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A Special Foreword
by Jack and Mark



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


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


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


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


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


In this new volume, we have selected our 101 best stories and poems about fathers and their wisdom from our rich fifteen-year history. The stories that we have chosen were written by fathers and by their children. Some of them made us laugh, some made us cry. They all made us appreciate the special bond between fathers and children and the special reverence that children hold for their wise old dads.


We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 35 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue reading about parenting and families among our other titles. We hope you will also enjoy the additional titles about parenting, sports, and life in general in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


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


The best thing to hold onto is each other.


~Anonymous
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LEARNING TO LOVE



Often the deepest relationships can be developed during the simplest activities.


~Gary Smalley


Trissa came up to me a few minutes before math class. “Hey, Richie, you know about cars,” she said. “Mine’s making a funny noise. Could you take a look at it?”


“Sure,” I said, and then another girl named Arielle spoke up.


“Can I come watch?” she asked. “I want to learn how to fix cars, too.”


A year ago I didn’t even know what a distributor cap was. But nowadays my friends come to me with their car problems. They think I’m some kind of expert, but my new dad, Roger—he’s the real expert. He taught me everything I know about engines and transmissions. But Roger also taught me more important stuff—about life and love, and what it truly means to become a man.


My real dad left when I was just a baby, and for fifteen years it was just my mom and me. When the other guys played football with their dads, I could only watch. And it was a little embarrassing going on fishing trips when my mom was the only woman there. But I convinced myself it didn’t really matter. After all, how could I miss having a dad when I’d never had a dad to lose?


I was happy when we moved from Brooklyn to Nyack, New York, where my mom works for Sears. There was a lot more room to ride bikes and play ball, and at school there were coaches who taught me how to swing a bat and catch a pass—you know, the sort of things your dad’s supposed to teach you.


I made a lot of new friends in Nyack, and my mom even started dating. Some of the guys were okay; others I thought were total jerks. But the night Mom and I met Roger at a New Year’s Eve party, I didn’t know what to think.


Roger was six feet, three inches tall and 250 pounds, with long hair and a beard. He was loud and a little hard of hearing, and his forearms were as big around as my thighs.


“Nice to meet you,” Roger boomed when somebody introduced us. When he shook my hand, it disappeared inside his huge paw, callused and scarred from years of construction work and working in the boiler room of a Navy ship during the Vietnam War.


I thought Roger was one scary dude, but on the drive home when we talked about him, Mom got sort of dreamy. “He’s actually very gentle,” she said, and told me how sensitive Roger had seemed when he talked about his two sons who had drowned seventeen years before in a canoeing accident.


I still thought Roger was a little freaky, but a few nights later when he called I tried not to make a face as I handed Mom the phone. They talked for hours, and a few nights after that Roger took Mom to dinner. I didn’t know whether to feel happy for her or worried she’d maybe flipped her lid.


Then one night Roger was sitting in our living room waiting for Mom to get ready while I was talking to my grandparents on the phone. I told my grandma I loved her when I finished talking to her, but to my grandfather I just said goodbye.


Hanging up, I was surprised when Roger cleared his throat to speak—and even more surprised by what he said. “I know why you didn’t tell your grandfather you love him,” he began. “It’s because he’s a guy, and you were embarrassed to tell him how you feel.”


Roger talked some about his sons who had drowned. “Not a day passes when I don’t wish I’d said ‘I love you’ to them even more than I did. ‘I love you’ isn’t just something you say to women,” he said. Now I was really confused because here was this giant tough guy with tears rolling down his cheeks.


I still remember the first time Mom and I visited Roger’s house. The place overflowed with old newspapers and magazines, and everywhere you turned there were broken toasters and televisions Roger had always meant to fix. Then we went out to the garage—and wow!


Ever since I was little I’ve loved taking things apart to see how they work. Radios, my Ghostbusters game—I could take them apart fine, but there were always parts left over when I tried to put them back together. And the only tools I ever had were the screwdrivers and pliers from the kitchen drawer.


But Roger’s garage was one big workshop full of tools I’d never even seen before.


For the next hour, Roger showed me reciprocating saws, ratchets and about a thousand other tools. “Maybe one day we can work on a project together,” he said, and I forced myself not to smile because what if he never did? What if Roger was just pretending to like me to impress my mom?


I guess you could say Roger swept my mom off her feet, because it wasn’t long before we were packing our things to move into his house. Roger and I spent days hauling junk to the dump in his pickup. We also refinished the floors.


A few weeks later, Roger taught me how to work a stick shift driving back and forth in the driveway. Then we went to the Department of Motor Vehicles to get my learner’s permit.


Another day Roger brought home an old Ford Escort that barely ran. “We’ll fix her up together, and then you’ll have something to drive,” he said. This time I didn’t even try to hide my smile.


When we discovered the Escort’s transmission was shot, Roger bought a used transmission from the junkyard, and we jacked up the car and swapped it out with the old one. It was hard work, especially for a tall, skinny kid like me. But one night Mom gripped my forearm and smiled. “You’re putting on muscle,” she said.


“I know,” I said proudly, and I owed it all to Roger.


Even after we got it running, Roger and I spent hours tinkering with my car, and we did a lot of talking while we worked. Roger told me about when he was my age and he and his dog Silus used to sit beside the tracks for hours watching the trains roll by, and how he’d worked at a gas station for free just so he could learn to fix cars.


Roger also talked about some of the many kids he’d taken into his home over the years—abused kids, kids strung out on drugs, even a few who had spent time in jail. Roger helped these guys through some pretty tough times, and many of them have grown up to become successful businessmen, policemen and firemen. They still come by with their wives and families to thank him.


These days our house is full of tiny parts from a piano Roger and I are rebuilding because we both want to know what makes it work. We also love going for long drives through the country, stopping at farms to check out the animals while we talk about life. Sometimes we talk about girls and sex and stuff like that, but after hearing stories about the kids Roger helped, he didn’t have to warn me about abusing drugs and alcohol. I don’t want to screw up my life or wind up in prison. I want to grow up to be hard-working, honest and caring—just like Roger.


Besides my mom, Roger is the only person I know who will always be there for me, no matter what. Thanks to Roger I’ve grown tougher on the outside, but inside I know it’s okay to care about people and tell them so.


Last Father’s Day, I wrote Roger a letter telling him how much he’d changed my life. “I never had a dad until I was a teenager, but now I have the greatest dad in the world,” I wrote. “You’ve taken me places I never would have gone, both out in the world and inside myself, and your ‘I love yous’ are the most reassuring and wonderful words I’ve ever heard in my life.”


~Bernard “Richie” Thomassen as told to Heather Black
Chicken Soup for the Christian Teenage Soul
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PRAY FOR KYLE



We are made to persist. That is how we find out who we are.


~Tobias Wolff


I remember sitting in the middle of my hometown baseball diamond one hot summer day when I was a kid, head between my knees, glove over my head and tears of frustration at my inability to hit a curveball streaming down my dirty cheeks.


Nothing anyone could have said right then could possibly have suppressed my anger. I didn’t care if Dale Murphy himself appeared to tell me that he couldn’t hit a curveball when he was a kid. I was furious, and there was no changing it.


Then I smelled my dad’s cologne.


He crouched down beside me, snow cone in one hand, glove in the other, and sat on second base. He assured me my lack of prowess at hitting the “old number 2” hadn’t marked the demise of my young career, and that we’d work on it until I ripped every last one of them.


We spent hours working on it, so much that my old man is probably incapable of throwing a baseball anymore. But you know what? I learned how to knock the crap out of a curveball that day, and seeing him beam with pride every time I did so made it obvious to me that a mutilated rotator cuff was totally worth it to him.


That’s a lot like Kyle Petty. Most of his NASCAR Winston Cup dreams having already been fulfilled, he sacrificed any remaining glory to help his son achieve his high-speed hopes and dreams.


Kyle tossed his own career aside to assure that Adam’s would prosper. He was perfectly content with that. It was obvious in the way he carried himself, how he tripped over himself with glee at how well his son was performing in a race car.


Then the unthinkable happened.


As the NASCAR Winston Cup Series steered to Loudon, New Hampshire, for Sunday’s New England 300, Petty faced the stiffest test of his lengthy career. For the first time, he returned to the racetrack that claimed his eldest son’s life and, sadly enough, a significant part of his own.


Kyle is a wonderful man, arguably the most giving, caring, thoughtful man ever to grace the racetrack. When his son was so tragically taken from him, a part of him died as well. Still, he gives far more to others than he gives to himself.


He doesn’t want to give to himself. He doesn’t want to feel whole. He’ll never get over Adam’s death, doesn’t want to. He feels that the day he wakes up and doesn’t hurt, that Adam isn’t as close to him as he once was.


That is so, so sad.


July 7 was one of the greatest father/son days in NASCAR history. Ricky Hendrick won the inaugural NASCAR Craftsman Truck Series race at Kansas City with his father on hand to celebrate.


Jon Wood finished fourth in that same race, his father Eddie calling countless times from Daytona to check in on his son’s progress. In one of the most poignant moments in NASCAR history, Dale Earnhardt Jr. won the Pepsi 400 that night. You know his daddy was smiling.


After the 400, I remember being so happy for all three of those kids. I remember thinking how awesome it must have been for those fathers to experience such a triumphant day with their sons. I called my father to discuss it with him, and during our conversation I remember thinking about Kyle.


He wanted moments like that with Adam so badly.


Sometimes life has its own curveballs.


~Marty Smith
Chicken Soup for the NASCAR Soul
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THE PRICE OF A CHILD



“Daddy, how much did I cost?”


Perched on my parents’ cedar chest in the bedroom, I listened to their casual talk about budgets and paychecks—talk as relevant back in 1967 as it is today. My then-six-year-old mind concluded, wrongly, that my family was poor.


Dad stood at his dresser, looking at bills. He wore faded jeans, an undershirt and white canvas shoes stained grass-green from mowing our lawn. Mom folded laundry on the bed, making even towers of sun-dried clothes. I spotted my new shorts sets and thought about day camp.


Their money talk continued, and Dad joined me on the cedar chest. I plunked the springy metal watchband on Dad’s tan wrist, thinking that the white skin underneath reminded me of a fish belly. Just as I started to ask him to “make a muscle” so I could try pushing his flexed biceps down, a thought hit me like icy water from a garden hose: Dad had to pay for me.


While the story of my birth ranked as a bedtime favorite, I had never considered hospital bills, or the countless meals I’d eaten, or the price of summer clothes.


“Daddy,” I interrupted again, “how much did I cost?”


“Oh, let’s see.” He sighed in distraction and placed his watch on the safety of his dresser. “About a million dollars.”


A light went out inside me. A million dollars. Because of me, Dad worked two jobs. Because of me, he drove an old car, ate lunch at home and had his dress shoes resoled—again.


With my eyes and chin down, I inched off the cedar chest and shuffled into the kitchen. From a shelf, I took my granny-shaped bank, which held every penny I owned—seven dollars even. And not seven dollars in assorted change, but seven cool, shiny silver dollars, one for every birthday and one for the day I was born.


The bank’s rubber plug surrendered, and the coins poured into my hands. I had often played with these coins in secret, jostling them in a small drawstring bag in my roles as gypsy or runaway princess. They had always been put back in the bank, though, and I felt secure pleasure in just knowing they were there. But that day, the “clink” of returning each coin sounded hollow.


If the topic had changed when I returned to my parents’ bedroom, I didn’t notice. Tugging on Dad’s shirt, I held out my first payment on a million dollars.


“Here,” I sniffed. “Maybe this will help pay for me.”


“What?” Dad’s confused look matched my own. Didn’t he remember what he’d said? Didn’t the sight of me remind him of how much I cost?


My tear-filled eyes, which I couldn’t seem to take off the bank, finally made sense to him.


Dad knelt down and pulled me close. “You didn’t cost a million dollars, but you’re worth a million-million dollars. And if that’s what I’d have to pay for you, I’d do it. Now dry those eyes and put your bank away.”


Today, I often pull this memory out, turn it over and feel the warm satisfied weight of it in my heart. Back then, no price could be put on my worth to my dad. No price can be put on his worth to me now.


~Debi Stack
Chicken Soup for the Father & Daughter Soul
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PLAY CATCH WITH ME, DAD



Kids spell love T-I-M-E.


~John Crudele


“Play catch with me, Dad?”
I hope you don’t forget
about the small kid
with the baseball and the mitt.
I know that you are busy
with important things all day,
but it makes me feel so special
when you take some time to play.
Things like winning and losing
don’t mean that much to me.
It’s just being with you
that makes us family.
So, even if you are tired
from the day you’ve just had,
please don’t forget
to play catch with me, Dad.


~Tom Krause
Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


THE PROMISE



I looked up from our base camp on Mt. Shasta and saw that the heavens were almost white, so filled with stars. Our party was alone except for a single tent perched on the snow nearby. Its occupant was a young man about twenty-two years old.


Occasionally, I glanced over and saw him packing his daypack for the next morning’s climb. First he put in a small box, then two bottles and a lunch. He saw me staring and waved. I returned the greeting and got busy with my own preparations.


The next morning, the sun greeted the crisp dawn. After breakfast, my companions and I eagerly started our ascent. I went into my slow, steady trudge, trailing the others.


After a little while, the young man from base camp drew beside me and asked if it was okay to hike along. I hesitated. I really didn’t want any company. Besides, I noticed that he limped; and I wasn’t certain whether he could reach the top. I didn’t want to abort my attempt at the summit to aid him.


“I’m glad for the company,” I replied, in spite of my misgivings.


His name was Walt, and he told me that it was his third attempt to reach the top.


“When I was about twelve,” he explained, “my father brought me here and we started up, but the weather got bad, and we were forced to turn back.”


Pausing, he smiled proudly. “Dad was a great outdoorsman and a wonderful climber.”


We traversed for a short way in silence before Walt continued.


“I was born with a problem with my left leg, so I’ve always had trouble walking and running. But Dad refused to let that keep me back. When I was just a tiny kid, he used to take me into the Sierra to teach me to fish. I remember the first time I baited my own hook and hauled in a trout. He insisted that I clean it myself. It was the best fish I ever tasted.”


We stopped by the side of the trail to put on our crampons. As we moved higher, he carried on with his story.


“When I got to be about nine, Dad started taking me into the mountains. Gradually, my leg became stronger, and eventually I could keep up with him. Last summer he called and asked if I would like to try for the summit again. We hadn’t seen much of each other since my parents’ divorce, and I jumped at the chance to be with him.”


Walt looked down toward our base camp.


“We camped where you saw my tent. Neither of us was really in a hurry to climb. We just wanted to be together and catch up on the years we had missed. He told me that all he ever wanted was to live with his family and grow old among his children and grandchildren. Dad had long silent spells, and there was a sad aura about him.”


I spoke little. I was trying to save my breath for the steeper incline. As we climbed higher, Walt kicked the steps, making my work easier. We came to a steep chute, narrow and icy, and it seemed to me that his limp was hardly noticeable.


“Why don’t you lead?” he asked. “I remember that rocks tend to break away here, and I’d hate to knock one loose and have it hit you.”


Ten minutes later, we stopped for a rest. By then I knew he was all of twenty-one, married and had a three-month-old son.


“My father and I got this far last time when I became ill from the altitude and my leg buckled under me. The pain got so bad, I couldn’t go on. Dad hoisted me onto his back and, somehow, he brought us both into camp before getting help. The search and rescue team carried me to the hospital. Dad and I promised each other that we would try again.”


Then Walt looked down and squeezed back a tear. “But we never got to do it. He died last month.”


After a solemn moment, we trekked onward, and just below the summit, we rested again on a small rock outcropping. The sky blazed blue, and I could see at least 180 degrees to eternity. The sun was high, and its rays warmed me as I ate some trail food.


A few feet away, Walt sat on a boulder holding in both hands the box he had packed the night before. He whispered, “We’re going to make it this time. You carried me last time, and now it’s my turn to carry you.”


At that point, Walt rose abruptly, and with no further word he headed to the peak. I stared into his face as he strode past me. He seemed to be in a trance with an almost beatific smile lighting his face. I followed.


Finally, we reached the top. I was only a few steps behind.


Carefully, Walt knelt on the snow, reached into his pack and reverently removed the box. Then, after digging a hole about fifteen inches deep and attentively pouring some of his father’s ashes into it, he covered the hole and built a small stone cairn over it.


When he stood up, he faced north, then east, south and west. Turning his body toward each direction once again, he reached into the box and gently sprinkled some ashes to each compass point.


Walt’s face was painted with joy and triumph behind a rush of tears. He flung the last of the remains into the wind and shouted, “We made it, Dad, we made it! Rest on our mountaintop. I promise I’ll be back when your grandson can meet you here.”


~Mel Lees
Chicken Soup for the Nature Lover’s Soul
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TAKE MY HAND



The guardian angels of life fly so high as to be beyond our sight, but they are always looking down upon us.


~Jean Paul Richter


The car crept slowly up the dark mountain road as February winds dusted the slick pavement with new-fallen snow. From the front seat, my two college friends navigated the old car over the icy road. I sat behind them with a broken seat belt.


The back end of the car fishtailed. “No problem, Mary,” Brad reassured me, gripping the steering wheel. “Sam’s house is just over the next ridge. We’ll make it there safely.”


I heaved a sigh. “I’m glad Sam’s having a party. It’ll be so good to see everyone again after Christmas break.” I hoped my cheerful friends could bring me up from one of the lowest points of my life. Even Christmas at home in Hawaii had been disappointing, leaving my heart empty and hollow. Nothing had been the same since Dad died two years ago.


Sensing my despair, Dad’s sisters had taken me aside after Christmas dinner. “Pray to the heavens, honey,” they coaxed. “Your daddy is there. He can hear you and help you.”


Pray? Bah, humbug, I thought, as I left the family gathering. I’ve given up on God.


Moonlight glistened off the icy pavement. Our car approached the bridge traversing the canal waters feeding the nearby lake. As we crossed the bridge, the car began swerving out of control. “Hang on!” Brad screamed. We spun 360 degrees before careening off the road. The car rolled over, slammed onto its top, and my body crashed through the rear window and onto the frozen earth. As I groaned, only half-conscious, I noticed no sounds from the front seat. I started crawling, hoping to find the road, and help. Digging my elbows into the ground, I dragged my battered body across the rough terrain. With the next pull, I slid over a knoll and somersaulted down the other side and into the freezing canal water.


The pain and cold left me limp. Then I heard a voice scream, “Swim!”


I began to stroke with my arms.


“Swim!” the voice called. It sounded like Dad. “Swim harder, Mary Ann!”


He was the only one who called me Mary Ann. “Daddy!” I cried, as the current pulled me under. I thrust myself through the surface of the water when I heard him scream again, “Swim harder!”


“Daddy, where are you? I can’t see you!” I yelled, as the frigid waters pulled me under again.


Too frozen and weak to fight, I felt myself sinking deeper into the darkness. My head swayed back, and I gazed up through the surface of the water where a bright golden light glowed. Then I heard Daddy holler again, “Swim, Mary Ann! Take my hand!”


With all my might, I hurled my body upward, through the water and into the light. There, my daddy’s hand extended. I recognized his touch, his grip as he pulled me up.


Then the light, the hand—the moment—vanished. I was clutching a chain extended across the canal.


“Daddy!” I cried. “Come back! Help me. Help me, Daddy!”


“Over here!” another voice yelled. “She’s over here!” A stranger leaned toward the water’s edge. “Hold on to the chain and pull yourself to shore!”


Hand over hand, I yanked my frozen torso within the stranger’s reach, and he lifted me to the bank. My body and my mind were numb.


“Let’s get you to the hospital,” the man said, wrapping me in a blanket. He sniffed near my face. “Have you been drinking?” “No,” I mumbled.


As I drifted into a merciful state of unconsciousness, I heard him say, “You were calling for your daddy.”


I came to in the emergency room, where I was treated for hypothermia. My friends had sustained only cuts and bruises.


“You’re all lucky,” the highway patrolman said. “Especially you, young lady. Those chains are strung across canals to keep animals and debris from flowing into the lake. I can’t believe you knew to grab it when you did, or had the strength to in that freezing water.”


“I had help,” I muttered.


“You must have had help, Mary,” the patrolman said. “You were deathly close to being sucked into the underground siphon that pumps water into the lake. Another ten feet, and we’d never have found your body.” He patted my shoulder. “Somebody up there is looking after you.”


Not just somebody, I thought. My Daddy.


That afternoon in the canal was the last time in my life I’ve been afraid. Even years later, when our infant daughter had open-heart surgery, I had a faith-filled peace no one could understand. I can feel that, with Dad’s help, the hand of God is over me. I need only to reach out and grasp it.


~Mary Ann Hagen
A Second Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul
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MY FATHER’S SON



Children have more need of models than of critics.


~Carolyn Coats,
Things Your Dad Always Told You, but You Didn’t Want to Hear


It was one of those excruciatingly cold New England mornings in 1964. A four-day-old snow had turned to ice as it pressed against my bedroom window. In my twelve-year-old sleepiness, I staggered through the dark hallway into the bathroom, hearing the truck’s engine idling audibly outside.


Peering out, I saw his figure—a dark shadow moving against the white background, his breath clouding the air when he exhaled. I heard his work boots crunching the hard snow with his giant steps. I saw his dark face hidden beneath a knit cap, the upturned coat collar, the woolen scarf wrapped around his neck and chin. One gloved hand guided the ice scraper across the truck’s windshield; the other brushed the shavings like a crystal beard from the truck’s old weathered face.


Daddy. Moving with a quick purpose, driven by a commitment and a responsibility taught him thirty-five years earlier in Depression-era Georgia. Daddy. A silent gladiator who was stepping once more into the hostile arena of the day’s battle. Daddy. Awake while the rest of the world slept. And as he slid behind the steering wheel, driving carefully from the driveway onto the street, the truck was swallowed up by dawn’s dimness. As I returned to the warmth of my blankets—in my own bed, in my own room—I knew I could go back to sleep, to dream, because Daddy was outside facing the cold.


Throughout the many junior- and senior-high mornings I watched my father go to work, I never told him how that vision affected me. I simply wondered at his ability to do what he did: keeping the kitchen filled with food, making the payments on my music lessons, covering the car insurance so I could drive during my senior year, piling the Christmas gifts beneath the tree, taking me to Boston to buy new clothes, dragging me to church on Sundays, driving me to visit college campuses on his day off, kissing and teasing my mother in the living room, and nodding off in his easy chair in the middle of a sentence. Perhaps it was because these scenes seemed so ordinary that I never spoke of them, never weighed them beyond my own selfish adolescent needs.


And then at college, away from him—when his presence became merely the voice over the phone during weekend calls or the name scribbled at the bottom of the weekly letter stuffed with a ten-dollar bill—I thought other men were more significant than Daddy. Those men who taught my classes in polysyllabic words, wrote articles in journals and explained complex theorems and philosophies. Daddy never did any of that—he couldn’t with only a high school education. My hero worship made me a disciple to Ivy League scholars who ignited my dormant ideas and dead men whose names were printed on book covers, buildings and the currency I hungered to possess.


Then, as I traveled to Europe in my later college years, I realized I had seen more, had traveled farther and had achieved greater distinctions than Daddy ever had. I was filled with a sense of self-importance, puffed up with grad-school grants, deluded with degrees and accolades assigned to my name.


Then, I entered the formidable arena—the job, the relationships, the creditors, the pressures and the indignities of racial politics. As I reached my late twenties, I looked forward to returning home, talking with Daddy, sharing a ball game, watching an old Western on television, drinking a beer, listening to a story about his childhood days in Georgia and hearing his warm, fulfilling laughter. I rediscovered Daddy again—not as a boy in awe, but with respect as a man. And I realized a truth that I could not articulate as a child—Daddy was always there for me. Unlike the professors, the books, the celebrity heroes, the mentors, he was always there. He was my father, a man who committed himself to a thankless job in a society that had written him off with statistics and stereotypes.


When I reached my early thirties, when I became a father myself, I saw my own father with greater clarity. As I awoke in the early morning hours, compromised my wants, dealt with insults and worked overtime in order to give my son his own room—with his own bed and his own dreams—I realized I was able to do those things because my father had done them for me.


And now, at age forty-seven, when I spend precious moments with my own thirteen-year-old son, when we spend fleeting moments together at a movie, on a basketball court, in church or on the highway, I wonder what he thinks of me. At what point will I slip away from his world of important men, and will there be a point when he’ll return to me with a nod of understanding? How will he measure my weaknesses and strengths, my flaws and distinctions, my nightmares and dreams? Will he claim me in the name of love and respect?


Sometimes the simple lessons are the most difficult to teach. Sometimes the most essential truths are the most difficult to learn. I hope my son will one day cherish all the lessons and truths that have flowed to him, through me, from his grandfather. And as my son grows older, I believe that he, too, will measure his steps by the strides I have made for him, just as I have achieved my goals because of the strides my father has made for me. When my son does this, perhaps he will feel the same pride and fulfillment that I do when I say, “I am my father’s son.”


~Mel Donalson
Chicken Soup for the African American Soul
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APOLOGY TO A CHILD



By the time that you can read this
You may not know me well
But then again, we may be close
You can never really tell.
You used to call me “Daddy”
I used to hold you tight
I used to bathe you every day
And tuck you in at night.
I should have held your Mommy more
We should have sat and talked
The love grew cold, the words got hot
And then one day I walked.
I cried the night I left you all
I cried again today
It seems sometimes that’s all I’ve done
Since that night I went away.
I hope you know I love you
Though I wasn’t always there
I think about you constantly
And you’re always in my prayers.
I hope someday you’ll understand
That this thing hurt me, too
I hope you’ll know, I always have
And always will love you.
Last night I drove to where you live
I saw your bedroom light
I sat and watched and thought of you
Until the sky grew bright.
I’m not the man I used to be
I’ve learned a lot since then
I wish that I could turn back time
And live with you again.
But I can’t change the things I’ve done
Or take back things I’ve said
All I can do is write these words
While lying here in bed.
I hope that when you read this
You will know this one thing’s true
That no one else in this whole world
Means more to me than you.


~Ron Wutka
Chicken Soup for the Father & Daughter Soul
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CAN’T LET GO



    Let your tears come.
Let them water your soul.


~Eileen Mayhew


I had said goodbye to my husband, Joe, so often, but this time was different.


We now had our first child. After nights of soul-searching and what-ifs, we made the difficult decision that Joe would go by himself to Alabama for the six-month training course, and I would stay behind with our new son. It was important that I hold on to my teaching position near our home at Fort Hood, plus we were part of a strong network of friends whom I could count on to see me through the rough spots.


On Joe’s last evening at home—always a melancholy time—I bathed little Joey, got him into his sleeper and was heading to the bedroom when Joe gently touched me on the shoulder. Lifting the baby from my arms, he said he wanted to tuck Joey in tonight.


They headed down the hall, and I busied myself with meaningless tasks, expecting Joe to emerge from the bedroom within a few minutes. A half hour went by, and still he had not come back. Figuring he was having trouble getting our son to fall asleep, I tiptoed to the baby’s room and peeked into the dimly lit room.


Sitting in the rocking chair, moving slowly back and forth, was my husband, stifling quiet sobs. He was holding our sleeping infant in his arms as though he would never let go.


I whispered, “Honey, what can I do?”


His pained eyes met mine, and after a moment he mumbled, “I just can’t put him down.”


That night, we stood over Joey’s crib, holding each other, consoling ourselves and saying over and over that we would make it through this separation and be together again soon.


Joey is six now, and he has a four-year-old brother named Jack. There have been many farewells since that night, yet my military hero still fights back tears when it’s time to leave once again in service to his country and give his boys that last, long hug goodbye.


~Julie Angelo
Chicken Soup for the Military Wife’s Soul
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FATHER’S SECRET



I am frequently the brunt of family jokes because I have no sense of direction. Once, when we were discussing death and the hereafter, my son jokingly remarked, “Well, I certainly hope there are heavenly guides, Mother, otherwise, you will never find the way.”


I smiled and assured him that I wasn’t worried. “I’ll just watch for the hill with the privet hedge,” I said. When his eyebrows came together in a questioning frown, I hastened to tell him a story about my father.


Pop was raised in a fatherless home at a time when government assistance was unheard of. The family of five struggled mightily to survive. That Spartan upbringing caused my father to be extremely tightfisted.


When we children—two older brothers and myself—became aware that other children got spending money from their parents, we made the mistake of asking Pop for some. His face turned stone cold. “If you’re old enough to ask, you’re old enough to earn,” he rumbled. And so, when the need arose, we scurried about the neighborhood seeking odd jobs or peddling produce from the garden.


His attitude didn’t soften as we grew into adulthood and drifted away to jobs or college. There was a period of time when none of us had a car, so we had to ride the bus whenever we came home. Though the bus stopped about two miles from home, Pop never met us, even in inclement weather. If someone grumbled (and my brothers grumbled a lot), he’d say in his loudest father-voice, “That’s what your legs are for!”


So when I went away to college, I knew I was in for a long walk whenever I came home. The walk didn’t bother me as much as the fear of walking alone along the highway and country roads. I also felt less than valued that my father didn’t seem concerned about my safety. That feeling was canceled one spring evening.


It had been a particularly difficult week at college. Tests and long hours in labs had left me exhausted. I longed for home and a soft bed. As other students were met at their stops, I gazed wistfully out the window. Finally, the bus shuddered to a stop at my destination point, and I stepped off, lugging my suitcase to begin the long trek home.


A row of privet hedge edged the driveway that climbed the hill to our house. Once I had turned off the highway to start the last lap of my journey, I was always relieved to see the hedge because it meant that I was almost home.


On that particular evening, the hedge had just come into view when a gentle rain began to fall. I stopped to put a book in my suitcase and when I stood up, I saw something gray skimming along the top of the hedge, moving toward the house. Upon closer observation, I realized it was the top of my father’s head. Then I knew—each time I’d come home, he had stood behind the hedge, watching, until he knew I had arrived safely. I swallowed hard against the threatening tears. He did care, after all.


On subsequent visits, that spot of gray became my beacon. I could hardly wait until I was close enough to watch for its covert movement above the greenery. Upon reaching home, I would find my father sitting innocently in his chair. “So! It’s you!” he’d say, his face lengthening into mock surprise.


“So you see,” I told my son, “I’m not worried about finding my way to heaven when I die.” There may be light at the end of a tunnel, as many who have cheated death have reported, but beyond that, I think I’ll see a row of privet hedge climbing a hill, and my father will be waiting at the top. “So! It’s you!” he’ll say.


And I’ll reply as I did then, “Yes, Pop, it’s me. I’m home.”


~Betty Stanley
Chicken Soup for the Father & Daughter Soul
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SOME SNOWBALLS DON’T MELT



Snowball came into our lives during the winter of 1974. I was four years old. From the moment my daddy brought the plump puppy home, he and the dog formed a close bond. Though snow is scarce in Central Texas, Daddy looked at the bumbling white German Shepherd puppy and dubbed him Snowball. Picking him up, my father gazed into his soulful brown eyes. “This dog is going to make something of himself,” Daddy said as he stroked the pup’s soft, fluffy head. Soon the two were inseparable.


While Snowball was still very young, my father began training him to prove that the dog could earn his keep. A good herding dog is essential for a working cattle ranch, so Daddy began preparing him for his role as a cow dog. Snowball’s determination to please my father was amazing. To watch Daddy and Snowball herd cattle together was to watch poetry in motion. Daddy would point at a cow and Snowball would become a white blur as he zigzagged through the herd and chased the selected cow into the corral.


During the day, Daddy worked for the highway department. Every morning, Snowball would mournfully watch as my father left for work in the truck. Even though it was apparent that the dog wished to go, he made no move toward the truck. Snowball knew that a pat on the head and a raised tailgate meant that he was not to go; however, a smile, a lowered tailgate and the command to “get in” were an invitation to go with my father. In that case, Snowball bounded toward the truck as if there were no limits to his joy.


At the same time every weekday afternoon, Snowball would casually stroll to the end of the driveway, lie down under a redbud tree and patiently gaze down the long gravel road, looking for my daddy’s truck. Mama and I did not have to look at the clock to know that it was time for Daddy to come home: Snowball’s body language clearly announced my father’s imminent arrival. First, the dog would raise his head, his ears erect, and every muscle in his body would become tense. Then, slowly, Snowball would stand, his gaze never wavering from the direction of the gravel road. At that point, we could see a cloud of dust in the distance and hear the familiar whine of my daddy’s diesel truck coming down the road. As my father got out of the truck, Snowball would run to him, voicing his joyful delight. Despite the dog’s great bulk, he danced around my father with the grace of a ballerina.


One Saturday morning when Snowball was six, Daddy took him and Tiger—our other cow dog, an Australian Shepherd—to work cattle at my granddaddy’s house, while my mother and I went to visit my mother’s mother, Nana, who also lived nearby. While we were there, the phone rang. From my perch on a stool near the phone, I could hear the panic-stricken voice of my father’s mother on the other end of the line. The blood drained from Nana’s face as she motioned to Mama to take the phone receiver. Granny told Mama that, while Daddy was working Granddaddy’s cattle, a Hereford bull had trampled him. Although the extent of his injuries was unknown, it was obvious that Daddy needed medical attention. It was decided that I was to remain at Nana’s house while Mama took Daddy to the emergency room. Tearfully, I sat huddled in a corner of an ancient sofa while Nana tried, unsuccessfully, to console me.


A short time later Granddaddy called Nana’s house and asked her to bring me over to see if I could do something with that “darn dog.” As Nana and I drove to Granddaddy’s, I sat on the edge of the seat and pushed against the dashboard, willing the car to go faster. As Nana drove her wheezing Nova up the sand driveway, I could see my daddy’s battered blue truck parked underneath a lone pine tree close to my grandparents’ house. When I got out of the car, I heard a mournful wail. It pierced the stillness of the afternoon, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand on end. In the back of the truck stood Snowball, howling his heartbreak and misery to the world. Granddaddy had hoped that the sight of me would calm Snowball, but Snowball and I had never been that close. I did everything I could to comfort him, but nothing worked.
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