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A Special Foreword
by Jack & 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 for women, from women. 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 has become a publishing phenomenon, one of the bestselling book series 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.


Women have always been wonderful sources of inspiration and support for each other. They are willing to lay bare their souls and share their experiences with one another, even with perfect strangers. Put two random women together in a waiting room, on an airplane, in a line at the supermarket, and we are amazed at the sharing that occurs, often at the deepest level.


In this new volume, we have selected our 101 best stories and poems written by women of all ages, for women of all ages. 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 27 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 singles, love, families, pets, sports, and retirement years in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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Women Making a Difference


Act as if what you do makes a difference. It does.


    ~William James
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The Baby Blanket


A hug is a great gift — one size fits all, and it’s easy to exchange.


~Author Unknown


It was a spring Saturday, and though many activities clamored for my attention, I had chosen this time to sit and crochet, an activity I enjoyed but had once thought impossible.


Most of the time I don’t mind being a “lefty” — I’m quite proud of it, actually. But I admit, it did cause me a few problems three years ago, when I wanted to help out with a project at church.


We were invited to crochet baby blankets, which would be donated to a local crisis pregnancy center at Christmas. I wanted to participate but I knew nothing about how to crochet, and my left-handedness didn’t help. I had trouble “thinking backwards.”


I suppose where there is a will, there is a way, because a few of the ladies got together and taught me one stitch. That’s all I needed. I learned that granny stitch, and before long I had a blanket made. I was so proud of my little accomplishment and it seemed, inexplicably, so important, that I made quite a few more that same year. I even included in each blanket, as a note of encouragement, a poem I had written that read:


Little girls are sweet in their ruffles all pink.
Little boys in overalls look divine.
But no matter which one the Lord gives to you,
A better “Mom” he never could find.


All of a sudden, my thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of my telephone. I hurried to answer it, and to my surprise and delight, on the other end of the line was Karen Sharp, who had been one of my very best friends ever since elementary school. Karen, her husband, Jim, and their daughter, Kim, had moved away a few years ago. She was calling to say that she was in town for a couple of days and would like to come by. I was thrilled to hear her voice.


At last the doorbell rang. As I flung open the door, we both screamed, as if back in junior high. We hugged each other. Then questions began to fly. Finally, I guided Karen into the kitchen, where I poured a cool glass of tea for both of us and the conversation slowed.


To my delight, Karen seemed to be calm, rested and, most of all, self-assured, which were a few qualities that she had seemed to lose during the last few months before they moved away. I wondered what had caused the positive change.


As we talked and reminisced, Karen began to explain to me the true reasons for her family’s move a few years ago. The original reason they had given me was that Jim had a job offer in another city, which they could not afford to pass up. Even though it was Kim’s senior year in high school, they still felt it necessary to make the move. Apparently, that had not been the biggest reason.


Karen reached into her purse and pulled out a photograph. When she handed it to me, I saw it was a beautiful little girl — maybe about two or three years old.


“This is my granddaughter, Kayla,” Karen said.


I couldn’t believe my ears. “You’re a grandmother?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”


“You see,” Karen went on, “Kim was a few months pregnant when we moved away. We had just found out, and Kim was having a really rough time dealing with it — she even talked about suicide. We were frantic. So we decided to move away, hoping that she would adjust more easily. When we finally settled in our new home, we hoped that Kim’s outlook would begin to improve, but she became more and more depressed. No matter what we said, she felt worthless and like a failure. Then we found a woman named Mrs. Barber, a wonderful pregnancy counselor. She got Kim through some very tough times.


“As the time for delivery came closer, Kim still had not entirely made up her mind about whether to keep the baby or not. Her father and I prayed that she would. We felt prepared to give the baby a loving home — it was, after all, our first grandchild!


“Finally, the day came, and Kim had a six-pound, six-ounce baby girl. Mrs. Barber came to visit her in the hospital. She hugged Kim and told her how proud she was of her. Then she gave Kim a pastel-colored package containing a hand-crocheted baby blanket inside.”


At this point, I felt a huge lump come into my throat, and I felt rather limp all over, but I tried not to show my feelings and kept listening to Karen’s story.


Karen must have noticed the look on my face. She asked if I was all right. I assured her I was fine and asked her to please continue.


“As I said,” she went on, “there was a baby blanket and a little personal note, something about little girls and their ruffles, little boys and their overalls, and a word of encouragement about becoming a new mom.


“We asked who made the blanket, and Mrs. Barber explained that some of the pregnancy centers have people who donate these blankets to new mothers and their babies. Her center was given the surplus from one of the other centers in the state, and she was glad to have one for Kim.


“Kim was so moved by the fact that a total stranger had thought enough to put this much time and effort into a blanket for her baby. She said it made her feel warm all over. She later told her dad and me that the little poem gave her a boost of confidence and helped her to make up her mind to keep little Kayla.”


Karen’s story had an even happier ending: A year later, Kim was married to a young man who loves both her and Kayla with all his heart. Karen grinned as she told me, then sobered. “My only regret is that I did not feel close enough to our friends here to have been able to lean on you all for support and comfort, instead of turning away.


“We are so thankful for so many things — especially the way everything turned out; but I think the one thing that we are the most thankful for is that kind person who made that little baby blanket for our daughter and her baby. I just wish I could give her a big hug and tell her how much she is loved and appreciated by our family.”


I looked again at the photo of the sweet child in my hands. Then I leaned over to Karen and gave her a big hug.


~Winona Smith
A Second Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul
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The Touch of Kindness


I’ve seen and met angels wearing the disguise of ordinary people living ordinary lives.


~Tracy Chapman


“Why do you want to be a nurse, Patricia?”


The two nursing instructors and the dean of nursing sat at their table, squarely facing me as I sat on my hard, straight-backed wooden chair facing them. “Two thousand young people have applied to our program.” The dean’s voice came from across the room, “and we will select sixty of them. Tell us why we should choose you.” She folded her hands and looked up at me from the stack of application forms.


I hesitated a moment, wondering what the other applicants sitting in this same chair had answered. What did they say that was music to the instructors’ ears? I tried hard to imagine what they wanted to hear from me.


I thought my reason for wanting to be a nurse sounded simple and silly, so I hesitated and was quiet. It seemed laughable that I should be applying to nursing school at all. During my childhood, I was terrified of doctors, nurses and hospitals. I dreaded every office visit even for an annual checkup! So it was a surprise to many that I now had the desire to become that which I had formerly done my best to avoid. But an incident from my childhood was compelling me, and I drew upon that now.


When I was six years old, my parents were told I needed to be admitted to the hospital for some “tests.” They drove me to the children’s hospital across town on a cold gray Sunday afternoon. I looked up at the imposing building and then quickly hid my face in my mother’s sleeve. I tried to resist going in, but my mother and father were holding my hands and I was whisked along against my will.


We exited the elevator, and my parents led me down a long hallway. When we came to a large room that was divided into cubicles, we stopped. We were directed to one of the cubicles by a stern gray-haired nurse who pointed here and there, showing us where my suitcase should go, where my pajamas and robe should hang, where the button was to press so a nurse would come when we wanted.


My father went downstairs then, and my mother tried to make me feel at home. The gray-haired nurse soon brought a supper tray, but I couldn’t eat. Everything here was so different from what I was used to. So my mother picked at the food on my tray while she tried to entertain me. She tried to cheer me by talking about how some of the children there were very sick, and it was nice that I was only there for “tests” and would be able to come home soon.


I wondered why my mother didn’t have a suitcase with her. Wouldn’t she need some pajamas and a robe, too? After the nurse took the tray away, I learned why. My parents were not allowed to stay with me. They were going home, and I was staying there. They were leaving me, and I’d never been away from them before. As my mother slipped into her coat and prepared to leave, I began to cry.


“No, no, Mama, please don’t go, please don’t leave me!” I begged. She just smiled slightly and told me she’d be back tomorrow, to be a good girl and do what the nurses told me.


As I listened to her footsteps fade away, I turned over in my bed and curled up in a tight little ball, facing away from the door. I tried to think of something happy. I tried to think of songs I liked to sing. I tried to remember the faces of all my stuffed animals at home. I thought hard, but my thoughts were interrupted by another nurse who said firmly, “Time for bed.”


I sat up then, and she removed my robe and pajamas and dressed me in a hospital gown. I lay back down and curled up tighter than ever and wept. The lights were turned out then, and I lay awake in the dark.


Much later, I heard someone enter the room, where I still whimpered in my bed. “You’re not asleep yet?” a pleasant, quiet voice asked.


“I can’t sleep,” I said, trembling.


“Sit up a minute and talk to me,” the voice coaxed. I sat up then, and in the dim light I could see it was a nurse, but not one I had seen before.


“I want to go home,” I said, sobbing again. The nurse reached forward and held me as I cried. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I moaned, and my stomach began to heave.


She held a basin in front of me and wiped my face gently with a damp washcloth. She cradled me then as I calmed down, and I lay limp against her shoulder as she rocked me back and forth.


After what seemed like a very long time, she looked down at me and said, “I have some work to do now, so I can’t stay with you.” Seeing my dejected look, she added, “But maybe you could come and be with me. Let’s see.”


In the hallway there were low wooden wagons with mattresses and pillows that the nurses used to take some of the children outside for some fresh air. She brought one of these to my bedside and beckoned for me to get in. As she lifted me down to the wagon, I looked at her shiny name pin and read “Miss White.”


Miss White wheeled me out to the nurses’ station and parked the wagon by the desk. I watched as she sat and wrote, and every once in a while she’d look over at me and smile. “Want something to drink now?” she asked. I nodded and sipped the apple juice she brought, and soon I drifted off to sleep. Early in the morning she rolled me back to my bed, and I was so tired that I hardly noticed when she told me goodbye.


My mother did come to see me later that day, and the next night was not quite as hard to bear. I had to stay in the hospital for only a few days before my brief ordeal was over. But I never forgot how terrified I felt, and I never forgot Miss White’s kindness to a desperately lonely and scared little girl.


This incident ran quickly through my mind, and I thought for a moment before I answered the dean’s question. Why did I want to be a nurse? I straightened up in my chair and lifted my chin and said, “Being a patient in a hospital is a frightening thing, for anyone. Some people conceal it better than others, but all patients are afraid. I remember being a frightened child in a hospital when I was only six, and there was a nurse there who was very kind to me. She was the one who made my stay bearable.”


The room was quiet as I went on. “I have always remembered her, and I want to be the kind of nurse she was. I want to be the one who cheers up a frightened child, holds the hand of a lonely older person, soothes the anxiety of a nervous patient.”


I was accepted to the nursing program and worked hard to learn the skills and techniques necessary to provide the best care for my patients. On graduation night as I stepped up to the stage to accept my diploma, I thought of Miss White and smiled. She would never know what a profound influence she’d had on me. She taught me the most important lessons in nursing. She taught me the significance of empathy for the patient and his or her plight, of compassion in easing the difficulty of another. What she gave to me was now my own to give, the gentle touch of kindness that makes the difference to our patients and to our world.


~Tricia Caliguire
Chicken Soup for the Nurse’s Soul
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Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep


A mother’s arms are made of tenderness and children sleep soundly in them.


~Victor Hugo


Growing up, I wanted to be a doctor, but money was scarce, so I went to nursing school. In 1966, during my senior year, an Army Nurse Corps recruiter came to talk to us. It all sounded so exciting: I would have a chance to travel, it paid well and, most important, I was assured that I wouldn’t have to go to Vietnam if I didn’t want to — which I didn’t.


I signed up. After basic training, I was assigned to Letterman Hospital at the Presidio of San Francisco. During my two years at Letterman, I received orders for Vietnam three times. The first two times, I said no. But the third time, I decided that my two years of experience would probably be a huge asset over there.


We landed in Tan Son Nhut Air Base, and when the airplane door opened, I nearly fell backward, overwhelmed by the heat and the stench. Suddenly, all my experience seemed trivial. Being twenty-three years old seemed very young. I was scared, but there was no turning back.


After our debriefing, I was assigned to the Sixty-seventh Evac Hospital in Qui Nhon. When the helicopter landed on the hospital tarmac, my things were set on the ground. I climbed out, straightening my skirt. The soldiers in the helicopter yelled, “Good luck, Captain” as they took off.


I was in my class A uniform, which meant I was also wearing nylons and high heels. Nothing could have been less appropriate for the surroundings. Miles of barbed wire, topped by concertina wire, encompassed the hospital compound and the large adjoining airfield, along with acres of hot concrete. I squared my shoulders and marched inside the grim cinder block building in front of me. I was told to get some sleep, because I started tomorrow. I gratefully fell into a bed, and in the morning, I donned my hospital uniform — fatigues and Army boots — just like the soldiers.


Because I was a captain, I was made head nurse on the orthopedic ward, which primarily held soldiers with traumatic amputations. I took my role very seriously and had a reputation for strictness.


Being a nurse in the States for two years did not adequately prepare me for Vietnam. I witnessed a tremendous amount of suffering and watched a lot of men die. One of my rules was that nurses were not allowed to cry. The wounded and dying men in our care needed our strength, I told them. We couldn’t indulge in the luxury of our own feelings.


On the other hand, I was always straight with the soldiers. I would never say, “Oh, you’re going to be just fine,” if they were on their way out. I didn’t lie.


But I remember one kid who I didn’t want to tell. The badly wounded soldier couldn’t have been more than eighteen years old. I could see immediately that there was nothing we could do to save him. He never screamed or complained, even though he must have been in a lot of pain.


When he asked me, “Am I going to die?” I said, “Do you feel like you are?”


He said, “Yeah, I do.”


“Do you pray?” I asked him.


“I know ‘Now I lay me down to sleep.’”


“Good,” I said, “that’ll work.”


When he asked me if I would hold his hand, something in me snapped. This kid deserved more than just having his hand held. “I’ll do better than that,” I told him.


I knew I would catch flak from the other nurses and Corpsmen, as well as possible jeers from the patients, but I didn’t care. Without a single look around me, I climbed onto the bed with him. I put my arms around him, stroking his face and his hair as he snuggled close to me. I kissed him on the cheek, and together we recited, “Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”


Then he looked at me and said just one more sentence, “I love you, Momma, I love you,” before he died in my arms — quietly and peacefully — as if he really were just going to sleep.


After a minute, I slipped off his bed and looked around. I’m sure my face was set in a fierce scowl, daring anyone to give me a hard time. But I needn’t have bothered. All the nurses and Corpsmen were breaking my rule and crying silently, tears filling their eyes or rolling down their cheeks.


I thought of the dead soldier’s mother. She would receive a telegram informing her that her son had died of “war injuries.” But that was all it would say. I thought she might always wonder how it had happened. Had he died out in the field? Had he been with anyone? Did he suffer? If I were his mother, I would need to know.


So later I sat down and wrote her a letter. I thought she’d want to hear that in her son’s final moments, he had been thinking of her. But mostly I wanted her to know that her boy hadn’t died alone.


~Diana Dwan Poole
Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul
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One Life at a Time


Some see a hopeless end, while others see an endless hope.


~Author Unknown


As our car slowly made its way through the crowded streets of Dhaka, Bangladesh’s capital of 2 million people, I thought I knew what to expect. As leader of the American Voluntary Medical Team (AVMT), I had seen great suffering and devastation in Iraq, Nicaragua and Calcutta. But I wasn’t prepared for what I saw in Bangladesh.


I traveled there with a group of AVMT doctors, nurses and other volunteers after a series of devastating cyclones hit the tiny country in 1991. More than 100,000 people had been killed, and now, because flooding had wiped out clean water and sanitation systems, thousands more were dying from diarrhea and dehydration. Children were dying from polio and tetanus, diseases nearly forgotten in the United States.


As we drove to the hospital where we were to set up a clinic, I thought I knew what we were up against: humid, scorching days, heavy rains and crowded conditions. After all, since Bangladesh became independent from Pakistan more than twenty years earlier, some 125 million people lived in an area slightly smaller than the state of Wisconsin.


I glanced out the window at the street teeming with people: men talking in groups, women dressed in bright red and yellow saris, and children chasing each other, darting in between the many carts and rickshaws.


Then I looked more closely. The people were walking through raw sewage. A man stepped over a body in a doorway, just as one of the many body carts pulled up to haul it away. At a busy corner, I saw a woman standing very still, holding a small bundle, a baby. As I watched her face, she pulled her shawl back slightly, and I clearly saw her baby was dead. I suddenly thought of my own healthy children at home, and tears stung my eyes. I’d never seen anything so horrible.


The following day, I decided to ride out to Mother Teresa’s orphanage in old Dhaka. A friend had asked me before I left home to visit and see what medical help they needed.


Two of the Little Sisters of the Poor greeted me at the gate and immediately led me to the infant floor. I was astonished to find 160 babies, mostly girls, squalling for attention from the few hardworking sisters.


“There are so many,” I said, amazed.


“Some were given up because their parents couldn’t feed them,” one sister said.


“And others were abandoned because they are girls,” said another. She explained that often females are killed at birth because they are considered inferior in the male-dominated culture. What little food there is must go to males.


The irony struck me hard. These baby girls were society’s throw-aways, yet what had I seen today? Women everywhere: working in the rice fields outside the city, herding children through crowded Dhaka, trying to earn a living by selling trinkets on the street, and here, at the orphanage, caring for the forgotten.


“A couple of the babies have serious medical problems,” the sister said. “Would you like to see them?”


I followed her down a row of basket-style cribs to the tiny, sick little girls, both about two months old. One had a heart condition, the other, a severe cleft lip and palate.


“We can’t do much more for them,” the sister said. “Please help them. Whatever you can do will be a blessing.”


I held each baby, stroking each girl’s soft, dark hair and gazing into their small faces. How my heart ached for these innocent angels. What kind of a future did they face, if they had a future at all?


“I’ll see what we can do,” I said.


When I returned to the clinic, hundreds were waiting for treatment and much work needed to be done. I’m not a medical person, so my job was varied: I ran the pharmacy, tracked down medicine when we ran out, negotiated with local officials for equipment or transportation, and scouted the patient line for critical cases.


By day’s end, my head was swimming. The helpless babies’ cries and the hundreds of faces on the streets and in our clinic all seemed to express the same thing — hopelessness. The thought startled me. These people were without hope. Even Calcutta had not seemed so bleak. Without hope. I repeated the words in my mind, and my heart sank. So much of what AVMT tries to do is give hope.


My inspiration was a woman who had dedicated her life to giving hope to others — my grandmother. We called her Lulu Belle, and she practically ran the Mississippi River town of Cairo, Illinois. She wasn’t the mayor or a town official, but if a jobless man came to her back door, she’d call everyone she knew until she found the man work. Once, I came through her kitchen door and was startled to find a table full of strangers eating supper.


“A new family in town, Cindy,” she said, as she set the mashed potatoes on the table and headed to the stove for the gravy. “Just tryin’ to give ’em a good start.” I later learned the man hadn’t yet found work, and Lulu Belle was making sure his family had at least one hot meal every day.


Lulu Belle had great faith, and it made her stronger than any woman I knew. Her favorite Bible verse was a simple one: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” She believed that if you treated people right, the way you would want to be treated, God would do the rest. So she never worried about where the job or the food would come from — she knew God would provide it.


But God seemed so far away in Bangladesh. I struggled with that thought at our morning meeting. We were set up in a clinic near Rangpur, in the northern part of the country, and our team had gathered to go over the day’s schedule. At the meeting’s end I told them what I tell every team: “Remember, we’re here to give hope.” But the words caught a little in my throat as I wondered how we would do it. Where would hope come from for these people, especially the women, so overwhelmed by disease, poverty and circumstance?


Already, 8,000 people were lined up for treatment. Scouting the line, I noticed something peculiar. All of them were men, many quite healthy. Not until I reached the end of the line did I see any women and children, and most of them looked very sick, some near death. My heart pounded as I realized what was happening. The men expected to be seen first, even if they were perfectly healthy. The women could wait.


I wondered what I should do. I remembered the woman I’d seen on the street, holding her dead baby, perhaps because she couldn’t get care quickly enough. I thought of the abandoned babies in the orphanage, and anger and frustration welled up inside me.


Maybe a bit of Lulu Belle was with me as I rushed past the line and back inside the clinic to tell the doctor in charge what was going on. He was as upset as I was.


“Well, what do you think?” he asked. “We can either see all these well men, or we can get the sick women and children up front.”


“Let’s do it,” I said. “Let’s do what we came here for.”


I ran back outside and asked the interpreter to tell the men at the front to step aside. He did, and immediately I heard a disgruntled murmuring rumble through the crowd. The men were angry and the women were afraid to come forward. The interpreter repeated the announcement, and as we tried to get the crowd to move, a scuffle broke out and soon soldiers appeared, their guns strapped across their chests. They tried to restore order, but several men still pushed to the front of the line.


“Tell them no,” I said to the interpreter, gathering all the courage I had. “Tell them we treat the sick women and children first or we fold up the clinic.”


The men looked at me for a moment, then backed down and began letting the women forward. The fear and sadness I’d seen on the women’s faces gave way to joy as they rushed to enter the clinic first. They smiled at me, grasping my hands and arms in thanks.


As one woman stretched out her hand to give me a flower, our eyes met, and I saw something incredible: hope. Now I understood. We didn’t have to pull off a miracle. It was what my grandmother believed about doing unto others what was right. And out of that simple act, God had brought life-affirming hope.


Our doctors and nurses saved lives that day, and treated thousands during our two weeks in Bangladesh. When it was time to come home, I returned by way of the orphanage, to bring the two sick babies I’d seen back to the United States for treatment. On the plane home, I knew I’d have a surprise for my husband — that we would be adopting one of them, now our beautiful Bridget.


Several months later, I had the privilege of meeting with Mother Teresa about Calcutta’s medical needs. In her beautifully simple way, she crystallized what I had felt in Bangladesh.


“How do you deal with the overwhelming needs, the disease, the death?” I asked.


“You look into one face,” she said, her voice filled with peace, “and you continue the work.” And know that God will do the rest.


~Cindy Hensley McCain as told to Gina Bridgeman
A Second Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul
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A First


I straightened my notebook and pen yet again, making sure the edge of the notebook lined up cleanly with my desk, the pen parallel to the notebook, uncapped and ready to write. But ready to write what... ? I glanced around in dismay at the bare conference room. My first day at my first job after graduate school and I was sitting in a conference room instead of an office. The walls were bare. No phone. No shelves. Just a round wooden table and four chairs. Oh, and me.


I glanced at my watch. Five minutes until I would walk down the hall and get my patient. My first real patient. After twelve years of regular school, four years of high school, four years of college and three years of graduate school, I was ready to begin my first day as a psychiatric physician’s assistant. I slumped a little in my chair, gnawing on the end of a fingernail.


That morning, I had taken my thirteen-month-old to day care. While she was happy as a clam, racing into the room crowded with toys and games to sit down with “the gang” and eat breakfast, I was still wracked with doubt. Was putting her in day care so I could finish PA school a good decision? Was starting a new job, even though it was part time, the right thing to do? Even though I loved being a mom and while I had friends who were stay-at-home moms and I respected the incredible amount of work they did, there was a part of me that had always known I wanted to have a career.


But instead of appearing immediately after college, like a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, my career had been elusive, involving jobs in sales, waitressing and reception before landing me in graduate school. As a young girl who dreamed of great wealth and fame, had a strong desire to make a difference in people’s lives, and had graduated from an Ivy League school, I hadn’t expected to begin my career at this point — in my early thirties with a husband, a mortgage, a thirteen-month-old and thousands of dollars of debt. But here I was. A trickle of ice had been forming in my stomach over the years, growing with every moment of frustration. Now, it had hardened into a large mass of ice, establishing how important this would be.


Christina, my first real patient, was not what I expected. She was petite and dressed in pressed cotton pants and a light blue sweater. She smiled easily at me as I led her to the conference room. I couldn’t imagine what she could possibly be here for — she seemed much less nervous than I.


I tried not to cringe as we settled into the conference room chairs. Surely the bare room and lack of a phone, books or diplomas belied my inexperience! If Christina noticed, she didn’t let on, and as she began to talk, a story unfolded which belied her composed appearance. For her entire life, she had struggled with violent mood swings, at some moments feeling full of energy and passion, at other moments, depressed and suicidal. Tears poured down her face as she described her anger, which sometimes grew so severe she would scream at her family or even throw things. She couldn’t handle stress and would retreat to her room and be unable to cope. Her marriage was rocky due to her volatile moods and her kids were starting to avoid her. She had been treated by other doctors for the depression, but that had only increased her anxiety and irritability. Christina was at the point where she had lost yet another job and was considering leaving her family so that at least their lives could return to normal.


As I questioned her further, it became apparent to me that the young woman in front of me likely had a bipolar disorder, or what is commonly known as manic-depressive illness. People with this illness have periods of depression, but they can also have periods of increased energy, talkativeness, anger or irritability and difficulty concentrating. Despite being treated by several doctors over the years, she had never been diagnosed with or treated for a bipolar illness.


At the conclusion of my questioning, I hesitated. How could I have noticed something that doctors had missed? First real patient, remember? Christina was looking at me expectantly. Waiting. I squelched the tight feeling in my chest and tried to smile reassuringly. Cautiously, I brought up the diagnosis of bipolar disorder and what it meant. We went over the treatments. With a slightly shaky hand, I wrote out a prescription for medication and gave her the name of a good therapist.


Two weeks later, Christina returned to my conference room. As before, she looked well put together in fashionable dark blue jeans and a button-down shirt. We sat down and I spent a moment writing the date in the chart and reviewing the medications I had prescribed. Then came the dreaded moment. It was time to ask the question. I tried to appear calm. “How are things going since your first visit?” I waited for the tears.


Christina looked down for a moment, then her eyes met mine, several tears already welling up at the corners. “You’ve changed my life,” she said simply. She sniffed and pressed a knuckle to her left eye. “I don’t know what you gave me, but it was magical. I have been less depressed. I’m not angry anymore. I’m not snapping at my kids. We actually went hiking this weekend and even when a snake almost bit my son on the ankle, I was able to remain calm and handle it. My thoughts aren’t racing a mile a minute. I had the first good night’s sleep I can ever remember.”


I felt a grin forming and tried not to show my amazement. My treatment plan had actually worked! This was not the same woman who had come to me in tears just a few weeks earlier.


“I don’t know how I can ever thank you,” she sniffed. “You’ve given me my family back. You’ve given me my hope back.”


As I pressed a tissue into Christina’s hands, I tried to hold back my own tears. There was an incredible shift in my stomach. The block of ice I had grown so accustomed to was starting to melt. I could feel the water trickling into my limbs, the cold in my gut replaced by warmth and comfort. Finally, it all clicked. All those years of struggling through jobs I hated, of wondering what my purpose was, of second-guessing my decisions, of dropping my daughter off at day care so I could finish school and start a job. They had led me here to this bare, ugly conference room. And I had changed a woman’s life. A woman’s entire future — and that of her family’s. And she was only my first real patient!


Just think of how many more there were to come!


~Rachel Byrne
Chicken Soup for the Working Woman’s Soul
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Voice in the Night


How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world.


~Anne Frank


When I was nineteen years old, my friend Hanneke Boogaard was studying to become a nurse at Beatrix Hospital in The Netherlands. There, nursing students work during their study, the same as regular personnel. During her work on the night shift, Hanneke was strangely drawn to one patient in particular, a forty-year-old woman in a coma. Because Mrs. Groensma never had visitors, Hanneke remained at her bedside longer than the others. At first she tried not to admit it, since for her all patients should mean the same. But this woman fascinated her.


When Hanneke heard the patient had no living relatives, she spent even more time with her. She’d learned that people in comas could sometimes hear when they were spoken to. This woman had no one to do that for her, so Hanneke talked softly to her every night. Since she didn’t know her, she didn’t know what to talk about, so she told Mrs. Groensma all about herself. She explained how her parents had died in a car crash when she was young. For hours she shared her many memories of them. That’s all she had to cling to now. How she wished she had a specific personal item to remember them by — the golden four-leaf-clover locket her mother always wore. It was lost during the accident and never found, even though relatives searched the crash site and nearby ditch. Night after night, she talked and talked and grew more and more attached to Mrs. Groensma.


She would likely never come out of the coma, and she had no one in the world to care for her. Therefore, the time came for her to be transferred to a nursing home where she would eventually die. When Hanneke objected, she was heavily reprimanded for losing touch with her professional attitude and forbidden to contact the patient in the nursing home. Hanneke saw the logic of her supervisors but could not help thinking about Mrs. Groensma often.


Time went by, and Hanneke became a nurse and found a job in the Beatrix Hospital. One day at work, she was instructing a patient when a lady who was questioning another nurse turned and deliberately walked towards her. It was Mrs. Groensma! They found an empty room where they could speak privately, and Mrs. Groensma explained what she was doing there.


She recalled having been in a dark and lonely place, all alone, until the voice of what she thought must have been an angel started speaking, drawing her attention. Later when that voice stopped talking to her, she longed for the sound so much that she started struggling to get to the place where the voice had come from. She came out of the coma and took a long time to recover. Meanwhile she had questioned the nursing home staff. They eventually told her they had instructions to keep away a certain nurse who had made the mistake of getting too attached to her.


As soon as Mrs. Groensma was able, she came to the hospital to find that nurse. When she heard Hanneke talk to the patient, she recognized the voice that had spoken to her during her coma.


Mrs. Groensma took Hanneke’s hand. “I have something I want to give you to thank you. I found it fifteen years ago in a ditch and originally wanted to put pictures of my late husband and me in it and give it to my daughter. When she died, I was all alone and wanted to throw it away, but I never got around to it. I now want you to have it.”


Mrs. Groensma handed Hanneke a small box. Inside, sparkling in the sunlight, lay a golden four-leaf-clover locket. With a pounding heart, Hanneke opened it to see her parents’ photos.


Hanneke now wears the locket day and night and visits Mrs. Groensma whenever she wants.


And they talk and talk and grow more and more attached.


~Carin Klabbers
Chicken Soup for the Nurse’s Soul
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Farewell to the Queen of Hearts


She was only twenty-one years old, a royal rookie on her first visit to Canada, when I met Diana, princess of Wales. Her style at that time was House of Windsor rather than cover-girl glamour. She tended to fold her fingers inward to hide the fact that she bit her nails. But the essence of the woman was as apparent then as it was throughout her public life. She was vulnerable, compassionate, willing to break the rules, take a risk and do what she thought was right.


When I heard the terrible news about her death, and while photos flooded the television screen and commentators serialized her life, I remembered a story about her that I’ve often shared with family and friends. Although I’d been fortunate enough to meet Diana during royal tours in the 1980s, and later at 24 Sussex Drive in 1991, there was never a story less public or more telling about who this young woman really was. It took place in Halifax in June 1983, just hours after her plane had touched down from England.


The official welcome was being held at the Garrison Grounds, a huge field that on that sunny day was jammed with an estimated 10,000 cheering royal watchers. The crowd was pressed into a U-shape around the edges of the field. The centre was reserved for the trappings of pomp and ceremony. The royal couple was to do a walkabout around the edges of the crowd before proceeding to the centre for the ceremony. I chose a spot near the end of their route and watched what would become a vintage Princess Di walkabout. It turned into a love-in.


Seated near my vantage point were three rows of senior citizens in wheelchairs, who had been positioned to ensure a glimpse of the prince and princess. In the second row, and closest to where I was standing, an elderly gentleman in a pale blue sweater caught my attention. He was watching the princess with enormous pleasure. As the royal couple approached, I thought wistfully, Too bad, old man. You’re in the second row. Royalty only stops to speak to people in the first row. As Diana approached, he was straining from his wheelchair so forcefully, I was afraid he might tumble to the ground. Like everyone else on the Garrison Grounds that day, he was transmitting waves of warmth and welcome to the young princess.


Then, as if by telepathy, she saw him and apparently couldn’t resist returning the warmth. In a rather unroyal style, she reached her arm in over the heads of the people in the first row to shake his extended hand.


That’s when it happened. Suddenly, his arm began to flail. A spasm had overcome the old gentleman. His arm was swinging wildly, to the right and left and over his own head. Everyone was watching the discomfiting scene. For a split second Diana looked stunned and then, when an attendant rushed to the man’s side and calmed him, she withdrew her hand and returned to her royal walkabout. My heart ached for the old man. He looked so dejected, so disappointed in himself. Now his head drooped down, his shoulders stooped over. It seemed obvious that he knew he’d missed his chance to greet his princess.
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