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  What People Are Saying About

  Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul . . .


  “Congratulations to the authors for capturing the spirit of neighbor helping neighbor in the pages of Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul. It’s the spirit of the human family that helps confirm the importance of our organization’s mission to support and organize the vital work of the millions of volunteers in thousands of communities who are helping to solve some of our nation’s most serious social problems. After experiencing the enlightening and inspiring stories, I hope readers share my enthusiasm and get connected to volunteer opportunities in their communities.”


  Robert K. Goodwin

  president and CEO, Points of Light Foundation &

  Volunteer Center National Network


  “A great collection of heartwarming stories that both celebrates the heroism of volunteers and reveals the joy these actions can generate. Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul will make you put down the remote control, go out and make a difference in someone’s life.”


  Peggy Conlon

  president and CEO, The Ad Council, Inc.


  “Nearly 125 million Americans volunteer today, and a common reaction from these wonderful people—teens through seniors—is, ‘I get back so much more than I give.’ If you want to know what they mean, read this book! If you’re not one of those 125 million, after reading it, you will be!”


  Sara E. Meléndez

  president and CEO, Independent Sector


  “Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul demonstrates an old truism— that by serving other people, you help yourself even more. Each of these stories is a testament to the power of volunteerism.”


  Edwin Futa

  General Secretary, Rotary® International


  “Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul is a vehicle that speaks to the dedicated volunteers who never have time to put the value of their work into words. It is a great compilation of blood, sweat and tears.”


  Jill Arahill Perez

  former AmeriCorps project manager


  “Absolutely incredible stories! Noble, generous, unsung heroes! Inspires not only volunteerism, but a thousand creative ways to do it.”


  Dr. Stephen R. Covey

  author, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People


  “The stories in Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul go far beyond volunteering. They are life lessons for us all. This may be the book that changes the world—at the very least, your little corner of it.”


  Diane Penola

  helped in aftermath of the World Trade Center attacks

  chairperson, Alliance for Substance Abuse Prevention


  “The spirit of volunteerism is alive and well. This lovely and inspiring book offers wonderful examples of one of the most profound and basic of all human experiences—that is, the capacity for giving from the heart.”


  Jane Bluestein

  author, Creating Emotionally Safe Schools and Mentors, Masters

  and Mrs. MacGregor: Stories of Teachers Making a Difference


  “Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul is a heartwarming ensemble of stories that will move your soul and rekindle your spirit for helping others. Every story will make an impact and tug on your emotional heartstrings. I was touched.”


  Lily DiSabatino

  volunteer coordinator

  Wilmington Hospital—Christiana Care Health System
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  “I wrote to my folks last night and told them we were

  really able to dig into our first project!”


  [EDITORS’ NOTE: For information on USA Freedom Corps, contact 877-USA-CORPS (872-2677); e-mail: info@usafreedomcorps.gov; Web site: www.usafreedomcorps.gov/volunteer.html.]


  Reprinted by permission of Jack Schmidt.
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  Volunteer’s Creed


  Though my troubles and my worries

  are sometimes all that I can see—

  still I always must remember

  life’s not only about me.


  Other souls are also hurting

  and I know that it’s God’s plan

  to reach out to help another—

  to extend to them my hand.


  With this purpose as my focus—

  to be a comfort to a friend—

  all my troubles and my worries

  seem to fade out in the end.


  It is one of God’s true lessons—

  how my walk is meant to be—

  true happiness I find when

  life’s not only about me.


  Tom Krause


  Introduction


  It is our deepest pleasure to offer you Chicken Soup for the Volunteer’s Soul.


  Over the years, volunteers have been treated, for the most part, with a nice pat on the back with the notion that the majority of people just didn’t have the time nor the desire to get involved.


  But as our society moves through economic cycles and recovers from acts of terrorism, the concept of volunteering to offer comfort, aid and, most importantly, one’s time to “make a difference” has become validated as an accepted and natural part of daily life.


  If you have not yet discovered the rewards of volunteering, our highest hope is that, as you read and absorb each story, you will feel inspired to reevaluate how you choose to spend your time.


  Good stories, like the best mentors, guide but don’t dictate: They are unique experiences, insights tied to emotional triggers that grab our attention and replay in our memories. They often free us from the chains of past decisions and motivate us to push harder to better the world. A really good story allows us to recognize the choices that are open to us and to see new alternatives we might not have considered before. It can give us permission and instill courage to try a new path of action, and, ideally, it can provide us with the motivation to join thousands of other volunteers on the same positive path.


  For this book, we carefully selected stories that hopefully will make you feel as if you were actually present. From that virtual reality, we trust you will be inspired, empowered and, in some cases, even humbled to make a difference in the world on a sustained basis. We hope you will be moved from spectator to participant.


  Many of the people you will meet in these pages are models of unconditional kindness, compassion and love. They chose hope over despair, optimism over cynicism, and caring over withdrawal or indifference by volunteering to help people in need.


  Whether we are veteran or new volunteers, the result is clear: A single individual can make a significant difference in the lives of others, and thereby have a positive impact in creating a more equitable, civil and peaceful world.


  1

  THE REWARDS

  OF

  VOLUNTEERING


  For it is in giving that we receive.


  Saint Francis of Assisi


  When Two or More Gather


  You can’t be brave if you’ve only had wonderful things happen to you.


  Mary Tyler Moore


  Three days after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, I was working in my home office, preparing for a speech I was slated to deliver. I struggled with how best to acknowledge the grief and shock of the recent tragedy, and still provide the content I was expected to present about positive perspective.


  While I focused on this challenge, my mind occasionally turned to an e-mail I had received several times that morning and the previous evening, all from different people: “In an effort to demonstrate national unity, please stop for a minute at 7:00 P.M. on Friday, September 15th, and step outside your home or place of business and light a candle for peace.”


  I was moved by the idea. Candles signify gathering and ritual—sometimes to celebrate a birthday or to welcome a guest, sometimes to offer a prayerful petition, sometimes to mark passage into the next life. I forwarded the e-mail to my daughters at their respective colleges and retrieved two candles for my husband and myself from the buffet and laid them on the kitchen counter. Then I went back and got two more, intending to ask the young couple who live next door to join us. They were expecting their first child soon, and it occurred to me that they might welcome the chance to focus on something positive and uplifting.


  When I stopped for lunch and discovered yet another email about the candle lighting, I knew immediately that it should be more than just a private affair. It should be an opportunity for all our neighbors to gather together to share the grief and the disbelief, and to pray collectively for world peace. And it should provide a vehicle for all those who wanted to “do something” to help, so a basket for Red Cross donations seemed a good solution. I called my husband to bounce the idea off him.


  “Let’s go for it,” came his unhesitating response. We both believed that there is great power and healing in group prayer.


  Hastily printing flyers on my computer, I spent the next half-hour walking up and down our one-block-long street, distributing the invitation to gather in front of our home a little before 7:00 P.M. for candle lighting and nondenominational prayers for peace. We asked participants to bring candles, prayers, singing voices and, if they wished, a monetary donation. In an effort to avoid a somber or frightening tone for the many young children on the street, we noted on the flyer that everyone was to bring their best voices for a rousing “Three Cheers for America.” And we made red, white and blue clothing optional.


  At 6:50 P.M., the sidewalk in front of our house was empty, and I speculated that the typically busy Friday nights of suburban families had conflicted with our service. A few moments later, I stepped out the door and glanced up and down the street. More than forty people were converging from both directions, most of them sporting some form of red, white and blue, many carrying small flags with their candles.


  One of the first people I spotted was a retired gentleman making his way very slowly up the street with his cane, his gait slowed by recent surgery. His petite wife, her face a picture of kindness and concern, accompanied him. We hastily moved the program toward their home. Another of the early arrivals was our neighbor from across the street whose celebration of new citizenship we had attended a scant few months ago.


  But what moved me most was the presence of my neighbor, three doors down, on the same side. She had not attended any neighborhood gatherings since the death of her son three years previously. She had graciously declined invitations, explaining that she “wasn’t ready.”


  “I wasn’t sure if I could do this, but I really wanted to,” she explained to me quietly. “You know, Michael was a Marine, and the talk of military action makes me think of him.” She wore the sunglasses that so frequently hide the tears of a grieving heart.


  “I’m so glad you came,” I whispered. “Stay close to me.” We stood shoulder to shoulder, holding hands during much of the service. I felt deeply privileged to witness both her courage and her wish to honor the memory of her son.


  Our service was brief but meaningful. We welcomed our neighbors, said a prayer and petitions we had composed that afternoon, and asked for and received many spontaneous petitions. One woman brought a special prayer for our nation. We sang “God Bless America” and several other patriotic songs. When we finished with the songs we had planned, some of the older children led us in another. The “Three Cheers for America” generated great volume and enthusiasm, especially from the preschool participants. And the collection basket for the Red Cross brought a generous response.


  I looked at the faces of my neighbors, awed by the power of the human connection that makes us feel a little more brave. I also knew in an instant that my message to audiences from this day forward would include service to others as a milestone on the path to perspective.


  Maureen Murray


  [EDITORS’ NOTE: For information on the American Red Cross, contact your local Red Cross chapter or visit their Web site: www.redcross.org.]


  Something Worthwhile


  As a busy freshman college student who preferred entertainment and camaraderie, I decided to become a member of the university’s Student Activity Committee. This committee was responsible for organizing and carrying out campus events, including community volunteer projects.


  One of my first ventures with committee members consisted of boxing food items at the local food bank for delivery to low-income senior citizens. It’ll be fun to get away from studies and just hang out with my peers, I thought. Yet, far beyond my wildest imagination, God had something much more meaningful in store for me.


  Our first day out, students gathered at the food center. We packed boxes with some staples of life and loaded them into our vehicles. Then, in teams of three, we set out to predetermined destinations. My partners and I were assigned to the senior housing project on the south end of Salt Lake City.


  Upon our arrival, we checked in at the monitor’s desk and began moving from door to door with our grocery offerings. It quickly became evident to me that, although the residents were grateful for the food items, they were especially pleased to have young visitors. However, I sensed a longing in a few of them, perhaps for days of their youth.


  One resident introduced himself as Loki and invited us into his humble dwelling. At the age of ninety-two, he carefully moved about with an aluminum walker. Loki explained that he lived alone since his wife, Ester, died in 1972. Around the small room were photographs of a young Ester and Loki, their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Loki declared that he enjoyed his independence and preferred to live alone, not with family. Then, with downcast eyes, he said, “If life wasn’t so hectic, I’d have plenty of family visitors.” I wondered if his loved ones had forgotten about him.


  We discussed sports, school and hobbies. As I made us some hot cocoa, Loki promised to teach us how to tie a fishing fly, in case we decided to visit again. Upon our departure, Loki smiled and gave us each a little hand-carved hickory flute. “This is to show my appreciation for your commendable service work,” he announced proudly. By day’s end, my selfish motives for participating in this project had slipped away. The sunlight of an unfamiliar spirit had begun to radiate in my heart.


  As a windy fall began to turn into a frosty winter, I found myself returning frequently to the housing project for visits with the residents, especially Loki. Although he had little formal education, his wisdom was profound. Thanks to Loki, aside from mastering the arts of tying fishing flies and whittling flutes, I came to appreciate poetry, nature and God. Loki told me why I was unique and important—something that no one had ever impressed upon me. As my self-esteem increased, I began to gain interest in others. Soon, I felt a usefulness I had never known.


  In late December of that year, bearing a Christmas gift, I went to see Loki. Upon my arrival at the senior housing project, John, the front-desk monitor, reluctantly informed me that my friend Loki had died during the night. My heart sank like a stone plummeting into a bottomless pit. I dropped Loki’s present on the floor and staggered to a chair in the lobby. “God decides when it’s our time to come home,” Loki had recently told me, “and until then, we do the best we can on Earth.” I vividly remembered his words.


  Unaware that John had moved to my side, he placed a letter in my lap. My name was scrawled on the envelope in Loki’s unsteady handwriting. “When I found him in bed this morning,” John whispered, “he was holding this in his hands.”


  Trembling, I opened the envelope and removed the single page. As I read, tears welled up in my eyes. I began to cry and was unashamed, “. . . for this is natural and beneficial,” my old friend had said. His letter of farewell was inscribed as follows:


  Dear Tony,

      It’s my time to be with Ester. Although my body is very tired, my soul is soaring. I’ve lived a lot of years. But it was in my last days that the goodness in your heart, Tony, made for many of the most special moments. You were a good friend to an old man who ended up alone in this world. Thank you for being a valuable part of my life. Remember to always let God guide your journeys, and his angels will forever remain by your side.


  I love you,

  Loki


  My service work allowed me to have a spiritual encounter with a ninety-two-year-old man who changed my attitude and outlook on life. God has blessed me with the gift of being a part of something worthwhile.


  Tony Webb


  The Sounds of Hope


  Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul, and sings the tune without the words, and never stops, at all.


  Emily Dickinson


  Regilene, a petite, shapely woman with long, thick, mocha-colored hair, moved with the slow, swaying style of women born to samba—the Brazilian dance of sensual hip gyrations. Her cinnamon skin and large, dark eyes seemed weary from twenty-seven years of negotiating a hard life.


  When she first entered my exam room at the mission, her right hand was gently cupped over the center of her face. As she carefully removed that safeguard, her delicate fingers fell to her side revealing a sight that would provoke a wince, even in someone accustomed to working with maxillofacial disorders. Regilene had no mouth or nose, only a gaping hole where nature had played an evil trick, causing her palate and teeth to protrude from the chasm in a hideous countenance.


  The plastic surgeons, nurses and dentists had already examined her. As a speech pathologist, I was familiar with cleft-palate speech and fluent enough in Portuguese to complete an evaluation and make an analysis as to how surgery might affect her speech.


  I noted from her medical record that she was a young woman who lived in the interior of Brazil, a five-hour bus ride away. The fact that she was an adult was disturbing. The mission was based in a pediatric hospital, which meant that we only took children under the age of sixteen.


  “Oi, Regilene, como vai?” I asked, as she sat down in my patient chair. “Hi, how are you?” The edges of her eyes turned up in what appeared to be a smile.


  She produced a picture of a cherubic little boy. “Meu filho” (“My son”), she explained. Her nasal speech was intelligible only to those accustomed to cleft-palate conversation. She continued in Portuguese, using hand signals and gestures. “He was watching television and saw that Operation Smile was in this city. He begged me to come and get my face fixed. I am here for him and for me.”


  That night, after the team meeting, I searched for Dr. Bill Magee, the head of our mission and founder of Operation Smile. I wanted to be sure we would not turn this lady away. Surely we could do something for her.


  To my relief, Dr. Magee had already sized up the situation and was working fervently with two Brazilian plastic surgeons and the hospital administration. Time was running out. We would be leaving in five days.


  All week Regilene waited as a hundred children came and went, and returned for follow-up visits. Regilene, accompanied by a cousin, stayed in a crowded dorm-like room attached to the hospital.


  In the middle of the week, I helped the team’s Brazilian dentist fashion an obturator for Regilene—a dental prosthesis that would help close off the hole in her palate, improving her ability to eat and perhaps even her speech. My colleagues and I taught her oral-motor exercises and showed her how to use her tongue and newly created palate to sound out letters. She practiced and wore her obturator faithfully. But the device failed to improve her appearance, and we were well aware it wasn’t what she had come for.


  While her cousin was away for a week, I looked in on Regilene every day. I usually found her among the children, drawing pictures of smiling girls with perfect faces. I brought inexpensive trinkets, like necklaces, lotion and bubbles, to keep her spirits up. Marc, the team photographer, gave her the most cherished gift of all: a radio headset to help her pass the time. All she could do for five interminable days was wait and hope.


  Finally on the last day, the surgeons announced that they would operate. She was to be the last patient of the day. I reassured an anxious Regilene that I would accompany her into the operating room and hold her hand as she was put to sleep.


  As promised, I spoke to her softly in Portuguese as the anesthesia took effect. I stayed for a while to watch the plastic surgeon, Dr. Henrique, as he created her new face. All I could see was a jumble of skin, cartilage, blood and teeth. It looked like a puzzle with missing pieces.


  For the next few hours, I helped with the other patients in the recovery room, trying not to hope for too much. Suddenly, a voice summoned me from my reverie, “She’s almost finished in surgery, Cathy.”


  I hurriedly put on my surgical mask, entered the room and carefully approached the sterile field. Dr. Henrique had just finished the last stitch. As I looked down, I saw an incredible sight. Where a horrendous abyss had once cursed Regilene’s face, there was the semblance of a normal nose and mouth that would soon be capable of forming a real smile. Tears soaked my mask. Every one of the nurses and doctors shed tears of joy. For a full minute we just stood there in awe.


  I sat with Regilene in the recovery room, as she slowly came to. With fear-filled eyes she took my hand. Later, a nurse and I wheeled Regilene out into the hallway to be taken to the post-operative area. Waiting at the end of the corridor were her cousin and the rest of the Operation Smile team. It seemed Regilene’s timing was impeccable. Team members were already packing instruments for their return to the United States.


  When Regilene appeared, everyone applauded and the sounds of hope echoed through the halls. As the nurse wheeled the cart toward the door, Regilene’s cousin suddenly blocked their path, crying and yelling “Pare!” (“Stop!”). Next, she ran over to me, hugged me and said in Portuguese, “This is a miracle from God! Thanks to all of you for helping my Regilene.” The cousin and the cart disappeared around the bend. I stood there, my body drained but my soul full.


  Cathryn Pearse Snyders


  [EDITORS’ NOTE: For information on Operation Smile, contact 6435 Tidewater Drive, Norfolk, VA 23509; 757-321-7645; fax:757-321-7660; Web site: www.operationsmile.org.]


  The Yellow Birds


  I was in the prima donna, self-centered phase of age seventeen, and my motives were simple—to enhance my final Health Assistant grade. To accomplish my goal, I volunteered at the nearby convalescent center.


  For weeks, I grumbled to my boyfriend, “I can’t believe I’m stuck with tending to old people for free.” He agreed.


  I soon realized that the bright yellow uniforms we were required to wear made matters even worse. On our first day at the center, the nurses took one look at our bright apparel and nicknamed us the “yellow birds.”


  On the days I was scheduled to work, I complained to the other “yellow birds” about how emptying bedpans, changing soiled linens and spoon-feeding pureed foods to mumbling mouths were not things any teenager should have to do.


  One long and tedious month passed before I first met Lily Sturgeon, an eighty-seven-year-old resident who would change my life. I was given a tray of food and sent to her room. As I entered, Lily’s bright blue eyes appraised me.


  After talking with her for a few minutes, I realized why I hadn’t noticed Lily before that day. I had walked past her room numerous times, but, unlike many of the other residents, Lily was soft-spoken and congenial. From my first day at the center, I learned that the nurses had their favorites, usually those who had outstanding characteristics. From joke-tellers to singers, the loud and rambunctious received more attention.


  There was something about Lily that I liked immediately. Strangely, I began to enjoy our talks.


  One rainy afternoon she smiled and said, “Come here, Karen. Sit down. I have something to show you.” She lifted a small photo album and began to turn the pages. “This was my Albert. See him there? Such a handsome man.”


  Her voice softened as she pointed to a pretty little girl sitting on top of a fence. “And that was our darling Emmy when she was eight years old.” Suddenly, a teardrop landed on the page.


  I quickly turned to Lily. “What is it?” I whispered, placing my hand on hers. She turned the pages silently, and I noticed that Emmy was not in any of the other photographs.


  Then Lily broke the silence. “She died from cancer that year,” Lily said sadly. “She’d been in and out of hospitals most of her life, but that year her little body just couldn’t take any more.”


  “I’m so sorry,” I said, not knowing how to comfort her.


  She smiled slightly as she turned to the last page. Inside the worn album was one more faded picture of a middle-aged Lily standing on tiptoes and kissing a clown’s cheek. “That’s my Albert,” she laughed, recalling happier memories. “After Emmy died, we decided to help the children at the hospital. We were disturbed by the dismal surroundings while Emmy was hospitalized.”


  Lily stopped briefly to look at the photograph one more time. “That’s when Albert decided to become ‘Smiley the Clown.’ Emmy was always smiling, even in the worst of times. I scraped together what fabric I could find and sewed this costume for Albert.” She smiled and clapped her hands in joy. “The children loved it! Every weekend we’d volunteer at the hospitals to bring smiles and gifts to the children.”


  “But you said that you were poor,” I reminded her. “How’d you manage that?”


  “Well,” she grinned, “smiles are free, and the gifts weren’t anything fancy.” She closed the album and leaned back against her pillows. “Sometimes the local bakers donated goodies. When we were really hurting for money, we’d bring a fresh litter of pups from our farm. The children loved petting them. After Albert died, I noticed how faded and worn the costume was, so I rented one and dressed as Smiley myself . . . that is, until my first heart attack, about ten years ago. Smiley was then forced into retirement.”


  When I left Lily’s room that day, I couldn’t think of anything but how generous she and Albert had been to children who weren’t even their own.


  Graduation day neared and, on my last day, I hurried to Lily’s room. She was asleep, curled into a fetal position from stomach discomfort. I stroked her brow and worried about who would take care of her the way I did. She didn’t have any surviving family members, and most of the staff were too busy to give her the extra love and attention I had grown to so willingly share.


  At times, I wanted to proclaim Lily’s virtues to the staff. She would stop me and remind me that the good things she’d done were done without thoughts of self. “Besides,” she would say, “doesn’t the good Lord tell us to store our treasures in heaven and not on this Earth?”


  Lily must have sensed my anguish that day as I stood by her bed. Opening her eyes, she asked in a concerned voice laced with pain, “What is it, dear?”


  “I’ll be back in two weeks,” I responded, explaining about high-school graduation. “And then I’ll visit you every day. I promise.”


  She sighed and squeezed my fingers. “I can’t wait for you to tell me all about it.”


  Two weeks later, I rushed back to the center with a bouquet of lilies in my hand. As I stepped into her clean, neat, unoccupied room, I searched for an answer to Lily’s whereabouts. My heart already knew the answer.


  I threw the flowers on the bed and wept.


  A nurse came in and gently touched my shoulder.


  “Were you one of the yellow birds?” she asked. “Is your name Karen?”


  I nodded, and she handed me a gift-wrapped box. “Lily wanted you to have this. We’ve had it since she died because we didn’t know how to get in touch with you.”


  It was her photo album. Clutching it tightly to my chest, I quickly left.


  Three weeks later, my horrified boyfriend stood before me. “You can’t be serious!” he said, pacing back and forth. “You look ridiculous!”


  As I tried to look at myself in the mirror, he blocked my reflection. “You can’t be serious!” he repeated. “How in the world did you pay for that thing anyway?”


  “With my graduation money,” I answered.


  “What?” he exclaimed, shaking his head. “You spent the money that we saved for New York on that? ”


  “Yep,” I said. “Life is more about giving than receiving.”


  “This is just great,” he muttered, helping me tie the back of my costume. “And what am I supposed to say when someone asks me what my girlfriend’s name is? Bozo?”


  Looking at my watch, I realized I needed to hurry if I wanted to make it on time to the Children’s Hospital. “Nope,” I answered, kissing him on the cheek. “Tell them it’s Smiley . . . Smiley the Clown.”


  Karen Garrison


  Keep Your Head Up


  No one can make you feel inferior but yourself.


  Eleanor Roosevelt


  I am a volunteer teacher in Africa. I am not here to change anything, I say to myself on the way home from school. Yet today the boys made it clear that girls aren’t allowed to participate in class. The girls don’t even try. They are outnumbered: 102 boys and five girls. The girls sit squished on two cement bricks in the back of the class, pretending to be invisible.


  As I pass the well, I wave to the women working and smile at my student, Lydie. She sees me, stops pumping water then approaches. In class, she’s the only girl out of the five who leans forward, listening to my lesson, looking as if she wants to raise her hand, take a risk and participate.


  “Miss?” Lydie asks. “Will you teach me to ride your bike?” She is so shy, almost shaking, and her eyes are squinting as though she’s afraid I’ll slap her for merely asking the question.


  “When do you want to start?” I ask.


  Lydie’s eyes flutter as if there’s a butterfly trapped inside, longing to be set free. “No one must know, Miss. You must teach me in the darkness of the morning. Please, Miss, promise not to tell.”


  “I promise, Lydie, but why?”


  “Women don’t ride bikes. They say we won’t be able to make baby. And no one would want to marry me if he thought I could ride a bike across the village and get into trouble.”


  I don’t understand what it means to be an African woman. I don’t understand how to be a volunteer teacher. How do I teach her what she wants to know without causing waves? How do I set her mind free without getting us both in trouble?


  The next morning, Lydie arrives at four-thirty. She insists on guiding the bike through the darkness toward our remote destination. Lydie’s shoulders are high and tense as we head out from the village.


  “I want to be strong, like you, Miss,” Lydie says.


  She is so nervous that I now understand why this is an activity where we better not be caught.


  “Which direction is Nigeria?” Lydie asks. I point west toward the bridge. Lydie’s eyes fill with tears. She clears her throat, then says, “I have watched you cross that bridge so many times.”


  Lydie fixes her eyes on the horizon. Here, women learn to put their secret hopes in the distance and wait for the wind to change and blow their dreams closer.


  “How far is it to Nigeria?” she asks, dreaming of the freedom to have an adventure of her own someday. “Miss, you come only once in my life. I want to learn from you,” she says.


  “This is a good place,” I say and Lydie confronts the bicycle. She lifts her head and for the first time, swings her right leg over the bicycle.


  “Okay,” I say, “you pedal, and I’ll push.”


  “Don’t let go, Miss.”


  I don’t say a word. I just begin to push. She glides along for twenty yards or so without doing a thing.


  “Pedal, Lydie, pedal!”


  She begins to pedal. I try to maintain the balance myself, while increasing the speed so she can gain momentum. But Lydie is steering wildly and twists the bike from my grasp. I’m forced to let go and fall to the ground as she crashes.


  Lydie lies sprawling on the sand as I quickly get up and run to her.


  “Miss! You let go!”


  “The bike was swerving, and I couldn’t hold on,” I say.


  “I will never be able to steer!”


  “Steering will come.”


  “I can’t do this.”


  “Lydie, you will learn!”


  Lydie climbs back onto the bike. As I push again, running behind and steadying her with both hands, Lydie pedals furiously.


  “That’s it, Lydie. That’s the way!”


  “Don’t let go, Miss!”


  When she has a rhythm, I let go. But this time she falls hard, screams on impact, then quickly throws a hand over her mouth in panic. We both look around to see if anyone is nearby.


  Lydie looks up at me bitterly.


  “I’m sorry, Lydie, but it’s the only way.”


  “I can’t do this! When I look down and see how fast I’m going, I get scared.”


  I haven’t yet told Lydie about needing to find a balance. Here I am trying to find the balance for her, and it doesn’t matter how she pedals or how she steers if she doesn’t have a balance of her own.


  And then I realize, African women grow up learning that skill. I think back to the well when I tried to find a balance carrying a bucket of water.


  “Lydie, imagine carrying a bucket of water on your head. You don’t look down when you’re carrying water. You look at what’s in front of you.”


  Lydie winces as she mounts the bike. Both knees are bleeding, and her elbows are badly scraped.


  “Imagine a bucket of water right here,” I tell her. As I touch the top of her head, she looks into my eyes and, finally, smiles.


  Lydie begins pedaling confidently. Her steering is better, and her head is up. The seat is steady in my hands now, and I’m no longer struggling to maintain a grip. In a moment, we’re gliding through the fields.


  “Keep that bucket of water on your head!”


  Lydie raises her chin. The imaginary bucket is there, sitting atop her head like a crown. Lydie gets it and flies with it.


  And when I finally let go, she doesn’t even notice. She just pedals on. What seems like an eternity is perhaps only one triumphant minute. I hold my breath, watching Lydie flow through the desert like a graceful sailboat driven by a steady wind. Lydie has found her moment of victory. She is free!


  I realize this is Lydie’s achievement, not mine. I recognize that Lydie has found the door to freedom on her own. I let go of the “American volunteer hero” concept that I carried with me in Africa. I am no longer Peace Corps, no longer a volunteer, nor am I Lydie’s teacher. I am simply a woman. And Lydie is no longer of the developing world. She’s not African, not Cameroonian and not a student.


  We’re only two women, and each of us is struggling to learn something new.


  It feels right, and I let out a joyful cry.


  Lydie hears and realizes that my voice has come from a distance. As she turns her head and looks back at me, she loses control of the bike and crashes.


  But this time it doesn’t matter. Lydie has had a victory, and I can’t wait to tell her how proud I am and how brave she is.


  I run to her and lift the bike away. Then, on my knees, I lift her from the sand and into my arms. “You did it, Lydie!” I exclaim, as I rock her in my arms. “You did it!”


  As the realization comes crashing down on her, Lydie begins to cry. Then she smiles. She can do it. She can do anything.


  Susana Herrera


  [EDITORS’ NOTE: For more information on the Peace Corps, contact 1111 20th Street, N.W., Washington, DC 20526; 800-424-8580; Web site: www.peacecorps.org.]


  How Many Grapes Does It Take?


  Melissa lived in a trailer park, miles from my campus, in one of a dozen turquoise units wedged between a bowling alley and the turnpike. Beer cans and abandoned clothing speckled the lawn outside #9—a scene not unfamiliar to your average college student, if this were the aftermath of a frat party. But those rusted training wheels? That Barbie lying face down in the mud?


  “Mol,” I said. “What are we doing here?”


  Molly nosed the car up to the only patch of ground not littered with anything and replied, in that deliberate way that only a best friend can, “We’re making a difference. Remember?”


  Three weeks before, propelled by the fervor of the liberal-arts curriculum, I had charged back to my dorm room with all the righteousness of Robin Hood. “I’m signing us up for ‘Big Brothers Big Sisters,’” I told Molly. “What’s an $85,000 education worth if we don’t use it to make a difference?”


  Molly smiled at me, the same smile she always wears because she knows me so well she can read my mind: Who do we think we are—with our J. Crew barn jackets and our name-brand educations? Who do we think we are, showing up on this family’s doorstep and kidnapping their daughter?


  Fearing the awkward moment of face-to-face economic disparity, we knocked on the door. Much to our relief, the parents didn’t answer. Melissa did, in all her kindergarten splendor. Tiny and stick-limbed, she peered up at us and wrinkled her nose like a rabbit. Sniff. Sniff. Could these big girls be trusted?


  Behind her stood two older children, each with Melissa’s shaggy blonde hair and blue eyes. They hung back as she gave us a tour of the trailer.


  “Here is the TV. Here is the beanbag chair. Here is the picture I drawed in art.”


  Melissa’s parents, quiet in chairs, watched her flit about. They smiled with the amused detachment of any parent watching a child take the spotlight.


  “Here is me when I was a little baby. Here is my twin baby, Mark, that died.”


  Molly and I leaned in closer to see the photos clearly: one baby dressed in pink, one in blue.


  “Missy,” the mother said softly, beckoning with her finger. Melissa walked over to her mother and leaned in to hear the secret. Missy regarded us solemnly. “Mama said he’s in heaven with the other angels.”


  There was a shuffling silence from the agnostics in the room. Molly and I tried to fill the air. We offered unbidden assurances: seatbelts fastened, the four food groups, home by eight.


  Then the older sister piped up, “How come Missy gets extra sisters and we don’t?”


  “Yeah,” chimed the brother. “How come she gets a dinner at college?”


  From his chair at the opposite end of the room, the father spoke for the first time. His voice was deep and strong. “Tonight is Missy’s night.”


  Melissa grabbed one of my hands, one of Molly’s and started bouncing. “Katie . . . Dusty, I’ll eat for you,” she announced.


  Walking to the car, Melissa still held onto our hands. She managed to turn around and wave, with her foot, to Katie and Dusty who had their noses pressed against the windows.


  “They wanted to come,” said Melissa as we tucked her into the back seat of the car.


  “Next time, kiddo. Tonight’s your own special night,” we told her. Melissa spent the drive to campus bouncing in the back seat: Tonight’s my special night, my special night, my special night.


  In our cafeteria, Melissa was about the same size as the dining-hall tray she was carrying. Since she insisted on carrying it herself, she was oblivious to the throng of students towering over her, thundering past her. She only saw the food.


  “Can I eat . . . anything?” she asked.


  “Sure,” we told her. “Pizza, pasta, cereal, soup, salad . . .”


  Melissa turned in circles for a few minutes, open-mouthed, until we guided her over to the salad bar in the middle of the Commons where she rested her tray along the slide and thought for a minute.


  She pointed to items in a metal tin. “What are them things?”


  “Grapes. Green grapes.”


  Over Melissa’s head, I mouthed to Molly: She’s never had grapes?


  “They good?” Melissa asked.


  “Delicious,” we told her, relieved she didn’t go straight for the ice-cream machine.


  I lifted Melissa up so she could reach the grapes with a pair of salad tongs. She piled enough on her plate to feed a large colony of fruit flies. “Whoooa, cowgirl,” I said.


  That was all she wanted. Grapes. From the staggering display of food in our dining hall, all Missy wanted were grapes. She thought they were “the most prettiest,” “the most yummiest” thing she had ever encountered in her life. She wanted to eat them every day of the week for every meal.


  We finally had to tell Melissa, ever so gently, that too many grapes would equal one very big stomachache, and that now would be a very good time to stop. The look on her face was priceless.


  “But I ain’t never gonna eat grapes again. I gotta eat enough for everyone. ”


  “Missy,” I affirmed, “there will always be enough grapes.”


  All three of us walked back to the salad bar and started filling plastic cups with grapes—one for each member of Melissa’s family, one for her for tomorrow, one for Molly and one for me. We promised there would be grapes the next time we brought her to dinner, and the next, and the next.


  Our drive home was a quiet one. Melissa sat very still in the back seat, careful not to spill her bounty, smiling down at the cups with reverence.


  We drove out onto the turnpike, past the bowling alley, through the trailer park and up onto the only patch of ground not littered with anything, before Melissa spoke.


  “Guys,” she said, “are there grapes in heaven?”


  Molly reached over and squeezed my hand, silently saying this question was all mine.


  “At every meal, baby,” I told her. “At every meal.”


  Natasha Friend


  [EDITORS’ NOTE: For more information, contact Big Brothers Big Sisters of America, 230 N. 13th St., Philadelphia, PA 19107; 215-567-7000; fax: 215-567-0394; e-mail: national@bbbsa.org; Web site: www.bbbsa.org.]


  The Hug of a Child


  As we drove across town, I prepared my two children for what they were about to see. A lady from our new church was dying of cancer, and I had volunteered to help her with the housework. “Annie has a tumor in her head, which has disfigured her face,” I cautioned them.


  Annie invited me to bring my children with me one day, as I had told her so much about them. “Most children are frightened by my appearance,” she said. “But I will understand if they don’t want to meet me.”


  I struggled for the words to describe Annie’s appearance to my son and daughter. Then I remembered a movie I’d seen two years earlier with my son, when he was ten. I wanted him to understand that disabled people are like anyone else—their feelings can be hurt, too.


  “David, remember the movie Mask about the boy with the facial deformity?”


  “Yes, Mom. I think I know what to expect.” His tone told me it was time to stop mothering him so much.


  “What does a tumor look like?” Diane asked me.


  Answering my nine-year-old daughter would be tricky. In order to prevent Diane’s revulsion when she met Annie, I needed to prepare her just enough but not too much. I didn’t want to frighten the child.


  “Her tumor looks like the skin on the inside of your mouth. It sticks out from under her tongue and makes it hard for her to talk. You’ll see it as soon as you meet her, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. Remember, don’t stare. I know you’ll want to look at it . . . that’s all right . . . just don’t stare.” Diane nodded. I knew she was trying to picture a tumor in her mind.


  “Are you kids ready for this?” I asked as we pulled up to the curb.


  “Yes, Mom,” David said, sighing as only a preteen can.


  Diane nodded and tried to reassure me. “Don’t worry, Mommy. I’m not scared.”


  We entered the living room, where Annie was sitting in her recliner, her lap covered with note cards for her friends. I stood across the room with my children, aware that anything could happen next.


  At the sight of my children, Annie’s face brightened. “Oh, I’m so glad you came to visit,” she said, dabbing a tissue at the drops of saliva that escaped from her twisted mouth.


  Then it happened. I watched David stride across the room to Annie’s chair, wrap his arms around her shoulders and press his cheek to her misshapen face. Smiling, he looked into her eyes and said, “I’m happy to meet you.”


  Just when I didn’t think I could be more proud, Diane copied her big brother and gave Annie the precious, accepting hug of a child.


  My throat tightened with emotion as I saw Annie’s eyes well up with grateful tears. I had nothing to worry about.


  Victoria Harnish Benson


  



  The Deep End by Matt Mateo
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  Reprinted by permission of Matt Matteo.


  We’ve Got Mail


  A small blur flew a few scant millimeters past my nose. “I don’t eat these!” Mrs. Clara Anthony wailed. This spry eighty-six-year-young resident of the Golden Years Nursing Center had quite a reputation. Glancing down at my feet, I discovered a single-serving box of cornflakes that she had just launched from her bed.


  It was my first day on the job as the new activity director, fresh from college and full of ideas. I was determined to give my residents more than the traditional three Bs of nursing-home activities: Bibles, Baskets and Bingo.


  Every attempt I made to pry Mrs. Anthony out of her bed and socialize with others met with failure. She would lift her glasses to her eyes and say, “I don’t do those things.” Shopping trips, travelogues, drama club—nothing could budge Clara.


  “She’s a crotchety old cuss,” said Annie, a nurse’s aide. “She could join in on the activities, but she prefers to sit in her dark room and wait for mail.”


  “Mail?” I asked.


  “Ever since her only son and his family moved to Texas, all Mrs. Anthony does is wait on mail. She misses them somethin’ fierce.”


  Each week saw more and more residents up, dressed and ready to participate in the “goings-on,” but Mrs.


  Anthony continued to withdraw.


  “I give up,” I admitted to Pam, the Adult Basic Education teacher. “I don’t know what to do.”


  “You must be talking about Clara Anthony,” said Rachel, my assistant.


  “Gary, Mrs. Anthony’s only interested in mail. If a day passes without a letter, watch out!” added Pam.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  Rachel replied, “If either Pam or I pass her room empty-handed, she throws the nearest thing.”


  “I’ve seen books, cups, even flowers come sailing out of her room,” added Pam.


  “She sounds unhappy,” I speculated.


  “Unhappy?” Rachel said incredulously. “After she’s thrown out half her room, she breaks down in writhing sobs.”


  “She misses her grandchildren,” Pam mused.


  Several days later, I walked into the activity room amid boisterous giggles. Rachel, Pam and a dozen residents were trying on an assortment of baseball caps. “Where did these come from?” I inquired. “There must be hundreds.”
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