made the cage himself.

We set our cage in front of a shaded window. Then we waited until the crumpled envelope marked “lovebirds” was full of bills and spare change. At last the day came when we were able to walk down to our local pet store to “adopt” some additions to our little family.

We’d had our hearts set on parakeets. But the minute we heard the canaries singing, we changed our minds. Selecting a lively yellow male and a sweet white female, we named the youngsters Sunshine and Snowball.

Because of our exhausting schedules, we didn’t get to spend too much time with our new friends, but we loved having them greet us each evening with bursts of song. And they seemed blissfully happy with each other.

Time passed, and when our young lovebirds finally seemed mature enough to start a family of their own, we went ahead and prepared a nest area and lots of nesting material for them.

Sure enough, one day they began to find the idea very appealing. Snowball was a very exacting supervisor in designing and decorating their nest just so, while Sunshine, his face aglow with love, bent over backward to put everything just where she ordered.

Then one day an egg appeared. How they sang! And a few weeks later when a tiny chick hatched, their happiness seemed to know no bounds. I don’t know how it happened genetically, but that baby canary was bright orange. So right off we named him Punkinhead.

The sunny days passed. How proud all of us were when our fledgling tottered out of the nest onto a real grown-up perch!

Then one day, Punkinhead suddenly plunged headlong from his perch to the bottom of the cage. The tiny orange bird just lay there. Both parents and I rushed to his rescue.

But he was dead. Just like that. Whether he’d had a heart attack before he fell or broke his neck in the fall, I’ll never know. But Punkinhead was gone.

Though both parents grieved, his little mother was inconsolable. She refused to let either Sunshine or me get near that pitiful little body. Instead of the joyful melodies I usually heard from Snowball, now she gave only the most excruciating cries and moans. Her heart, joy and will seemed completely melted by her sorrow.

Poor Sunshine didn’t know what to make of it. He kept trying to push Snowball away from her sad station, but she refused to budge. Instead, over and over she kept trying to revive her adored child.

Finally Sunshine seemed to work out a plan. He convinced her to fly up and eat some seeds every so often, while he stood duty in her place. Then each time she left, he’d quietly place one piece of nesting straw over Punkinhead’s body. Just one. But in a few days, piece by piece, it was completely covered over.

At first Snowball seemed disoriented when she looked around, but she didn’t try to uncover the chick. Instead, she flew up to her normal perch and stayed there. Then I was able to quietly reach in and remove the little body, straw shroud and all.

After that, Sunshine spent all his time consoling Snowball. Eventually she started making normal sounds, and then one day, her sorrow finally melted and she sang again.

I don’t know if Snowball ever realized the quiet labor of love and healing Sunshine had done for her. But they remained joyously devoted for as long as they both lived. Love does that, you know.

Especially to lovebirds.

 

~Bonnie Compton Hanson
Chicken Soup for the Pet Lover’s Soul
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I Love You Anyway


Make your optimism come true.

~Author Unknown

It was Friday morning, and a young businessman finally decided to ask his boss for a raise. Before leaving for work, he told his wife what he was about to do. All day long he felt nervous and apprehensive. Finally, in the late afternoon, he summoned the courage to approach his employer, and to the businessman’s delight, the boss agreed to the raise.

The elated husband arrived home to a beautiful table set with their best china and lighted candles. Smelling the aroma of a festive meal, he figured that someone from the office had called his wife and tipped her off! Finding her in the kitchen, he eagerly shared the details of his good news. They embraced and danced around the room before sitting down to the wonderful meal his wife had prepared. Next to his plate he found an artistically lettered note that read, “Congratulations, darling! I knew you’d get the raise! This dinner is to show you how much I love you.”

Later on his way to the kitchen to help his wife serve dessert, he noticed that a second card had fallen from her pocket. Picking it up off the floor, he read, “Don’t worry about not getting the raise! You deserve it anyway! This dinner is to show how much I love you.”

 

~Joe Harding
Chicken Soup for the Romantic Soul
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Josef and Rebecca


In 1996, I decided to participate in the March of the Living, an international program that brings six thousand Jewish teenagers and a thousand adults from forty-five countries to Poland to retrace the death march from the concentration camp at Auschwitz to nearby Birkenau. The group then tours Poland visiting the Treblinka and Majdanek concentration camps and other sites of Jewish interest. Finally, we travel to Israel for Holocaust Remembrance Day and Independence Day.

Three months before the march, we were all given identification cards and told to take good care of them, that they were important and that someday we would do something with them.

I was given a copy of identification card #07175, issued 22 September 1941, by the Nazis, to Josef Bau, a Jew living in Krakow. It said that Bau was born in Krakow on June 18, 1920, exactly one year and five days after my father was born in Brooklyn. Josef went to Hebrew High School, was in the Boy Scouts and worked as a draftsman at the hard labor concentration camp in Plaszow.

I learned that Bau was at Plaszow when he fell in love with Rebecca Tannenbaum, also a prisoner. They met one gray morning when he stood outside, holding up a blueprint frame toward the low autumn cloud. His thin body seemed overburdened by the weight. She asked if she could help him.

“No,” he said. “I’m just waiting for the sunshine.” Then he said, “Why don’t you be my magical sunshine?”

They were eventually separated when the Germans constructed an electrified fence between the men’s and women’s prisons.

Undeterred, Josef found a dead woman’s dress in the clothing warehouse, and after roll call in the men’s lines, he would go to the latrines, put on the long gown and place an Orthodox bonnet on his hair. Then he would come out and join the women’s queues. With thirteen thousand women prisoners, he would pass into the women’s compound and spend the night sitting up in Hut 57 keeping Rebecca company.

Josef married Rebecca on a fiercely cold night in February. As there was no rabbi, Josef’s mother officiated. Their wedding bands were crafted in the prison workshop out of a silver spoon Mrs. Bau had hidden in the rafters.

Ten minutes after the wedding, Josef was discovered missing from his barracks. Unwilling to compromise the women in the barrack, he kissed his wife and ran from the hut.

In the fence between the men’s and women’s camps in Plaszow ran nine electrified strands. In spite of this, Josef launched himself high. He landed on the wires and hung there. He thought the coldness of the metal was the first message of the current. But there was no current. He vaulted into the men’s camp.

As I traveled through Poland, I found it hard to connect with Josef Bau and his young bride, Rebecca. I couldn’t relate to their lives in this horrible place. Instead, all I wondered about was where they had lost their lives, where they had been exterminated. Auschwitz, Birkenau, Majdanek, Treblinka — so many dead, so much unbelievable suffering.

On our first evening in Israel, we were asked to take out our identification cards. We were asked to think about our “Krakow connection” as real people: How old was Josef Bau when the war interrupted his life? What kind of life was he leading at the time? How would it have been similar to my own life? What kind of a life would he have had if he had survived?

Shortly after, we arrived at Atlit, the displaced person camp near Haifa that was run by the British after the war. We were welcomed in a small auditorium and the speaker introduced the guests who had joined us that night. They were the Krakow Jews whose identification cards we had carried all these months.

I stood there in utter disbelief — Josef and his bride Rebecca were standing there, right in front of me. I had not passed them in the ovens of Auschwitz or at the ash heap at Majdanek. Tears rolled down my face.

Slowly, I went over to meet Rebecca and Josef, sitting with their two daughters. Josef had survived Auschwitz and Rebecca had been a “Schindler Jew,” on that fortunate list that spared her life. They reunited and made a life together in Israel.

They couldn’t speak English, and I do not speak Hebrew, but that didn’t matter. For me, nothing needed to be said.

 

~Mark I. Farber
Chicken Soup for the Traveler’s Soul
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Hello, Young Lovers


He appeared almost Lilliputian, dwarfed by the big hickory rocking chair he occupied on the porch of the old Riverside Hotel in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. But we could hardly help noticing him on that warm mid-April day: While others lounged about in casual attire, he wore a dark-blue pinstripe suit, a Harvard-crimson necktie and a straw boater. The gold watch chain draped across his tightly buttoned vest glinted in the sunlight as he rocked ever so deliberately.

He watched bemusedly as I stepped from the Jaguar XK-150, my pride and joy, and walked to the opposite side to open the door for Diane, my bride. His eyes followed as we trailed self-consciously behind the luggage-laden bellboy, and he smiled a knowing smile when we neared his rocker.

“Hello, young lovers,” he said. Our honeymooner status was unmistakable.

The man we came to know as Mr. B was in the dining room, sitting alone with a cup of tea, when we entered late the next morning. His eyes came to life when he saw us. He rose with some effort and beckoned us toward him.

“You’d make an old man very happy if you joined me,” he said with an octogenarian’s formality. I wonder even now why we did. Perhaps it was the angelic expression his face assumed. More likely, it was our honeymooner self-consciousness — we’d been found out by an elder and felt compelled to comply with his wishes.

He was a Canadian, an attorney, he said, still practicing in Winnipeg. But he’d been spending Aprils in Gatlinburg for almost fifty years. He and his wife would come with their son and daughter and explore the mountains on horseback, getting to know every scenic vantage point of Mount Le Conte, every turn in the tumbling Little Pigeon River.

After the son had died and the daughter was grown, Mr. B and his wife had kept up their visits. And he still made the annual trek even though his wife had died three years earlier. The mountains and the valley were touchstones for him, sites of pleasant memories that were revived with each visit.

“I’ve had a love of my own,” he said, his eyes misting. He asked detailed questions about our wedding and told us in detail of his own, some sixty years earlier. During brief periods when a conversational lapse threatened, he softly hummed “Hello, Young Lovers,” the song from The King and I.

That night he sat alone during dinner, careful, he later told us, not to “get in love’s way.” But he glanced often in our direction, and we knew he was not alone; he was deep in reverie, dining with his own true love. Returning to our room following an after-dinner walk, we found a ribbon-bedecked bottle of champagne. An accompanying card read: “See Mr. B in the A.M. for instructions as to its use.”

He was waiting for us in his rocking chair after breakfast, the look of a leprechaun on his face. He handed me a piece of paper on which he had sketched the river, a place where we could leave our car, a footpath and points at which large boulders made it possible to cross the cold mountain stream on foot. His shaky-handed path led eventually to a river pool indicated with an X.

“The champagne is to be chilled in the pool,” he said. “You are to spread your picnic lunch on the grassy knoll to the right of it. It’s very secluded. A very romantic spot.” We could only gape at him, certain he was spoofing.

“Your picnic basket will be delivered to you here on the veranda at precisely noon.” He was on his feet then, moving away. He turned and added: “It was our favorite spot, our secret place.”

We never saw Mr. B again during our honeymoon. We wondered whether he’d fallen ill. But inquiries to the hotel staff were answered with, “Oh, he’s around,” or “He often likes to be alone.”

Our firstborn was almost three when we next visited Gatlinburg, and Diane was six months pregnant with our second son. We approached the aging hotel not in the Jaguar, but in a practical sedan. Our arrival went unnoticed.
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