

[image: Image]



[image: Images]





[image: Images]


For moments that become stories™


www.chickensoup.com




[image: Images]


Foreword


Every day millions of people show up at non-profit organizations around the world and “report to work.” They represent the army of caring, compassionate volunteers who are essential in making the lives of countless millions of people better because they give. They give of their time, and in some cases, of their treasure. One is not more important than the other.


In this book, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Volunteering & Giving Back, you will take many journeys around the world with people who have found their passion. You will understand firsthand how volunteering your time can transform causes that are important to you. If you feel that volunteering has become more of an obligation than a desire, maybe it is time to reevaluate how you share your time. This book may inspire you to hit the reset button and try giving to something completely new or find new ways to contribute to the same organization.


Giving is an integral part of our life. My husband John and I have actively contributed to our community since the day we got married. In some endeavors we gave of our time, for some we contributed treasure, and in many we gave both. As a couple, we have found that as much as we love spending time together, our favorite volunteer tasks are completely different. John loves to read books to children; it’s in his DNA, and you can honestly see him light up. I, on the other hand, love construction. Interior Design was my major and I love making things with my own hands. Give me a nail gun or a jackhammer and I light up. One opportunity is not more important or better than the other; rather, it is what sings to our hearts and gives us the most fulfillment.


Corporate Social Responsibility is something that most of us are familiar with. In 1997 Cisco gave a large gift to establish the Cisco Foundation. The Foundation was established as a totally separate organization with its own board of directors. This was the beginning of what has become a significant presence of tech companies giving back in their communities. I am really proud to say that John P. Morgridge, my father-in-law, was a part of launching the movement. Today, the Foundation is still in place, focusing on many things, including access to education, health care, economic improvement and disaster relief. What’s more touching is the employee matching program and volunteer program that Cisco has put in place; it is just part of their culture. It is in Cisco’s DNA to make money, and it is embedded in their corporate culture to give back: both time and treasure. When you have a global workforce of more than 70,000 people, the impact one company can have is overwhelming!


Bank of America is another company dedicated to making a global impact by giving both time and treasure. They are on a mission to give back two billion dollars. This is their stated goal and it is in their mission — a global organization with a local touch. What really stands out is their employee volunteer time. They have reported more than two million volunteer hours given by Bank of America employees. According to The NonProfit Times, the time volunteered in 2013 was worth an estimated 163 billion dollars.


Amy Newmark and her husband Bill Rouhana have published more than 100 Chicken Soup for the Soul books since they purchased the company with an investor group in 2008. They made a decision to donate proceeds from every book to address the complex needs of our community, from hunger to our four-legged loved ones. Amy and Bill understand the power of helping others, and lead by producing epic books that are fresh and relevant for us to read, share and to be inspired by.


As you read through this book, identify the stories that you love the most. Compare them to your own volunteer activity or giving. You might be doing exactly what you want, and if so, share your successes, or better yet, invite friends to share their time with you. If you are looking for a new fit, these stories will inspire you to find what is out there and make a difference by connecting with an organization or cause that inspires you. Young or old, rich or poor, we all have something to share. It’s a matter of finding your passion and then doing something that will not only have an impact on the recipient, but also on you.


~Carrie Morgridge


Author of Every Gift Matters


Vice President, The Morgridge Family Foundation
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Introduction


There’s a story in the original 1993 Chicken Soup for the Soul that everyone seems to remember. A tourist walking along a beach in Mexico sees a man bending down every so often to pick up a stranded starfish and throw it back into the sea. The tourist asks the man why he is bothering. He can’t possibly save the thousands of starfish that have washed up on shore. How does he expect to make a difference given the immensity of the problem? The do-gooder bends down, picks up another starfish and tosses it into the water, saying, “Made a difference to that one.”


That story may be apocryphal but it remains one of my favorites. It’s a perfect way to start this collection of 101 stories from people who volunteer and give back, making a difference one person at a time. In fact, Carrie Morgridge, who wrote the foreword for this book and also helped us gather stories, cited yet another version of that same starfish story at the beginning of her recent bestseller, Every Gift Matters.


The subtitle of Carrie’s book is “How Your Passion Can Change The World,” and this book is filled with just that — passion. Every story is about people who are passionate about their volunteer work and their charitable giving, passionate about the new purpose they have found in their lives, and passionate about what volunteering has done for them. As you read the stories, you’ll also find that these writers feel that the biggest beneficiaries of their altruistic endeavors are themselves!


That’s why we start this volume with a chapter called “Who’s Helping Whom?” You’ll read about Ann Clark Van Hine, a 9/11 widow who finds healing and camaraderie in leading tours of the World Trade Center site and the 9/11 Tribute Center. Her volunteer work has led to many blessings for her, including two trips to Japan to share her story with survivors of the earthquake and tsunami there. Ann concludes her story by saying, “As I help others, my healing continues.”


In Chapter 1, you’ll also meet Toni Somers, who started playing guitar and leading sing-alongs at an assisted living facility twenty years ago because she needed something to do while visiting her sister there. Now, at eighty years old, Toni continues to volunteer at the facility, long after her sister’s passing, because the sing-alongs have become part of her own social system and the residents have become her extended family.


Speaking of family, we read numerous stories about families volunteering together. It’s a great way to create shared memories, bring teenagers out of their shells, and instill respect, compassion, and tolerance in kids starting at a young age. In Chapter 2, “A Family Affair,” you’ll meet Sumer Sorensen-Bain, whose young son Kylan set out to raise money for a birthday gift for his Ugandan pen pal, and ended up starting a youth network called the Difference Maker Movement. These kids and their parents are working together to make things happen all over the world.


Volunteering is a wonderful way for parents to connect with their children, particularly during those teenage years. You’ll read about how Cathi LaMarche and her daughter bonded as they worked in a food pantry, and how her daughter, never a fan of getting up early, eagerly returned to do a morning shift after she learned about the extent of the hunger problem in their community.


It’s not just our kids who learn valuable lessons from volunteering. We share some great ones in Chapter 3, which is called “Lessons Learned.” I loved Nicole Webster’s story about how tutoring a little boy for a whole school year made her realize that she had been ignoring the cute little boy in her own home — her brother. Nicole’s volunteer work opened her eyes to the siblings she had been too “grown-up” to notice — and now she is best friends with her sister and brother.


You can’t volunteer without learning how lucky you really are, and that’s what Sharon Struth explains in her story about renovating a trailer home in Appalachia. When the woman living there complimented Sharon on her skin and her appearance, she realized how blessed she was, living a normal middle-class lifestyle, to have ready access to skin care products and regular haircuts, things that most of us take for granted.


Speaking of being grateful for what we have, that is really the basis for Chapter 4, “The Spirit of Christmas.” I must warn you that we normally keep the magic alive for young readers in our books, but many of the stories in this chapter describe how our writers give Santa a little assist when it comes to distributing toys to all the good boys and girls out there.


Have you ever wondered where all the toys go after you donate them to Toys for Tots? Carrie Morgridge tells us how it works and also explains something I never knew — many of those “tots” are actually teenagers, and Toys for Tots would very much appreciate more donations of items for those older kids. Linda Lohman tells us about another way to assist Santa, a program called Christmas Promise, which has a team of volunteers dressed as Santa drop off backpacks filled with school supplies and stockings filled with personal care items for whole families, from babies to grandparents.


Some of the most giving people are the ones who went through hard times themselves. We share their stories in Chapter 5 — “Giving Back.” And, not surprisingly, the dearth of personal care items for those in need is expressed again in Janice VanHorne-Lane’s story about how she went from food-bank volunteer to food-bank client after her family fell on hard times. It was only when she was on the receiving end of the food bank’s help, and receiving government assistance too, that she realized there was no way for her family to get soap, detergent, and personal hygiene items. When she got back on her feet again, Janice returned to volunteering at the food pantry and convinced them to start collecting soap, razors, detergent, facial tissues, and other non-food necessities. She says, “When I handed an elderly lady her bag she saw the bar of soap and the roll of toilet paper and she gasped, grabbed my hand, and cried, ‘Thank you! Oh, thank you!’ It was as if I had handed her a million dollars.”


Thinking outside the box can lead to some great results, as Amanda Claire Yancey describes in her story. As a girl, Amanda used to see a woman picking up litter, carrying one of those trash claws and wearing a reflective vest. Amanda thought the woman was a bit crazy, but lo and behold, as a college student, she finds herself constantly picking up litter, to the point where her friends bought her a trash claw of her own. Amanda tells us that one day at the bus stop she started picking up litter. She was pleasantly surprised when all the strangers waiting for the bus with her starting picking up the litter, too.


There’s nothing more heartwarming than when strangers spontaneously come together to help out, like a flash mob of giving! And that giving creates camaraderie and a sense of community. Chapter 6 is called “No Strangers Here” because it is filled with stories about these “instant communities.” Take James Gemmell’s story about how he and his paper-mill worker buddies set out to help farmers save their livestock by getting generators up and running during the ice storm crisis of 1998. James says, “I have to say that I have never worked so hard in my life. Certainly I have never been so cold, so dirty, and yet so happy…. I have an indelible memory of a big, gruff-looking farmer who, lost for words, took me in his arms and hugged me tightly when we managed to put his generator back into service. To him it meant the difference between life and death for his animals.”


You can make a huge difference from the comfort of your own home, too. Alicia Rosen tells us about her mom, who devoted every evening, when she could have been relaxing, to calling five elderly people and chatting with them about their days. For many of those senior citizens, it was their only human contact all day.


A different kind of calling is covered in Chapter 7, “A Calling.” Sometimes you just have to do something — you don’t know why, but the impulse is there and you need to follow through. That’s what happened to Jeremy Russell after a terrible auto accident that left him with a prosthetic leg and a traumatic brain injury. He discovered a talent for carving rock into amazing sculptures and is now working on a massive carving of a Bald Eagle inside a mountain in Colorado. The Cost of Freedom Eagle will have a 50-foot wingspan, and Jeremy has not only raised funds for carving it in honor of U.S. troops, but also has been able to help some local high school students with arts college scholarships.


Leslie Calderoni felt a calling, too, when she heard about two kids in Atlanta whose only Christmas wish was a new kidney for their grandmother. Even though Leslie lived in California, and this woman was a complete stranger, she picked up the phone and volunteered. Leslie ended up donating a kidney in a paired donation program. Her kidney went to someone in New Jersey while a kidney from someone else went to the grandmother in Atlanta.


Helping people deal with life and death situations seems to bring out the best in our writers, and many of them talked about helping strangers with their end-of-life needs. In Chapter 8, called “With My Own Hands,” we meet Christine Cosse Gray, who provides massage and acupuncture services to hospice patients, “people who are near the end of their lives and don’t get touched much anymore except for medical procedures.” We have carpenters, seamstresses, church cleaners, knitters, musicians, and more in this chapter, people who use their talents to create joy for others. Even home gardeners, like John Farnam, who describes how he and his partner managed to grow 1,001 pounds of fresh vegetables in their personal garden to give away to twenty-four local families in Denver that needed food assistance.


Chapter 9 is about “Filling a Need,” something our writers do as soon as they see an opportunity. John Farnam’s partner Paul Heitzenrater describes how strongly he was affected one day when he saw a homeless teenager shivering on the street. Paul had just cleaned out his parents’ house and happened to have a red wool blanket in his trunk. He stopped the car, jumped out, and gave the boy the blanket. And with that gesture the Red Blanket Project, which has provided hundreds of blankets and scarves to the needy in the Denver area, was born.


Filling a need can be as simple as weeding a cemetery plot on your daily walk, as Stuart Perkins does. He doesn’t think it’s a big deal, as he is walking through the cemetery anyway, but he does so much weeding in the cemetery on a regular basis that the family members who visit the graves always confuse him for staff. Stuart is just doing what his grandmother told him when she said, “If you see a need, fill it, and don’t worry about who gets the credit.”


In our last chapter, “Every Living Thing,” we meet people who see a need and fill it, and get their appreciation in the form of slobbery kisses. At Chicken Soup for the Soul, we are big proponents of adopting dogs and cats from shelters, and we count numerous rescues among our own pets. So I was pleased to include a few stories about rescues in this book, including a wonderful one by Lisa Fowler about how volunteering at her local Humane Society shelter changed her life… and that of an adorable puppy named Hazel who now lives with her. B.J. Taylor tells us another animal story in the same chapter — she volunteers at a stable where she helps physically and mentally disabled kids and adults strengthen their bodies and their self-confidence through a therapeutic riding program. B.J. got over her own fear of horses by working at the stable… because after all, every one of these volunteering stories ends up with the writer talking about how he or she benefited too, right?


You may have received this book as a gift for volunteering. We know our volunteering books are often used to show appreciation. Or you may have picked up this book because you are looking for some ideas. You will undoubtedly be inspired to redouble your efforts wherever you are volunteering or to start up a new volunteering or charitable activity. I know that I was envious as I read the stories that were submitted for this book and edited the manuscript. I would love to pick up some more volunteer work, but right now, between my current volunteer commitment to my community and my work as author, editor-in-chief and publisher of Chicken Soup for the Soul, there just isn’t any more time. I’m writing this introduction at 11 p.m. on a Sunday and I’ve been working all weekend!


But, like volunteering, this is work that I love. We work very hard at Chicken Soup for the Soul making these books and all of our other products, and while it’s a business, it is also part of a much larger charitable effort. Chicken Soup for the Soul is a socially conscious company dedicated to improving the world around us. We give back a portion of all our revenues to causes ranging from animal adoption in the United States to fighting poverty in less developed parts of the world. All of our efforts support our mission to share happiness, inspiration, and wellness through everything we do, and that means putting a portion of our revenues to work doing good. Here are a few of the ways that we help:


Humpty Dumpty Institute: A portion of all Chicken Soup for the Soul sales goes to literacy, hunger and animal welfare programs that we work on with our charitable partner, the Humpty Dumpty Institute.


Pet Adoption Programs: We also donate Chicken Soup for the Soul pet food to rescue shelters and to new pet owners to encourage adoptions.


Giving Back with Books: The royalties from certain of our books go to specific charitable organizations, including the Alzheimer’s Association, the American Humane Association, the Kennedy Krieger Institute, A World Fit For Kids, the Bob Woodruff Foundation, and Cancer Schmancer. The royalties from this book will go to The Morgridge Family Foundation, which makes investments that transform communities through education, conservation, the arts, and health and wellness.


Breakfast at School: A portion of sales from Chicken Soup for the Soul foods supports a Humpty Dumpty Institute program that provides kids a free breakfast at school every day.


We thank you for volunteering and giving back. I hope you will enjoy reading these stories and find them as inspiring as I have. Happy reading!


~Amy Newmark
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Follow us on Twitter: @amynewmark @chickensoupsoul
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Who’s Helping Whom?
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Two Dollars’ Worth of Trust


Wherever there is a human in need, there is an opportunity for kindness and to make a difference.


~Kevin Heath


The game was over, the 49ers had beaten the Denver Broncos, and now Micheal and I were roaming the darkened streets of San Francisco in my little red Honda. We were lost, and Micheal was trying his best to keep calm.


This was 2000, before GPS was in every car — or at least every cell phone. Micheal, then ten years old, knew I had a terrible sense of direction. Whenever the two of us went on an outing together, it usually involved me taking a few wrong turns. I always needed to reassure him that even if we got lost we would make it to our destination.


I was matched with Micheal by Big Brothers Big Sisters of Greater Sacramento when he was eight and I was in my mid-twenties. There had been a surplus of women willing to be Big Sisters, and a deficit of men willing to be Big Brothers. The organization decided to try “cross-gender” matches, setting up women to be mentors to young boys.


Many of the mothers who had enrolled their sons in the program chose to hold out for a male mentor, but Micheal’s mother wanted another adult in his life who could guide him through what was shaping up to be a tough childhood. She didn’t mind that it was me. Donna — a bright, warm woman not much older than I — was working full-time as a dental assistant while raising Micheal and his older sister. Donna’s ex-husband (Micheal’s dad) was in prison.


When I first met Micheal, he looked like a child painted by Norman Rockwell for a 1950s cover of The Saturday Evening Post. His light brown hair was cut short, with a cowlick on the back of his head. His enormous, sky-blue eyes were framed by long lashes, aptly conveying his bashful nature. A smattering of freckles covered his upturned nose and rosy cheeks.


The folks at Big Brothers Big Sisters had warned us during our weeks of training that it was not unusual for “Littles,” as they’re called, to be wary of the adults with whom they’re matched. The Littles figure the “Bigs” will eventually disappoint them, like most of the grown-ups in their lives already have. The Littles usually asked for material possessions; they figured as long as another adult was going to bail on them, they might as well get a video game or toy out of the deal first.


This was true of my relationship with Micheal, at least for the first few months. When we went to the zoo, he always begged me to buy him a stuffed animal at the gift shop. Then, after I bought the stuffed animal, he wanted me to buy him a Happy Meal at McDonald’s. When I said no, he’d turn gloomy and give me the silent treatment.


The dynamic changed when I left my job as a substitute teacher. My dreams of becoming a journalist had started to materialize in dribs and drabs — with a Saturday morning gig reading the news at a country music radio station, a job as overnight producer on Monday and Tuesday at Sacramento’s public radio station, and a paid internship for a television news service during the daylight hours of Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday.


That left Thursday night as the one free block of time I had to spend with Micheal. No more visits to the zoo or McDonald’s or miniature golf.


Instead, I would visit Micheal after work and help him with his homework. We even built a model of one of California’s missions from sugar cubes. Each subsequent Thursday, Micheal seemed more and more excited to see me when I’d arrive for an evening of long division and sentence diagramming.


Several months later, I got hired full-time at the television news service and resumed normal working hours. I now had the time (and financial resources) to take Micheal somewhere fun again.


I soon discovered it wasn’t just our schedule that had changed, but the dynamic between us. Micheal now trusted I wasn’t going to flake on him. He rewarded my consistency by believing in me. Every outing to the movies or mini golf was appreciated just as it was. He never again asked for extras.


That trust was tested when the two of us made our way out to San Francisco to watch a preseason football game.


Micheal had won the tickets (and VIP parking) in a raffle at the annual Big Brothers Big Sisters picnic. I picked him up early from school on the day of the game and we made the drive from Sacramento to San Francisco, crossing a few toll bridges along the way. Micheal watched with great interest each time we pulled up to the tollbooth to pay.


The game itself was uneventful. We stuffed ourselves with hot dogs and Sprite and licorice. We bundled up to stay warm in the wind tunnel that was Candlestick Park. When it was clear the 49ers would take the game, we strolled back to the VIP parking lot.


Making our way from the stadium back to the road that would lead us over the bay and onto the freeway to Sacramento was tricky. Micheal and I usually didn’t plan our outings for after dark, and I think this fact, combined with my disorientation, worried him.


Yet he asked me only once if I knew where we were going.


“Not just yet,” I answered. “But I promise you I will.”


And I did. We were soon crossing the Bay Bridge, and the tension in the car eased.


I then heard a rip of Velcro. Michael was opening up his wallet. He removed two crisp $1 bills from his wallet. He put the seat back a few notches and prepared himself for a snooze, but not before carefully sticking the bills in his clenched left fist, as if he were placing flowers in a vase.


“This is for the toll on the bridge on the way back. You paid for all the food, so I want to pay for this.” He yawned. “But I’m too tired to stay awake until then. Just take them from my hand when it’s time.


*  *  *


It’s been fifteen years since that night. I saw Micheal just a few months ago, when he flew down from Northern California with his girlfriend to visit my husband and me in San Diego.


I was excited to meet Amanda, Micheal’s girlfriend, and to show her a framed picture I kept on our mantelpiece. The photo was taken on the floor of the State Assembly at the Capitol in Sacramento on “Take Your Daughter to Work Day.” Micheal was at least a foot shorter than I was in the picture — very different from the tall, handsome young man he is now.


Amanda and Micheal came for dinner, managing our three hyper dogs as we welcomed them into our home. I took Amanda aside with the photo in hand.


“Isn’t this adorable?” I asked. “Can you believe it’s the same person?”


Amanda smiled. “Oh, I’ve seen this picture before. Micheal has it framed in his house.”


~Beth Ford Roth
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Unexpected Blessings


Weave in faith and God will find the thread.


~Author Unknown


When I opened the large manila envelope and read about an opportunity to volunteer with the September 11th Families Association as a docent for the 9/11 Tribute Center, I had no idea what amazing adventures, opportunities and blessings lay before me. To be honest, as I held that envelope I didn’t know what a docent was. I had to look the word up in the dictionary. My next thought was that I was not even a member of the Association. I hadn’t joined any groups in the four years since Bruce’s death in the line of duty on September 11, 2001.


As I traveled into New York City for my first interview, I was nervous. I knew nothing about lower Manhattan or the World Trade Center. I had only been to the World Trade Center twice in my whole life. I barely knew the September 11th timeline of events. Growing up in New Jersey, the “stomping” ground of my youth had always been from the Port Authority to Columbus Circle, for auditions and dance classes, or Greenwich Village for acting lessons. But all of that was a lifetime ago. In recent years my trips into the city had been to take my girls to the Rockefeller Center tree lighting or a Broadway show or up north to the Bronx Zoo. Traveling into lower Manhattan was new and scary. What was I thinking?


Actually, I knew exactly what I was thinking. The 9/11 Tribute Center’s mission was “person-to-person” history and I knew I could do that. I could tell Bruce’s and my story. I had already told “our” story many times, but that was in churches or at ladies’ groups. This was a whole new thing, but I knew I had to try.


A few weeks after the interview, I attended a two-day training session. I felt like I was going to throw up the whole time I was driving into Manhattan. I was sure I was in way over my head. “Lord, I am willing to try this, but let me know you want me to do it.”


As I timidly entered the room for the training session, I scanned the faces, looking for Rachel, the person who had interviewed me. Wait! That’s Bruce’s captain from Squad 41. Wow! Thank you, Lord. Someone I know. A nod from God.


The training was going along nicely and then it was mentioned that you shouldn’t get political. Well, that was fine; I am not political. Then a fellow trainee commented that “you shouldn’t get too religious either.” I cautiously raised my hand. “If we aren’t allowed to mention God I will respect that, but to tell my story I need to mention God because God is a big part of my story.” The response was “if God is your story, you can mention God.” Wow! Another big nod from God.


So I started volunteering. I studied, read, practiced and led walking tours around the World Trade Center site. I discovered where to park and where to get coffee. When the Tribute Center galleries opened in September 2006, I started speaking to school and other groups in the center as well as leading the walking tours. I watched the World Trade Center site go from an empty hole in the ground to a beautiful memorial and vibrant neighborhood. I have led or supported more than four hundred tours in nine years and spoken to various groups.


One group that stood out was composed of teens from Lebanon, South Africa, Ireland and Israel. It was a humbling experience to speak with these young people of multiple faiths. As I sat on the floor of the Tribute Center, I shared my story and taught them about the original World Trade Center and the events of September 11, 2001. I was struck by the fact that it was July 4th. Exactly thirty-five years earlier, on July 4, 1976, Bruce and I had visited the World Trade Center observation deck. I remembered the date because everyone had discouraged us from heading into the city on such a busy day — America’s 200th birthday. There was very little traffic and I only remember it because of the date’s significance.


When I tell my story while leading walking tours, I say “There are three things that have gotten me through my personal loss in the midst of an international tragedy. The first thing is my faith. God has gotten me through. And the second is the fact that my husband was a New York City firefighter. It was his job to go into those buildings. A job that he loved. The third thing is family and friends. We don’t do life alone. I have a wonderful family and great friends. I also have many new friends through volunteering with Tribute who never met Bruce but know his story. They do life with me.”


When I started doing tours, I only had my story and that was enough. But now I know the stories of my fellow docents — other family members, survivors, fire responders, rescue workers — who saw things no one should ever see, and downtown residents who couldn’t go home for months. I believe the story of September 11th is like a mosaic made of little pieces. They don’t connect like a puzzle but they lie next to each other to make the picture of what happened on September 11, 2001 — hundreds of thousands of experiences that come together to tell the story.


Being a docent has been an unexpected blessing for me. I love giving tours and am awed by my fellow docents and everyone at Tribute — an amazing group of people. I am blessed by the number of visitors who take the time to come on walking tours and learn not only the history but the individual stories. So on Monday I will talk to two school groups, lead the 1 p.m. tour and then help out with the 3 p.m. tour. To quote one of my fellow docents: “I will get my volunteer on.”


There have been even more benefits for me. My decision to pursue this volunteer opportunity led to two trips to Japan to share my 9/11 story with survivors of the Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami. I was humbled and blessed beyond measure to be able to share my story as an avenue to encourage others. As I help others, my healing continues.


~Ann Clark Van Hine
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Everyone Is Helping Everyone Here


The word “funny” is a bit like the word “love” — we don’t have enough words to describe the many varieties.


~George Saunders


I’d lost Mrs. Lawson, which wasn’t good, because she was ninety-two years old, used a walker and was depending on me to get her back home. The problem with these stores is that they’re so unbelievably enormous, so when one of my senior charges doesn’t arrive back at the bus at the appointed time I start to worry. And then I start hunting.


This all started a few months ago when I ended up with some Involuntary Time Off From Work (also known as unemployment). I quickly realized how isolating it is to be unemployed. All your friends and acquaintances are somewhere else during the day. The world starts to feel a bit unreal, as if you are not really part of it.


I knew I had to do something apart from job hunting. I’d always enjoyed being around seniors so I figured that driving seniors to grocery stores would be a good use of my time.


That is how I found myself in a store like this one. Harsh lighting. Thirty long aisles. One missing comrade.


I started doing a “serpentine,” which is how I often find items for myself in a mega-store like this: starting at Aisle 1 and winding down consecutive aisles until all thirty have been covered.


After I cleared all the aisles I started looking through the checkout aisles. Note to self: It would’ve made more sense to start there.


Mrs. Larson is the arts-and-crafts master in the group of ten who I take shopping. She knits all kinds of things for her grandkids and displays them to other members on the bus. Knowing that I like to read and write, she even knitted a bookmark for me as thanks for driving her to this store each week.


I checked my watch and realized that my Search and Rescue mission had taken ten minutes. If I found Mrs. Lawson soon I’d be able to drop everyone back at home and get the bus back to the center in time for the next driver to do his rounds. If not, I’d have to call into the office. I really didn’t want to do that.


I swung past the last self-checkout machine and noticed a woman standing at the other entrance to the store. She was leaning on one of those four-pronged canes and staring out into the parking lot. Mrs. Lawson.


I laughed and chided myself for forgetting about the second entrance to the store. Another note to self: The new Search and Rescue plan is second door, then checkout aisles, then serpentine.


I walked up to Mrs. Lawson and said, “Hey Mrs. Lawson, the bus is in the other lot. Hold on a sec and I’ll be right back.” She grinned with relief and shook her head.


I ran back to the bus, fired it up, and rolled toward the other side of the store. None of the other nine people complained about the additional wait. That’s one thing I’ve learned from doing this job — seniors have learned from time and experience that mistakes are just that, and there’s no need for blame and recrimination. They’ve also learned that it makes no sense to always be in a hurry. It’s funny; you start a job like this thinking that you’re the one providing services and helping others. But the others help you just as much, if not more.


Halfway across the parking lot Mrs. Roberts started singing. She’s the gregarious one, the one who acted on Broadway long ago. From behind me I heard her chant: “Tom lost Mrs. Lawson, Tom lost Mrs. Lawson.”


Soon the others joined in. I glanced in the mirror and saw four pairs of seniors singing, laughing and bumping shoulders. They looked like schoolchildren on a field trip.


I flashed a faux expression of menace and barked, “Don’t make me pull this bus over!”


As we pulled up to Mrs. Lawson, the bus dissolved into howls of laughter. I joined in, which is something I hadn’t done enough lately. But my senior citizen buddies were there to help me with that, too.


~Thomas Sullivan
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Humdrum No More


A child who does not play is not a child, but the man who does not play has lost forever the child who lived in him.


~Pablo Neruda


Have you ever been busy but unfulfilled? I have. My daily life revolved around raising my youngest daughter, who I had just before my forty-fifth birthday. I juggled the usual home and gardening chores, grocery shopping, animal care and church activities. Throw in a retired husband and a father who came to live with us and you have a smorgasbord of chaos. The weight of the world rested on my shoulders.


But then Janette walked into my life. Well, actually, she danced into my life. I met her at our community clubhouse, where she facilitated a ballet class. The corners of her eyes crinkled and her eyes twinkled when she approached me about joining the class, which I did reluctantly. When the eight of us got together for our first class, the creaks, groans and exasperated wails filled the small room.


“Oh my gosh. Do what with my toes?” moaned Sally.


“You’ve got to be kidding. You want me to put my tree-sized leg on top of that bar?” chimed in Betty.


“I may need to purchase Depends for the next class.” Alice held her legs together, ready to explode with laughter.


When Janette suggested after the class that I should join her dance troupe, I knew God surely intended this whole idea as a joke. She went on to explain that her troupe consisted of three other ladies who entertained with song and dance at convalescent and assisted living homes. She said. “It is so rewarding to bring a little joy into the lives of these people who seldom have visitors. You have lots of talent and catch on to the routines fast.” With a limp hand wave, I promised her I’d think about it.


I left the clubhouse and sat in my car. I thought back to my younger years when I dreamed of becoming a famous dancer and singer. I had attended dance classes from first grade through high school. All I ever thought of as I paraded and belted out songs around the house was that Fred Astaire needed me. I threw my head back with a sigh and said, “God, you really do have a sense of humor.” My humdrum routine life was about to become a lot more joyful.


We were known as Triple T, even though eventually there were five of us. I began to feel a new purpose in my life. The long-lost love of song and dance made it back into my life just as the gray hair started to come in at my temples. My life was no longer humdrum.


I organized my chores and my life so that I could practice with Triple T three times a week. The music uplifted my spirit and I enjoyed the fellowship of women who enjoyed my same passion.


The biggest blessings of all came from the audience we entertained. I rejoiced when I watched a wheelchair-bound woman tap her toe to an old favorite, and I loved hearing the laughter of a resident who hadn’t spoken in months. When we directed sing-alongs, some of the strongest voices came from the frailest residents.


Yes, we renewed the hearts of our audience, but truth be told… it was my heart that was renewed. I was transformed. And using my long-lost passion to bring others joy and fellowship allowed me to offer my family more of myself too.


~Alice Klies


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Saying Thank You


What we keep, we lose; what we give away, we keep forever.


~Axel Munthe, The Story of San Michele


“I’m bringing a book with me,” I called to my father as we headed out the door. We were on our way to his VA medical appointment and I was bracing myself for a long, tedious day. My father had just come to live with me in California, and I had no prior experience with the Veteran’s Administration. When he was living in New Jersey, Dad received all of his medical care through the VA there. He said that treatment there was a lot like going to the Department of Motor Vehicles — long wait times, redundant paperwork, apathetic staff and government bureaucracy. I expected a similar experience as we pulled up to the clinic in San Jose. In my haste, I forgot to take the book with me when we left the car. As it turned out, I never would have had a chance to read it anyway.


Upon entering the clinic, I was immediately impressed by the neat décor and welcoming lobby. The colors were soft and pleasant and the furniture looked new and comfortable, though very few chairs were occupied. I wondered where all the vets were waiting. We found our way to the proper department and Dad gave his name and information to the receptionist. She greeted him warmly and assured him that a doctor would see him shortly. Before he was able to take a seat, my father was escorted to an exam room — three minutes ahead of his appointment time. The receptionist explained that I would be able to speak with the doctor at the conclusion of the exam and she directed me to the coffee corner where I was offered a complimentary cup of coffee by a friendly volunteer.


“Is it always like this?” I asked.


“Like what?” he replied.


“Quiet. Calm. Orderly. I don’t see any lines; there doesn’t seem to be anyone waiting. Don’t any vets come here?”


“Oh, plenty of vets come here.” He smiled. “It’s just that they’re well taken care of. This isn’t like those other clinics that you read about in the paper. They run this place pretty good.”


We were out of there in under ninety minutes complete with blood tests and medications. Dad’s comprehensive exam had taken almost a full hour — an absolute luxury by any contemporary medical standard. In each department, the staff was friendly, helpful and displayed genuine regard for my father and his concerns. It was apparent that the employees and volunteers actually enjoyed their work and took great pride in providing the best service possible for America’s retired servicemen.


Over the next few months my regard for the VA clinics and hospitals grew as I followed my father through his appointments and procedures. I had never given much thought to our nation’s veterans and I didn’t consider myself overly patriotic, but the dedication to service and genuine regard for patients demonstrated by the VA staff propelled me to want to be a part of such an honorable organization. I had no medical skills or administrative inclinations, and very little time, but I did have one thing that I could share: my art.


On my first day as a volunteer art teacher I was introduced to ten men seated around a long table, most of whom were in their seventies and eighties. They shared their names, branch of service and whether or not they served during wartime. One of the vets was a World War II soldier who had taken part in the invasion of Normandy and had recently been honored by the government for his dedicated service. Another was a flight surgeon who spent his civilian years as a medical doctor. I was humbled by their accomplishments, dignity and quiet pride. When they completed their introductions I did what I was instructed to do during orientation — I thanked them for their service and dedication to preserving our freedom. I thanked them for giving me the opportunity to work with them.


Despite thirty years as an art teacher, designing activities for the group was a challenge. The activities had to be engaging, but could not be too difficult or frustrating for arthritic fingers and dimmed vision. The projects needed relevance or they would easily be dismissed as “kid stuff.”


We began by making crafts to be sold at the yearly Day Respite fundraiser. Positive encouragement, praise and participation by the Day Respite staff helped boost morale and motivate the men to continue creating. We displayed their work on the walls of the Day Respite room, and throughout the clinic lobby and waiting areas. The men took great pride in their work and each week I would notice that they were paying closer attention to detail and taking more time with their projects. One day, while completing a complex design, one of the vets looked up and said, “If someone had told me twenty years ago that I would be sitting here today coloring I would have told them that they didn’t know what they were talking about. But there’s something to this, you know? It kind of makes you feel good.”


It makes me feel good, too. The vets believe that they are on the receiving end of my volunteer services. Perhaps they don’t recognize the exchange of joy that takes place during each visit. It is truly rewarding to be able to bring the gift of the creative process to a group that has long forgotten the joys of making art. On that first day, when I thanked the vets for their service, I realized that nothing I could offer these men would ever equal their efforts protecting our American freedom. But for two hours each week, with a little paper and paint and glue, I take them on an adventure that allows them to experience the joys of creative expression and the magic of art.


~T.A. Barbella
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The Teacher Learns the Lesson


Education is not filling a pail but the lighting of a fire.


~William Butler Yeats


Laughter rang out as the cake knife in Raúl’s hand cut through the thick white frosting. It was a small graduation party. Only Ed, Max, Raúl and I were there. There were no caps or gowns. “Pomp and Circumstance” was not played, nor were diplomas handed out.


But a celebration was in order.


All three men, each over the age of fifty, had achieved a first in their lives.


They could read.


Overcoming decades of embarrassment and a lifetime of covering up their illiteracy, these three men, along with four others, had signed up for a free three-month course, taught by me, at a local church in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas, Texas.


Volunteering was nothing new to me. I had been doing it since childhood. Collecting mittens for children, singing carols to seniors, being a Sunday school teacher and Special Olympics coach… I gladly carried on my family’s multi-generational motto: “To whom much has been given — much is expected.”


Unlike other countywide classes, which were filled with immigrants and refugees, mine was to be conducted with all native-born Americans.


I wondered how someone born here couldn’t have been taught to read. Since my earliest years, reading had been a joy — from the nightly stories read aloud by my parents to my adult practice of falling asleep with a book in my hand.


However, on my first night as a reading teacher, as my car’s headlights illuminated the church’s parking lot, I was far from feeling curious or excited.


I was just plain scared.


The neighborhood was beyond seedy; it was dangerous. Just driving the two miles off R.L. Thornton Freeway I had witnessed numerous people leaning into parked cars for drug transactions and other illegal activities. I was so nervous that I decided to scurry inside the building with all my supplies in one trip. When I dropped everything with a crash, doors flew open and people looked out to investigate.


My new students scrambled to help me as I entered the classroom. I had seven students, all male, who ranged in age from thirty to sixty-three.


At twenty-four, I was the youngest person in the room, and the palest.


“Not exactly the entrance I wanted to make, but thank you for your help.”


Aside from my klutzy entrance, the class went well and everyone returned the following week. I was still afraid of the neighborhood, but my students helped me. Ed had been waiting in his car to help me carry in the supplies and Max walked me out and stood by until I started my car.


By the following week, and all the remaining ones, I realized Raúl’s battered, bright blue pickup truck trailed directly behind my car as I drove through the war zone. When I turned safely onto the freeway I would honk my thanks with my horn to be followed by a blast of the song “La Cucaracha” from his.


By the end of the first month, four students had quit but my gallant trio of protectors remained. Their determination to succeed combined with their natural intelligence and the results were amazing.


“I take the bus every day to work,” said Ed. “Have done for over thirty years. Just yesterday I figured out what the words ‘Emergency Exit’ mean.”


Max reported that he was able to understand much of Monday’s newspaper sports article on his beloved Dallas Cowboys’ win over the Washington Redskins. Previously, his break time was spent pretending to read in the hope his co-workers would never discover his shameful secret. Max also reported that his six-year-old granddaughter had asked him the name of America’s first president. “Pop Pop came to the rescue,” he laughed. “I pulled the newspaper out, pointed to the word ‘Washington’ and spelled it for her.”


As our final night came to a close, hugs were exchanged, jokes were made about my less than graceful first entrance and then Raúl took my hand between his rough and calloused ones: “You gave me a future. You gave me a new life.”


I looked into his smiling brown eyes, which were wreathed in wrinkles, and felt overwhelmed and humbled. I thanked him for allowing me to help him.


Being so young, I did not grasp the full wisdom of his simple statement until my own gray hairs appeared, lines streaked out across my forehead and an economic downturn robbed me of my work and financial security.


Now I’m the age of my former pupils and my future needs a restart button. I realize that limiting my destiny because of my age or my lack of skills is as ridiculous as being held back by fear. A future with many wonderful opportunities could belong to me as long as I have the courage to seek it out and work for it.


Like Ed, Max and Raúl, I am determined to make a new life for myself.


They taught me well.


~Linda J. Bottjer
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Shared Challenges


We should look to the mind, and not to the outward appearance.


~Aesop


As I entered the building two burly security guards framed the doorway. I had known this library was on the wrong side of town, but security guards in a library? My heart sank a little more than usual. Since losing my job I had become accustomed to that sinking feeling. Applications ignored, interviews that didn’t go well… fighting the weariness, I pulled myself together.


“Remember why you are doing this,” I whispered to myself.


Volunteering had been the idea of the overworked employee at the job centre. “You’ve got some great skills but perhaps it’s time to consider retraining. It’s an ideal opportunity to try something new.” She’d pushed the list towards me. I scanned the opportunities: charity shop assistant or dog walker.
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