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Angels Among Us
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My First Responder


We can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasures.


~Thornton Wilder


I was driving home from an audition to sing as a church cantor in a local Catholic church. The audition went very well and they had hired me on the spot. I felt blessed.


It wasn’t far to the highway that would take me home. I had a green arrow indicating that I could make a left turn, so I turned toward the entrance ramp. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, a speeding Suburban blew through a red light and plowed into my little Neon. I saw it coming and there was nothing I could do.


Glass shattered around me, the airbags deployed and something heavy pushed against my legs. It was the car’s engine. To make matters worse, the engine was in flames. I frantically tried my door, only to find it was completely caved in. I couldn’t budge it. I’m pretty sure I was screaming by then.


The police came quite quickly and one officer put out the flames with a fire extinguisher. The car was still smoldering under the crushed hood, though, and I could smell gasoline.


When the firefighters and rescue team finally arrived, they couldn’t get the door open either. Flames began spreading out from under the hood again. I was crying now as the firemen scrambled to get something to cut me out. I could see on their faces that things looked rather grim. I kept calling for someone to help me. The adrenaline had started to wear off and I was almost certain that my left ankle was broken.


A man suddenly appeared at the side of my car. I remember he was very handsome and had a comforting smile. He said, “I’ve got you, sweetheart. Hang on.”


Before I knew it, he had opened the door effortlessly and helped me out of the burning wreck. Then he let me lean against him and he guided me to the side of the road, out of harm’s way. The front end of the car was engulfed in flames by then. The firemen rushed over with a foam spray to put out the fire, frantic to rescue me from where I was stuck — except I wasn’t there anymore.


One of the astonished firefighters walked over to where I was sitting. The man who helped me had disappeared so I assumed he had gone back to his own vehicle.


I asked the firefighter if he could thank the man for me. He shook his head, and said, “Lady there was no man. We went for the Jaws of Life to get you out of the car, only to find you sitting on the curb. Lady, we couldn’t open that door. It’s so damaged, the only way to free you was to cut you out.”


I knew I had seen him. That man helped me walk to the curb. I couldn’t have done it myself because I couldn’t even put any weight on my injured foot. I argued with the firefighter: The man who had saved me had been there. I held onto him. He was real. I felt him guiding me out of the car and across the road. I leaned on him when I could not walk.


The fireman responded, “Trust me, Miss, there was no one there. I have no idea how you got out, but I can assure you there was no man.”


I was pretty shaken up, as you can imagine, and as the paramedics came and put me in the ambulance, I insisted that I wanted to thank the kind stranger who had risked his life to save me. I think they just thought I was hysterical from the trauma of the accident.


A few days later, I was hobbling on crutches with a bad sprain. My ankle was not broken and somehow, even with all the glass from the windshield that had splintered around me, I only had superficial cuts on my neck and hands. I had a couple of black eyes from the impact of the airbags, but all in all, I was in pretty good shape, considering the magnitude of the accident. The Suburban that hit my little car was speeding at eighty miles per hour, according to the police.


I had to go to the junkyard to more or less “identify” my car and retrieve whatever items I could salvage from the wreck. Of course the car was totaled. When I saw the extent of the damage, my knees buckled. I could not believe I survived that crash. I looked inside the burnt shell of the car and spotted my purse on the floor, damaged, but salvageable. I took it with me and rifled through it. Inside the charred remains of my purse was a silver Celtic cross that I had never seen before. Not only that, it was a crucifix. Normally, Celtic crosses do not have the body of Christ on them. There was a little heart dangling from it with the Mother of God imprinted on it. It also said, “Erin” on the back, which means Ireland. Now, I am not Irish, but of all the music I love singing, Irish music rates at the top.


I don’t know how that cross got into my purse and I don’t know who my rescuer was. But I keep the cross with me at all times as a reminder that I was protected and blessed many times that fateful day.


~Ria Cantrell
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The First Time He Picked Me Up


Be still, and know that I am God.


~Psalms 46:10


When I was five years old we lived in Brussels. Dad’s work with Pan American World Airways took us to many parts of the world, but for the first six years of my life, we lived in Belgium. Our house was a three-story, brick-fronted place on a little cobblestone street. Entrance into and out of that dead-end street was through an enormous stone archway.


From the windows of our house I could look toward the end of that street, through the archway, to the ever-busy four-lane roadway that lay just beyond. Trolley cars on tracks used to speed to and fro on that road, and the automobile traffic was endless. Under the shadows of the archway was a candy shop run by an elderly couple.


I used to walk to the little shop on my own several times each week, and each time one of the elderly proprietors must have wondered how I had managed to leave my house without being seen by my parents.


One gray and gloomy morning, I snuck out again. Dad was at work at the airport and Mom must have been upstairs doing something. That busy roadway beckoned me. This time I didn’t go to the little shop. Instead, I stood on the curb of that four-lane road, wondering what lay beyond.


I started to run across the road and over the trolley tracks. But I hadn’t looked both ways, and a trolley was speeding down the second set of tracks from the opposite direction. I actually ran right into the side of one of the trolley carriages. The force of the impact threw me backwards several feet, right back onto the first set of tracks I had just crossed and into the path of yet another speeding trolley. I remember seeing the growing red stain on the front of my shirt and the stream of blood as it gushed from my nose. It felt as if my face had been shattered. I also remember looking up to my left and seeing the oncoming trolley’s driver, his face frozen in fear. He couldn’t stop in time.


Just then a strong pair of arms lifted me from the tracks and held me tight, right between the two speeding trolleys, in the middle of those two sets of tracks. The voice was clear and distinct, sounding as if it emanated from the inside of a hollow tunnel, yet somehow soothing and calming, “Be still,” it said, “Be still.” A car slammed on its brakes and came to a screeching halt somewhere on the road behind me. I thought I heard someone shouting something in French in the distance.


Once the trolleys had passed, those arms carried me back to the sidewalk and put me down right at the door of the little candy shop. I looked up to see the man who had saved me, but no one was there. No one was anywhere for at least a full block all the way around. A few pedestrians could be seen walking about a hundred feet away. One of them was pointing at me and whispering to her companion, but that was it. Another female pedestrian started to run in my direction, her arms outstretched, her mouth wide open in a silent scream, the look of shock and utter befuddlement clearly written on her countenance, but she stopped short and stared, unable to fathom what she had just witnessed.


I was stunned and unable to speak. There was no blood at all, not even on my shirt. I touched my face, my nose, felt inside my mouth with my hand. Everything felt normal, with no pain or discomfort of any kind. I opened the door to the candy shop and the little bell tinkled as I walked inside.


The elderly shop owner had his hand over his mouth and his eyes were as wide as saucers. “Comme?” he asked, “How?” He quickly walked around from behind the counter and took my hand. He let me fill a paper bag with as many sweets as I could carry and walked me back to my parents’ house at the end of the street.


I saw him looking up and down the cobblestone road in all directions, as if for an explanation. Tears were running down his face. It was the first time I ever remember seeing a man openly crying. He and my mother spoke for several minutes, and from that moment on my movements were severely restricted. I was never again allowed to venture out onto that four-lane roadway with those two trolley tracks. Then he leaned down and hugged me closely before slowly walking back to his shop under the shadows of the archway.


“How?” the sweet shop owner had asked. The answer is obvious to me. Those strong arms comforted me and that voice said, “Be still.” My injuries disappeared.


I have felt that protection many times in my life, and very probably many more times that I’m not even aware of. That was only the first time that my angel picked me up and saved me.


~John Elliott
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The White Dog


I have found that when you are deeply troubled, there are things you get from the silent devoted companionship of a dog that you can get from no other source.


~Doris Day


My wife, Betsy, had been diagnosed with breast cancer less than a month earlier. That morning, I would be taking her to the hospital for a lumpectomy and the removal of some lymph nodes.


I’d just stepped out onto the back porch with my coffee mug to take a few deep breaths and try to stop the panic I felt. I couldn’t stop from worrying that she wouldn’t make it. Our daughter, Emily, was only two and a half at the time. We’d been married ten years and felt as if we’d known each other all our lives.


There I stood, trying to control the panic. Suddenly, I saw a dog sitting in the back yard near the east corner of the garage — a medium-sized white dog, maybe a Labrador mix. I didn’t see him enter the yard from anywhere but I’d been distracted, lost in thought, and I wouldn’t have noticed him walking in from another yard on the street.


The strange thing was the way he looked at me. He wasn’t moving and he looked steadily at me with warm brown eyes. Once our eyes connected, he dipped his head slightly and walked off toward the trees behind our garage.


I suddenly felt much calmer.


We’d only moved into our house two months before and had been concentrating on fixing it up. I didn’t know the neighbors on the street, and I certainly didn’t know who had a white Labrador or any other kind of dog. Even though it didn’t have a collar, I assumed it belonged to someone nearby.


I couldn’t explain what I was feeling, though. Somehow that dog had made me feel confident that everything would be all right.


On the way to the hospital that morning I asked Betsy, “Do you believe in totems?”


“Maybe I would,” she said, “if I knew what one was.”


“Oh. You know, messengers from the spirit world, like angels, from God. As in totem poles.”


“What messages do they bring?”


“Messages about our lives. Life, death, love, changes, hope — those sorts of things.”


“I guess God can send a message anyway he likes. Why?”


“Nothing. It’s just . . . I saw this white dog out back this morning and . . . and I just felt . . . better somehow. He was there and then he was gone but he let me know it would all be all right. Everything with you. Sounds crazy, I know.”


She smiled at me and patted my leg.


The surgery was a success and we found ourselves trying to walk steadily on this uneven path; the next step was chemotherapy. The only problem was that Betsy couldn’t take needles. The oncologists decided the best way around this was to implant a sub-cutaneous port-a-cath in her chest to administer the chemo.


And so there came another morning of another surgery and, again, my stomach kept flipping around inside me and my head felt light and tingling and I kept wanting to cry or hit something. I stepped out onto the back porch with my coffee to see the white dog sitting in the exact same spot as before, looking directly at me.


I actually wanted to ask him a question. I wanted to ask him “Why?” I wanted this dog to tell me why all of this was going on and how it would all end. The dog just sat there gazing at me and I felt instantly ashamed I’d forgotten the reassurance I’d been given before. No sooner did I remind myself of that than he turned and walked off in the same direction he’d gone earlier.


And the second surgery went just as fine as the first.


I went around the neighborhood asking people if they owned a white dog. There was one neighbor with a small white Poodle but that wasn’t my dog. No one on the street over had a white dog matching my dog either. As I’d drive around on my various errands or to work I became especially attentive to people walking dogs; but none of the dogs in the village was the white dog.


The morning of the first dose of Adriamycin I felt tired. Betsy hadn’t been sleeping well, worrying about how she would react to the chemo, and I had been up most of the night. Stepping out onto the back porch that morning I was silently praying the dog would be there; and he was.


In the same spot, with the same look in his eyes, the white dog gazed steadily across the short expanse of lawn at me and I looked back, sighed gratefully and nodded at him. He seemed to almost nod back but, I was sure, it was just that dip of the head he would do just before leaving. He started off in the same direction he always did, heading east toward the tree line.


I almost felt like crying in gratitude.


The feeling this dog gave me — that everything was going to be all right — was not a guarantee that Betsy would not die of cancer nor that we weren’t going to suffer; rather it seemed the assurance that, whatever happened, we were not going through it alone.


Betsy responded well to chemo and, when those treatments were done, she went through radiation. Months were measured in chemo treatments, trips to the oncologists and diet regimens. We found ourselves closer than we’d even been before; we talked more, took more chances, went more places, and had more fun. Nights in our house were like three kids at a sleepover as we’d play hide and seek with Emily or just dance to music in the kitchen, the three of us together.


And so a year passed and there came a morning when I was going to take Betsy to the hospital for another surgery: to have the port-a-cath removed. She was cancer free, at least for now; and I’d come to recognize that “for now” is really all any of us have.


I half expected to see the white dog that morning as I stepped out onto the back porch; but then, I also knew, I didn’t need to. He’d already delivered the message three times and, finally, I’d understood it.


~Joshua J. Mark
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The Arms of God


A hug delights and warms and charms, that must be why God gave us arms.


~Author Unknown


I was sitting at the table, hunched over my checkbook, agonizing about my unpaid bills. “Ugh! We might as well go to church.”


“Kids! We’re going to church. Get your shoes on.”


Being a single mother was frustrating enough. Add my nonexistent love life, stomach problems, and mounting financial woes, and church seemed the best place to be.


It was Wednesday night and the children’s programs would entertain my kids while I sat in peace, hopefully receiving encouragement through the pastor’s sermon.


I was twenty-three and hadn’t learned money management skills. Consequently, late notices appeared in my mailbox regularly.


I also knew nothing about stress management. Years of partying had taken a toll on my body and my mounting anxiety seemed to make my stomach problems worse. I carried a large bottle of antacid in my purse. I was thin and growing more pale and fragile each week.


Driving to church, my children chattered excitedly in the back seat. Sadly, I didn’t share their enthusiasm. I felt defeated.


Why was I going tonight? It was the middle of the week and it’d be past the kids’ bedtime when we got home. I had to work in the morning, and I was wasting gas.


Entering the building, the kids ran toward their classroom. I followed and greeted their teachers. “Hi there! Thanks for serving tonight!”


“You kids behave and have fun,” I tried to sound cheery as I hung up their little jackets.


Walking down the hall toward the sanctuary, I grew more pessimistic with each step. They’d need new coats in the winter. Where would I get the money for that?


The large room was dimly lit. The sermon didn’t lift my spirits and I sat motionless when the pastor dismissed the congregation. It was time to get the kids and head home, I silently groused, dreading the long, dark drive into the country.


Slowly I stood up and looked around. A few groups of people greeted one another here and there across the large auditorium. I had no friends there. Why was I even there? I’d wasted enough time and money coming in the middle of a workweek. I felt like an idiot.


Chastising myself, I turned to leave. About six feet away to my left, a large, older woman stood alone. I felt her staring at me. My head was hung low but I glanced up and smiled at her. She held my gaze and stared into my eyes.


“How ya doin’?”


I was surprised she spoke to me; she didn’t know me. I stepped toward her and sighed heavily, “Oh, I’m okay.” I forced a smile, “Gotta go get my kids.” She wasn’t fooled by my fake cheerfulness.


Turning toward me, she held out her arms. “Come here, baby.”


Without even thinking about it, I entered her opened arms. “You look like you need a hug, sweetie.” Her large arms enveloped me and I melted into her bosom.


Uncharacteristically, I stayed there for several seconds, my head resting peacefully on her chest. Beyond her physical warmth, she radiated the love of God. Confidence, strength, joy, and wellness flowed from this large, lovely woman into my little, sickly frame.


As I backed away, she held onto my upper arms. “You go get your babies now and you have a good week, ya hear?” I nodded, still surprised at my own reactions.


Peace overwhelmed me as I walked to my children’s classroom. I was overcome with a profound love for my kids.


I helped them put on their jackets as they excitedly told me what they’d done in class that evening. I found it hard to listen and couldn’t shake the feeling that someone intensely close to God had embraced me.


Suddenly I snapped to attention. “Come on kids, there’s someone I want you to meet.” I hurried my children back into the sanctuary. “Aw, she’s gone.”


I stopped two ladies who had sat behind me. “Excuse me. Do you know that lady who was in the pew right there?” I pointed to where she had been sitting.


“We didn’t see anyone there. What did she look like?”


Smiling, I described the large woman with the simple dress and cardigan sweater. “No, I didn’t see her,” they each responded.


“Well, we’ll find her Sunday. Let’s head home kids.”


I left church that night feeling well physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. The adoration that poured out of me onto my children was a renewed, unconditional love from God.


For the next several weeks I searched for that sweet lady. I looked on Wednesday evenings, Sunday mornings and even Sunday evenings, but never saw her again. It felt like she was a messenger sent just for me.


The love that was infused in me when I was encircled by her arms was affection straight from heaven. It was life-transforming and contagious. Living with renewed hope, my cheerfulness was genuine and it was easy to lavish unconditional love on my children and others.


~Kelly J. Stigliano
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That Last Goodbye


We laughed until we had to cry, we loved right down to our last goodbye, we were the best.


~St. Elmo’s Fire


The letter is dog-eared and forever creased because I’ve had it for decades. The message was written in pencil by a young, passionate soldier who looked a lot like Richard Gere.


Mark was flying back to his Army post on the eastern seaboard when he wrote it. In simple, transparent words, he put his heart on paper, and mailed it off to me.


Later I wondered if he stood before the Atlantic’s crashing surf and relived the turmoil of our last days together. It had not been smooth sailing, but that’s what we were — a wonderful, terrible, volatile explosion. It was heady stuff, being eighteen and head over heels in love with someone who was anything but safe.


He wrote that he wanted to talk with my dad and work out their differences. Mark was an optimist. He was young, unconquerable, and full of dreams. Dad, on the other hand, had plenty of hard times in his rear view mirror. He was a little too worn down by the world that Mark was ready to meet head-on. Dad wanted his only daughter to be happy. He didn’t envision a whirlwind named Mark making me happy.


I unfold the familiar paper, and trace his words. I close my eyes and step back in time.


Weeks had passed since he left. I had just graduated from high school and was working for a CPA. On lunch break, I backed my 1967 Firebird out of the long alley. Then my breath caught in my throat. Was that Mark, sitting right there, in the empty parking lot?


The motorcycle was polished — just like he kept it. From the back, it looked like his familiar posture. He was just sitting there on his beloved bike. But it couldn’t be . . . he’d flown away weeks ago. I felt like I was hallucinating.


My foot hesitated between the brake and the gas. My hand fumbled, confused by what gear I should be in. Then he looked at me. I was ready to run to him.


I started to back up again, because I knew I had to be seeing things. Mark’s motorcycle wasn’t here; it was in South Carolina. But I had to look back, and when I did, my eyes were filled with Mark. Logic shouted no; it could only be an incredible imitation — right down to his resolute jaw, his smoldering eyes, the exact color of his hair — and, of course, the exact motorcycle that he had. It couldn’t be him. Mark would’ve smiled that great crooked smile of his by now, so smug about surprising me.


Finding the brake pedal, my car was still, my stare locked. He looked so intently into my eyes, and looked so strangely sad. So very, very sad.


Drawn to him, I shifted out of reverse and inched forward, then pulled over and parked. My hand had found the familiar door handle, but when I looked up again I’ll never know if it was logic, or apprehension, or simple doubt that persuaded me that the man on the bike looked less familiar. Mark was in South Carolina. My heart had to be playing tricks on me. So I put the car into gear, backed away, and drove home.


All through lunch, I listened for the sound of a throaty motorcycle careening into the drive with a furious Mark aboard. I wanted it more than anything, because I wanted him to be real. I wanted the man in the parking lot to be mine. I promised myself I’d call him that night. I hugged the stuffed animal he won for me at a carnival when he was on leave. When I drove back to work, there was no sign of a handsome motorcycle rider.


Hoping for a message, I raced home after work. Nothing prepared me for what was waiting for me.


My father met me at the door with three words and tears in his eyes. “Mark is dead.” He spoke those words softly; he could barely get them out. I felt my legs go weak and my head began to spin. “He was killed in a traffic accident in South Carolina,” my father whispered.


The hard concrete driveway accepted my tears. It doesn’t matter how many you cry, you can’t fill up a concrete driveway.


I cried because I had lost him.


I cried because I had seen him.


I cried because I had passed by the powerful, pensive image of the man I loved, the man who had written about us starting to buy furniture.


He had somehow reached across a continent, so we could look into each other’s eyes one final time.


Forty years later, I still visit his grave, in the same military cemetery as my father, for the sake of a bittersweet memory and a faded letter. I sweep the debris from his headstone — and the years with it — and I remember and I thank him for that last goodbye.


~Christy A. Caballero


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Seaside Surprise


I think that someone is watching out for me, God, my guardian angel, I’m not sure who that is, but they really work hard.


~Mattie Stepanek


The bed and breakfast I was visiting in Newport, Rhode Island was a couple of blocks from the beach. I’m not an avid swimmer or sunbather but I love being near the ocean. Its beauty, energy, and timelessness have always been draws for me. I picked up a lunch at a local deli, grabbed a book and a folding chair, and drove to the high cliffs that famously drop down to the ocean from the “cottages” of Newport.


I found an isolated path descending from the road to the ocean’s edge. As I headed down toward the water I realized that the waves were really angry. I backtracked and settled myself in a small clearing among the rocks halfway between the road and the sea.


No people. No noise. Wonderful isolation. A perfect place to read, meditate, and contemplate nature at its best — I was in heaven.


After a short while the waves seemed to calm a bit. So I picked myself up, gathered my belongings, and headed further down the rocky path toward the ocean.


Seagulls had been flying by periodically, briefly alighting — I hadn’t paid any particular attention to them. I’d glimpsed one with a bent leg and another with a wing at an awkward angle. Still another had some uncharacteristic dark markings. But suddenly a huge, completely white seagull flew directly in front of me, landed in my path, and blocked my way down to the sea. Each time I attempted to shoo it away or walk past it the bird became really aggressive. It refused to move from the path and let me pass. Even pieces of bread broken off from my lunch sandwich, thrown a couple feet away, couldn’t persuade this obstinate creature to move. Disgusted, I headed back up the path and settled into the spot I had previously occupied.


I was shocked when the gull followed me and alighted on a rock outcropping about three feet from my chair. It just sat there, as if it were watching over me. Other seagulls flew by — occasionally one would land at some distance and after a while take flight again. But this huge bird never left my side. At first he was a bit intimidating, but as time passed I was able to ignore him.


At one point a family with a little girl came down the path. Headed for the ocean, they walked by me and I wondered if the huge seagull would block their way as well.


Nope, he continued to sit there, still as a stone, three feet from me.


“Well,” I reasoned, “If they can do it, so can I.”


I got up from my chair and darn that bird—he immediately flew into the path once more, blocking my way again. Perplexed, I returned to my chair. He returned to his same rocky ledge, and continued to sit by my side for over three hours. It seemed like a vigil.


During that time the waves below became increasingly violent. The tide started to come in, and suddenly the location I had previously coveted further down on the rocks was completely inundated by a tremendous, powerful wave. I was stunned. Then there was a second, and yet a third massive wave.


Surprised by the ferocity of the ocean, I decided to drive over to the beach to see what was going on. Something really unusual seemed to be happening. As I packed to leave, the huge seagull finally flew off. He startled me by doubling back and swooping right in front of my face. I actually had to duck my head to make certain there would be no collision. And when I had climbed to the top of the cliff and was about to enter the road, this strange bird made yet another turn and swooped back right over my head. It almost seemed like a farewell.


I headed for the beach and was surprised to find it was closed. However, that didn’t mean there weren’t any people there. Hundreds, held back by the police and barricades, lined the roadside watching violent twelve-foot waves roar and crash onto the shore.


And then I learned that a massive hurricane had struck down in the Carolinas. A few deaths had already occurred. All the beaches along the Atlantic coast had been closed. Mother Nature was certainly putting on an extraordinary — albeit dangerous — show.


I had spent the day entirely alone, never speaking to anyone, on the rocks by the ocean’s edge, completely unaware of the impending danger. Had I moved further down the path from where I was sitting I would have been swept into the ocean by the rogue waves I’d seen. This had already happened to two people south of us. They had both drowned. That would have been me as well — if not for the giant bird that spent all afternoon keeping me at a safe distance.


The following day, with the ocean still far from normal, I returned to the location of the rocky path down to the sea. But this time, instead of carrying my lunch, a book, and a folding chair, I brought a few bags of bread purchased at a local supermarket. I climbed down the path, opened the bags, and tore the bread into small pieces. I sprinkled them near where I’d been sitting the day before — all the while giving thanks to the seagulls wildly flying about over the still agitated ocean. I stayed a while, perched on the rocks, scanning the skies and my surroundings. Yes, the gulls with the crooked leg, odd wing, and strange markings were still in the area — they all seemed to hang out here together. But the huge all-white bird was nowhere to be seen.


To this day I have no idea why that big obstinate seagull was there watching out for me. What I do know is that without its mysterious intervention, I wouldn’t be here to tell this tale.


~Marsha Warren Mittman
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Just After Seven


It was possible that a miracle was not something that happened to you, but rather something that didn’t.


~Jodi Picoult, The Tenth Circle


It was April 1968. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. had just been slain and there was civil unrest in Wilmington, Delaware. From our second-floor apartment we saw fires across the skyline, and we heard the sound of breaking glass nearby from looters and rioters. There were National Guard troops in our streets and there was a strict curfew in effect.


As if that weren’t enough, there was a serial rapist at large in the city. He had already raped five young girls. It was a frightening time for me as a fifteen-year-old girl.


On this particular night, my mother had gone to complete her daily welfare check on the elderly widow across the hall. Since my grandmother’s passing, it seemed my mother created many projects to keep herself occupied—Mrs. Pope being her latest. Poor Mrs. Pope was so terrified since the riots began that she neglected to fill her Digitalis prescription. My mother volunteered to go pick it up but Mrs. Pope became distraught at being left alone—not ideal for someone suffering from a heart condition. My mother called to me, instructing me to get my sweater—I was going instead.


I was afraid to go. It was dark, I might be stopped for violating the curfew, and that serial rapist was out there. But Mom assured me that it would be okay and that I should just show the prescription if I were stopped. So with prescription in hand, I grabbed my favorite red sweater with the pretty covered buttons and off I went.


The drugstore was two blocks away but it seemed like miles. At the first corner outside our building, I was stopped and allowed to pass after showing the prescription. The next two corners were repeats. I felt relieved. I finished my errand and was on my way home when I realized that the guards changed every two hours during the evening, beginning at five p.m. It was just after seven o’ clock now, so I would be seeing new guards. And I no longer had the prescription to show them.


The first guard refused to let me pass. I begged him to let me go, explaining our neighbor desperately needed the medication I was carrying. His refusal was final.


I was afraid. Would he take me to the Armory where curfew violators were detained? The night skyline was already glowing with the fires being set by looters. I was scared and desperate to get home. So when the guard’s focus shifted briefly away from me, I ran. The guard wasn’t allowed to leave his post, so I escaped. I entered a dark, isolated alley that I typically would not have entered even in broad daylight. The alley was in the middle of the block and just north of my apartment building. I felt relieved that I would only need to pass one checkpoint to get home from there.


About a third of the way down the alley I felt such terrible fear well up inside me that I immediately got sick to my stomach. I didn’t know what was wrong; I just knew I felt overwhelmed. I prayed to God for help and protection. I asked Him to please protect me and get me home safely. I kept repeating the prayer over and over.


I didn’t see anyone the entire length of the alley. It was lined with metal trashcans while tall wooden fences and shrubs obscured the adjoining yards from view. My fear increased the further into the alley I went but I kept praying and moving along. Minutes later, I was safe inside our apartment.


A few weeks later, Mrs. Pope brought the morning newspaper to my mother. She suggested my mother read the article about the capture of the serial rapist. After finishing, tears welled up in Mom’s eyes.


The suspect had confessed to all the attacks, giving accounts of the incidents and specific details that were known only to the police detectives working the case. He told detectives that there was one girl he really wanted but didn’t get, one who was wearing a red sweater with covered buttons. The detectives thought this strange, considering his attacks had been escalating.


What made him back down from this would-be-victim that he so clearly wanted? He said that he was afraid to try and get the red-sweater girl, as he called her, the girl he had seen just after seven the same night that I was out, in an alley just north of our apartment.


Why? He said that two tall men dressed in long, white choir robes were walking on either side of her.


~Ruth Barmore
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Saving Jordan


One thing you can say for guardian angels: they guard.


They give warning when danger approaches.


~Emily Hahn


Washing dishes has always been my pondering, preparing and praising time. The winter of 1987 was only different because washing dishes was not a choice, but an everyday reality in Kitzingen, Germany, where we did not have a dishwasher. Evenings tended to be very quiet after the boys were down because we were also television-less and basically radio-less since our apartment was out of signal range for the American AFN station, and I didn’t speak German well enough to bother with the German stations.


This particular winter evening, I was looking out the window, washing the day’s dishes and thinking about our life and how grateful I was for it. My husband, Jesse, was a U.S. Army tank company commander on maneuvers in the south, and his job allowed us to live in a beautiful village in Germany and gave me the privilege of staying home with our sons. Just that day, I had bundled up both boys in their winter gear, strapped them into the stroller, and rumbled over the cobblestones down to the village to buy our seasonal vegetables.


The ladies at the local greenhouse twittered over two-year-old Jacob and newborn Jordan. The ladies enjoyed spoiling the boys, teaching them German words just as I taught them English ones.


When we came back from our errands, I fed the boys their dinner and settled them down to sleep. Then I lowered the stack of plates into the hot sudsy water, figuring I would get the washing out of the way and then spend a cozy evening reading.


“Check the baby.” It was just a fleeting thought, as I put plates in the drain board. I ignored it and started to wash the glasses.


“Check the baby!” This time, I felt it whispered in my ear. Even though I knew that I was alone, I still turned around to see who had spoken. No one. A still small voice, easily brushed aside as imagination. I picked up the first glass, swishing the cloth inside to clean it.


“CHECK THE BABY!” Crash! I dropped the glass on the floor as the louder than audible voice thundered in my heart. There was no ignoring this messenger.


I ran into the nursery and turned on the light to find that six-week-old Jordan was still and blue. His chest was not rising and I couldn’t feel any breath coming from his nose. I picked him up and checked his airway, then started infant CPR while running across the hall to my neighbor’s apartment. Jordan took his first gasp as Anita opened her door.


When living in the United States, I knew that in a medical emergency to call 911. In Germany, I had no idea how to call for an ambulance. I knew that we needed to go to the hospital, but the fastest way to get there was to drive. While I drove, Anita kept watch over Jordan, prepared to start CPR again, as I raced through the cobblestoned villages to the American hospital in Würzburg. All the while, the same voice whispered, “Peace, peace, peace. I am with you.”


That calming voice stayed with me during the whole time that we were at the hospital. We were one of the lucky families. Jordan was diagnosed a SIDS baby (Sudden Infant Death) but he survived and went on to play football, marry his high school sweetheart, serve his country in Afghanistan and Iraq, and graduate from law school. Through many instances in his life I continued to hear that voice whisper to me, “Peace, peace, peace. I love him more than you ever could.” I always listen.


~Sharon Carpenter
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My Heroes


Dogs are miracles with paws.


~Attributed to Susan Ariel Rainbow Kennedy


Many years ago, I was a student at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, where I lived on campus. I had an evening class that was a fifteen-minute walk from my dorm. No one in my dorm was taking the same class and neither were any of my friends, so I walked to and from class alone, returning in the dark.


One evening, I noticed two very large, black and tan Doberman Pinschers following about twenty feet behind me. I have always been an animal lover and I have never been afraid of dogs, so I stopped walking, turned around, and talked to them. They refused to come to me and when I tried to walk toward them, they backed up, keeping their distance. They were not threatening in any way — they did not growl or flatten their ears the way dogs do when they are about to attack — they just wouldn’t allow me to get close to them.


For weeks, every time I walked to this particular class, the two dogs appeared and followed me. I was very comfortable with the situation, even though the dogs would not interact with me.


One night, a car with three young men slowly pulled up beside me, paused, and then sped ahead and stopped. The boys were loud and rowdy, and I remember wondering if they were intoxicated. As the young men emerged from the car, I heard one of them say, “Let’s get her.” As they walked toward me, before I had time to react, the two Dobermans charged at them, snarling and barking. You never saw three people get into a car so fast and pull away!


I spent the rest of the semester looking over my shoulder, hoping to see those heroic dogs again. Strangely, after that one night when I needed their protection, my guardians never reappeared.


~Sandy Alexander Reid
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Embassy Miracle


Prayer is where the action is.


~John Wesley


We were crazy to think we could pull it off again. We had adopted our first child from Romania a few years before, but now the doors were closed. The U.S. State Department warned us not to try, saying they would deny our child’s visa. Without that we couldn’t bring a child home.


Even though our Romanian lawyer identified a child for us, we felt conflicted over what to do. We desperately wanted this beautiful child, but we wondered if we could pull it off when government officials were telling us to stay home. We were tormented by thoughts of her crying in the orphanage without anyone to hold her and love her. We thought about her not having food, clothes, or toys. We remembered what we had seen when we adopted our first child. We already felt like this new little girl, Andrea, was ours, and we had to rescue her.


I began praying to God to send an angel to safeguard Andrea until we could get her out of the deplorable orphanage. Our Romanian attorney sent us a photograph of her lying in a chipped white metal crib; I kissed it every time I walked by the refrigerator where it was displayed. Looking at this picture and constantly thinking about her made us determined to get her. With heavy hearts we packed our bags and flew halfway around the world to try to bring Andrea home.


The first time I saw her I ached. I could see the fear in her tiny emaciated face as she sat silently and helplessly in the attorney’s office. At ten months, she only weighed ten pounds! The effects of orphanage life were apparent and I couldn’t wait to get her home and introduce her to Juliana, her sister.


Miraculously, when we first saw her, she was clutching a little stuffed dog with spots, the exact one that Juliana had insisted we send to her little sister “Annie” months before we ever knew about this new little girl, Andrea. Somehow, Juliana’s gift for her wished-for sister had made it to the exact baby we hoped to bring home.


The moment our attorney gave us the necessary documents, we hurried to the U.S. Embassy to apply for Andrea’s visa. Behind the counter of the consular section was a pleasant looking man who smiled when we approached him. I prayed again, asking God for a miracle at the Embassy.


The memories of Juliana’s adoption haunted me. In 1991, dozens of prospective adoptive parents had their children’s visas denied for minor technicalities. Everything hinged on this appointment. If Andrea’s visa was denied, we couldn’t bring her home and that would break my heart.


I nervously shuffled through the documents. I managed a weak smile. “Everything’s in order,” I began. “We have met all of the requirements,” I said, nodding more to convince myself than him.


He examined each form and glanced at Andrea held tightly in my arms. “I don’t see the agency paperwork. Where is that?”


I swallowed hard. “We didn’t use an agency.”


“We adopted Andrea privately using a Romanian attorney,” my husband Pat said, pointing to the supporting documentation.


“Oh,” he said, looking grim. “No agency?”


“No,” we both said quietly.


“Now that’s interesting,” he murmured.


I reached across the counter and fanned the documents before him. “The law requires each one of these certificates, which we have provided.”


He shook his head. “Yes, you have.” He fingered through them methodically and nodded. He marked each one with an official purple stamp, and sealed them in a large brown envelope. “Here you go,” he said. “Have a safe journey home.”


Pat nervously took the package from him. “Thank you, Mr. Smith.”


He nodded politely, accepted our thanks and watched us leave.


Pat and I held hands as we exited through the security gate past the U.S. Marine who faithfully manned his post. When we stepped outside, the bright sunshine warmed us. “That was too easy,” I whispered.


Pat’s forehead wrinkled as he squinted in thought. “I agree.” Pat examined the envelope. “I know I’m not dreaming because I’m holding it.” He leaned into me and kissed me. “Let’s go home.”


“Yes,” I said holding Andrea a little tighter. I missed Juliana terribly and couldn’t wait to introduce her to her new sister. We headed for the Swiss Air office and got seats on the next available flight.


“Let’s go back and thank him again on our way home tomorrow,” I urged. “We’ll be near the Embassy. It’s on our way.”


Patrick nodded. “Okay. Mr. Smith made it incredibly easy for us. We really should tell him how much we appreciated his kindness.”


I pointed to his signature on the packet reading his name, “Mr. John Smith.”


The following day we entered the Embassy with our plane tickets in hand. A woman behind the counter greeted us. “May I help you?” she asked.


“Yes, we would like to see Mr. John Smith,” I said smiling.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she began, “he’s been on vacation all month and isn’t scheduled to return until next week.”


My smile faded. “He wasn’t here yesterday?”


“No,” she said. “I’m afraid not.”


“You’re sure. He wasn’t here yesterday?”


She cinched her lips tightly. “I’m sorry.” She checked a log, scanning the pages with her fingers. “No,” she muttered. “Everyone who enters the Embassy is required to sign in. You can check for yourself if you’d like.”
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