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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the College Soul . . . 

“Many of my most vivid memories and challenges happened during my college years at the University of Oklahoma. The mechanics of achievement that I learned have helped me move from being a student-athlete to an Olympic Champion and an achiever in the so-called ‘real world.’ Chicken Soup for the College Soul focuses on the critical years when we are setting the path for our future. I am sure readers will be inspired by the touching anecdotes that have made the Chicken Soup series so successful. I give it a 10.0!”

Bart Conner 
1984 Olympic Gold Medal gymnast
 sports commentator 

“Chicken Soup for the College Soul is the hottest hit on college campuses today.”

Rick Dees 
Rick Dees Weekly Top 40 

“If you enjoyed my story of my experience at Notre Dame, you will love the stories in Chicken Soup for the Soul.”

Rudy Ruettiger 
of the Tri-Star motion picture, Rudy 

“As a former college administrator for twenty-two years and the current executive director of an association focused on development issues for college students, I can recommend Chicken Soup for the College Soul as a valuable resource for students and parents. These inspiring stories provide insight into the types of learning so important to students as they prepare for life beyond college.”

Alan B. Davis 
executive director, National Association for Campus Activities 

“Absolutely amazing! College is such a critical time in one’s life journey, and this book inspires, empowers, and guides anyone in college or entering college. This book has encouraged me to never give up on my dreams, no matter what.”

Elizabeth Randazzese 
president, Student Government Association
 junior, Rowan University 

“I attribute my success as a family man, football player and businessman to the inspirational principles found in Chicken Soup for the College Soul. I highly recommend this book to all young people everywhere.”

Roger Staubach 
chairman and CEO, The Staubach Company 
Heisman Trophy winner, 1963 
NFL Hall of Fame Quarterback, 1985
 Super Bowl MVP 

“College is such a unique time and can be such a uniquely wonderful time if a student is inspired to make the most of it. Chicken Soup for the College Soul brings to life—sometimes poignantly, sometimes pointedly and sometimes pleasurably—that the fullest trip through college is a wide-ranging exploration of curricular, extracurricular and personal opportunities.”

Gregory F. Hauser, Esq.
president, National Interfraternity Conference 

“I am so glad to see the Chicken Soup series expanded to include college students. In fact, I first heard about these books from one of my own children, a college freshman. These are fun and happy books that help all of us in our daily need for practical wisdom and inspiration. I gladly recommend this newest book for the college student.”

Dr. Robert B. Sloan Jr.
president, Baylor University 

“These heartfelt stories remind me how truly generous, caring, and dedicated many college campus leaders are today! And they inspire me, too!”

W. H. “Butch” Oxendine Jr.
publisher and editor in chief, Student Leader Magazine 

“The college experience, especially in today’s fast-paced, technology-driven world, involves far more than what takes place in the classroom. Chicken Soup for the College Soul is not just a collection of stories; it is a compilation of the many experiences that students endure as they progress through this oftentimes challenging period in their lives. Some of those experiences are inspirational and moving, others simply amusing and entertaining. This book, no doubt, could be a valuable  companion throughout a student’s entire collegiate career, providing incentive, motivation, and reassurance that everything will work out.”

James H. McCormick 
chancellor, Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education 

“This latest Chicken Soup publication is a very readable and poignant reminder that the individuals who benefit the most from college are the ones who are open to new experiences and appreciate people who are different from them. This is must reading for college students of all ages.”

Paul M. Oliaro 
vice president for Student Affairs, West Chester University 

“I read this book toward the end of my freshman year at college. I laughed so hard (and cried, too) that my roommates thought I was crazy. Before long they insisted that I read the stories out loud so they could share in the laughter (or tears).” 

Lia Gay 
student, University of Kansas 

“College is so stressful and so often you just want to get in bed and pull the covers over your head. Curling up with this book is the perfect medicine for ‘a day in the life of a college student.’”

Matt Boucher 
college student 

“This book captures the true essence of the college experience. Chicken Soup for the College Soul shares touching and inspirational stories about the most important lessons learned in college, the ones outside the classroom. Chicken Soup for the College Soul is a must-have during this pivotal stage in personal development called ‘college.’”

Jeremy Louis Harman 
director, Conference on Student Government Associations
student, Texas A&M University 

“My college days were so filled with the unknown and the unexpected. Even after taking a year off as Miss America between my sophomore and junior years, I would still constantly worry about the wisdom of my decisions, the disappointment of new failures and the knowledge that giving up wasn’t an option. College was a concentrated time for my young mind to learn how to react to challenge . . . and to teach  myself in practicality the old saying, ‘Success is never final, and failure is never fatal.’ Chicken Soup for the College Soul inspires students to not just survive college, but to feast on the character-defining moments unique to the college experience.”

Sharlene Hawkes 
former Miss America 

“Some of the most moving and inspirational stories come from the experiences of college-age adults. However, your soul does not have to be college age to be touched and motivated by this extraordinary book.”

Grant Teaff 
executive director, American Football Coaches Association 

“Chicken Soup for the College Soul is the perfect recipe to keep us warm and wise during life’s ‘winter’ moments. Just a few pages and our fire is relit, propelling us forward, once again, to go back out into the world and shine!”

Cathy Lee Crosby 
actress, producer author,
Let the Magic Begin 

“Chicken Soup for the Soul has done it again! It reminds us that a good deed, an act of kindness or simply sharing oneself honestly with others can be life changing.”

Derick Morat 
director of student activities & University Center,
University of the Pacific, Stockton, California 
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Introduction

Dear College Student,

We are excited about this book. It has been a true labor of love for us, as well as a complete education in itself. In the process of creating this book we read over eight thousand stories and poems and talked to hundreds of college students. The journey has been a rewarding one. We have discovered much about today’s students and we are very impressed with what we have seen and heard.

You have worked very hard to get to where you are and you seem to know the importance of the job that still awaits you. You are preparing to inherit a world with many problems; yet, it is clear to us that you have the intelligence and the heart necessary to confront and solve them.

Being all too aware of the stresses and pressures you are under, we have worked diligently to give you a book that will offer you the inspiration, motivation, insights and comic relief you will need to do the job at hand.

We have filled this book with anecdotes about the difficult transition from home to college and from adolescent to adult. There are stories about professors who inspire and students who excel. There are stories that will make  you laugh and stories that contain the wisdom of those who have been there.

The college years are packed with so much emotional challenge. It has been said that people grow and develop the most during two periods of their lives: before the age of five and during college. Therefore, it is so important that you remember to be good to yourself and nourish yourself with as much Chicken Soup as possible during this important time of transition.

So, here you go. A book from our heart to yours. May it give you hope when you have none, may it inspire you when you most need it, and may it remind you to take things lightly and never be so serious that you forget to laugh.

We wish you love, joy, courage and the strength to persevere.



From a Previous Reader

[EDITORS’ NOTE: The following story was submitted to us by a college student about her first day on campus.] 

Common Ground 

Towards the end of high school, when it came time to start thinking about what colleges I was interested in applying to, there was only one thing on my mind: I wanted to get away from home. I was the oldest of two kids, and had begun to feel the urge to be on my own, that I was ready to take charge of my own life.

Even at the time of being accepted to Virginia Tech, I was excited at the prospect of starting over, with new faces, and new things to see and do. I had no boyfriend at the time, (in fact, I had just gotten out of a pretty bad relationship), and felt that I had no ties keeping me in my New Jersey hometown.

But as the time arrived to pack my bags and prepare to leave, the reality of what I was doing hit home hard. I cried as I realized that I was going to be eight-and-a-half hours away from  everything and everybody that was familiar to me. I was leaving the town where I had grown up, and all the things about it that I loved.

For the first few days after arriving at school, I thought that I was not going to make it through the year. I had yet to meet anyone besides a few random girls in my dorm, whom I was fairly sure did not even remember my name. After a tearful call back home, I grabbed one of the few books that had make it into my suitcase, Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul, and I headed down to the quad to read a few stories. They had always been able to cheer me up before, and I was hopeful that they would now.

On the way out, I passed another girl in the hallway. She saw the book in my hand and smiled, saying that she had the same book in her dorm room, too. I took a chance, and invited her to come read with me. Being as homesick as I was, she agreed, and we found our way onto the quad.

Before we knew it, we were surrounded by girls, who, like us, had either read or owned the book, and who loved it as much as we did. As I watched the tears fall down everyone’s faces and the smiles grow as we all read, I realized that I was not alone, and even if all we had in common was the love for the book, it was something to start with.

The days went on, and I still missed home— but the campus was beautiful, the people were kind, and it became better and better as the school year continued. I began to realize that there were many people who, like myself, were homesick and just wanted to make friends. The  night we spent reading bonded a group of us together, and most of us still hang out now.

The binding of my book is now ripped and cracked from overuse, but I still feel amazing when I read each story. It is unbelievable to me how many souls and hearts have been touched by the book, and how many spirits have been raised and inspired. It gave me hope for a great new beginning, and the knowledge that sometimes all it takes is one small thing for many people to find a common ground.

Megan Narcini 



1

 GETTING IN

And yet not a dream, but a mighty reality— a glimpse of the higher life, the broader possibilities of humanity, which is granted to the man who, amid the rush and roar of living, pauses four short years to learn what living means.

W. E. B. DuBois 
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Never Say Never

I cannot remember a point in my life when I desired anything other than becoming a teacher. As a child, I played school with my little cousins and friends just so I could practice for my future career. But what I didn’t realize as a child was how expensive my dream was. I came from a middle-class family, and it seemed as though we’d always struggled to make ends meet. My dream of attending the University of Connecticut seemed so out of reach, but I wasn’t willing to settle for anything less.

In the beginning of my senior year in high school, I began applying to colleges, but in my heart I had already made my decision. The University of Connecticut was the one. But a huge hurdle stood between me and my dream—lack of financial resources.

At first, I was ready to give up. I mean, who was going to give me, the average high-school girl, that kind of money? I wasn’t the smartest person in my class, not even close; but my heart was in the right place, and I was determined. I knew that scholarships were only given to the really smart kids, or so I thought. I applied for every scholarship I could get my hands on. What did I have to lose? And then my guidance counselor told me about the  financial aid system. I applied, but I didn’t think I would qualify for that either.

After the holidays, my friends started receiving their acceptance letters from colleges, and I eagerly anticipated mine. Finally, a letter arrived from the University of Connecticut. Feelings of fear and joy overwhelmed me, but I was ready. I opened the envelope with trembling hands as tears engulfed my eyes. I had done it! I had been accepted to the University of Connecticut! I cried for a while, feeling both extremely excited and afraid. I had worked so hard to get accepted; what if I was denied admission because of my financial status?

I had been working a full-time job, but that was barely enough to pay for tuition. My parents couldn’t afford that kind of money, and I wasn’t going to pretend that they could. I was the first person in my family who would attend a university, and I knew how proud my parents were; but it was impossible for them to finance my education. However, my parents are incredible people, and they taught me never to give up on my dreams, regardless of the obstacles that I encounter, and never to lose sight of what I truly want out of life. My parents were right, and I continued to believe in both myself and my dreams.

Months went by before I heard anything from the financial aid office. I assumed that I didn’t qualify for aid, but I wasn’t ready to lose hope yet. At last, a letter arrived. I opened it eagerly, but it was a false alarm. The letter requested more information in order to process my application.

This happened over and over, and my hopes kept getting shot down. Finally, a bulky envelope arrived. I knew this was the one that would determine whether or not I could attend college. I opened the envelope and could hardly understand what any of the documents inside meant.

The following day, I brought the documents to school and asked my guidance counselor to take a look at them. He looked up at me with a huge smile on his face and told me that not only was financial aid going to help me out with my expenses, but I had also won two of the scholarships I had applied for! I was in shock at first, then I cried. I had actually made my dream come true.

I am now a junior at the University of Connecticut, pursuing a degree in English. In the beginning of the new millennium, my dream will become a reality. I will be a teacher.

I live by this quote: “Reach for the sky because if you should happen to miss, you’ll still be among the stars.”

Rosa Torcasio 



Bloopers from College 
Admission Essays

Caught up in the hurly-burly, helter-skelter and huggermugger of college applications, a student aspiring to enter Bates College once wrote, “I am in the mist of choosing colleges.” The admissions departments at Bates and Vassar Colleges have compiled a list of bloopers from their admissions essays:

• If there was a single word to describe me, that word would have to be “profectionist.”

• I was abducted into the national honor society.

• In my senior year, I am serving as writting editor of the yearbook.

• I want to be bilingual in three or more languages.

• I have made the horror role every semester.

• I want a small liberal in the northeast part of the country.

• Bates is a college I can excell in.

• I am writing to tell you that I was very discouraged when I found out that I had been differed from Bates.

• I am thinking of possibly transferring to your college.  I applied as an undergraduate but was weight listed. 

• I first was exposed through a friend who attends Vassar. 

• I would love to attend a college where the foundation was built upon women.

• My mother worked hard to provide me with whatever I needed in my life, a good home, a stale family and a wonderful education.

• Playing the saxophone lets me develop technique and skill which will help me in the future, since I would like to become a doctor.

• Such things as divorces, separations and annulments greatly reduce the need for adultery to be committed. 

• I am proud to be able to say that I have sustained from the use of drugs, alcohol and tobacco products.

• I’ve been a strong advocate of the abomination of drunk driving.

• Activities: Cook and serve homeless.

• Another activity I take personally is my church Youth Group.

• He was a modest man with an unbelievable ego.

• The worst experience that I have probably ever had to go through emotionally was when other members of PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) and I went to Pennsylvania for their annual pigeon shooting.

Now it is clear why one candidate wrote in his or her admissions essay, “I would like to see my own ignorance wither into enlightenment.”

Richard Lederer 



Strange Scholarships

Want some help with college tuition? You might qualify for one of these scholarships. In 1994, it was announced that:

• The Frederick & Mary F. Beckley Fund for Needy Left-handed Freshman offers up to $1,000 for left-handers who want to go to Juanita College in Pennsylvania.

• The National Make It Yourself with Wool scholarship offers $100–$1,000 to knitters.

• The Dolphin Scholarship Foundation offers $1,750 to the children of WWII submarine veterans.

• The John Gatling Scholarship Program offers $6,000 to anyone with the last name Gatlin or Gatling who wants to go to the University of North Carolina.

• Tall Clubs International offers two scholarships of $1,000 each for females 5’10” or taller, and males 6’2” or taller.

Uncle John’s Great Big Bathroom Reader 
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The Envelope, Please

The people who get on in this world are the people who get up and look for the circumstances they want, and if they can’t find them, make them.

George Bernard Shaw 

When I found out I didn’t get into the colleges I wanted to go to, I was in New York City on a school trip. I called home from a pay phone, and my little sister, Alex, said four envelopes had arrived: Georgetown, Cornell, William and Mary and the University of Massachusetts. She then opened and read them to me in her adenoidal, ten-year-old voice: “We regret that we do not have a place for you. . . .” Rejected from Georgetown. “You were one of many qualified candidates. . . .” Rejected from Cornell. And number seventy-three on a waiting list of seventy-five at William and Mary. Accepted to U Mass, my safety school.

I didn’t digest the rejections immediately. I toured the United Nations, took Amtrak home and went back to school. Then I realized that other people had gotten into schools they really wanted to go to. Up to that point in  my seventeen years, I hadn’t really failed at anything. I got good grades, made varsity and scored well on my SATs. I hadn’t experienced any major disappointments in my life—no deaths, no disease, no divorce, no cavities even. So being rejected seemed apocalyptic.

I had always assumed I’d go to one of the “good schools.” I really wanted to be chosen: This is the place for smart people, and we want you. U Mass, on the other hand, had the reputation of being a party school—to which, come September, I’d be headed with the guy who sat next to me in tenth-grade history and who, during tests, left his book open on the floor and flipped through it with his feet.

I became bitter. I compared everyone’s grades and talents to my own in a desperate attempt to make my own misfortune add up. “Of course she got into Harvard. Her dad went there. Who needs a frontal lobe when you’re a legacy?” I was melodramatic. Talking to teachers, relatives or friends, I’d say, “I’m going to U Mass,” projecting my indignation onto them. Not U Mass, I’d imagine them thinking. Not you. I’d draw a deep breath, raise my eyebrows and frown slightly, like some old Yankee farmer confirming the death of a faithful plow-ox.

I did not get proactive like my friend Heather, who, having been rejected by her first choice, made I Love Lucystyle plans to drive to the Duke campus with her soccer ball and her science-fair project to show the admissions board exactly what they were rejecting. I simply adopted the mantra, “I’ll transfer after one semester.” And I’d say things like, “I’ve decided to forego the bachelor’s degree and take a cake-decorating course.” The subtext in all these conversations was: I’m stupid. The world isn’t fair. I made my jokes right up to the registration desk in my dorm, where I had my little sister present my paperwork and pretend to be me.

The strangest thing happened, though: I liked U Mass. I met Marci, my soul mate, whose first choice had also been Cornell. However, U Mass had been her second. Finally I’d found someone who would take a nightly three-mile jog with me to buy a sundae. And I met lots of other smart, funny, interesting people.

I liked my classes, too. It didn’t take me that long to figure out that basically, college is college, wherever. Sometimes on weekends, when I didn’t want to see anyone I knew, I’d head downtown to study in the library at Amherst College—the Shangri-la of competitive colleges. Walking across campus, I’d think, Why don’t I go here? Inside, the students weren’t so unlike the ones back at U Mass, whether they were studying, napping or procrastinating. I realized that trading U Mass for any other school would be a pretty shallow move: I’d be deserting my friends and my classes so I could have some Oriental rugs and hi-pro name on my T-shirts, diploma and résumé.

Now I only occasionally wonder if going to some fancy-pants school would have made a difference in my life. My one friend from Amherst calls me every so often— collect—to beweep her unsatisfying stints as a waitress or a receptionist at a company whose name she can’t pronounce. She tends to say, “God, I should have just gone to U Mass.” And then, “The real world is so unfair.”

Welcome to it, I think.

Rory Evans 
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If the Dream Is Big Enough,
 the Facts Don’t Count

I used to watch her from my kitchen window and laugh. She seemed so small as she muscled her way through the crowd of boys on the playground. The school was across the street from our home, and I often stood at my window, hands buried in dishwater or cookie dough, watching the kids as they played during recess. A sea of children, and yet to me, she stood out from them all.

I remember the first day I saw her playing basketball. I watched in wonder as she ran circles around the other kids. She managed to shoot jump-shots just over their heads and into the net. The boys always tried to stop her, but no one could.

I began to notice her at other times, on that same blacktop, basketball in hand, playing alone. She practiced dribbling and shooting over and over again, sometimes until dark. One day I asked her why she practiced so much. As she turned her head, her dark ponytail whipped quickly around, and she looked directly into my eyes. Without hesitating, she said, “I want to go to college. My dad wasn’t able to go to college, and he has talked to me about going for as long as I can remember. The only way  I can go is if I get a scholarship. I like basketball. I decided that if I were good enough, I would get a scholarship. I am going to play college basketball. I want to be the best. My daddy told me if the dream is big enough, the facts don’t count.” Then she smiled and ran toward the court to recap the routine I had seen over and over again.

Well, I had to give it to her—she was determined. I watched her through those junior high years and into high school. Every week, she led her varsity team to victory. It was always a thrill to watch her play.

One day in her senior year, I saw her sitting in the grass, head cradled in her arms. I walked across the street and sat down beside her. Quietly I asked what was wrong.

“Oh, nothing,” came a soft reply. “I am just too short.” The coach had told her that at five-feet, five-inches tall, she would probably never get to play for a top-ranked team— much less be offered a scholarship—so she should stop dreaming about college.

She was heartbroken, and I felt my own throat tighten as I sensed her disappointment. I asked her if she had talked to her dad about it yet.

She lifted her head from her hands and told me that her father said those coaches were wrong. They just did not understand the power of a dream. He told her that if she really wanted to play for a good college, if she truly wanted a scholarship, that nothing could stop her except one thing—her own attitude. He told her again, “If the dream is big enough, the facts don’t count.”

The next year, as she and her team went to the Northern California Championship game, she was seen by a college recruiter who was there to watch the opposing team. She was indeed offered a scholarship, a full ride, to an NCAA Division I women’s basketball team. She accepted. She was going to get the college education that she had dreamed of and worked toward for all those years. And that little girl had more playing time as a freshman and sophomore than  any other woman in the history of that university.

Late one night, during her junior year of college, her father called her. “I’m sick, Honey. I have cancer. No, don’t quit school and come home. Everything will be okay. I love you.”

He died six weeks later—her hero, her dad. She did leave school those last few days to support her mother and care for her father. Late one night, during the final hours before his death, he called for her in the darkness.

As she came to his side, he reached for her hand and struggled to speak. “Rachel, keep dreaming. Don’t let your dream die with me. Promise me,” he pleaded. “Promise me.”

In those last few precious moments together, she replied, “I promise, Daddy.”

Those years to follow were hard on her. She was torn between school and her family, knowing her mother was left alone with a new baby and three other children to raise. The grief she felt over the loss of her father was always there, hidden in that place she kept inside, waiting to raise its head at some unsuspecting moment and drop her again to her knees.

Everything seemed harder. She struggled daily with fear, doubt and frustration. A severe learning disability had forced her to go to school year-round for three years just to keep up with requirements. The testing facility on campus couldn’t believe she had made it through even one semester. Every time she wanted to quit, she remembered her father’s words: “Rachel, keep dreaming. Don’t let your dream die. If the dream is big enough, you can do anything! I believe in you.” And of course, she remembered the promise she made to him.

My daughter kept her promise and completed her degree. It took her six years, but she did not give up. She can still be found sometimes as the sun sets, bouncing a basketball. And often I hear her tell others, “If the dream is big enough, the facts don’t count.”

Cynthia Stewart-Copier 



Hani

The difference between the impossible and the possible lies in a person’s determination.

Tommy Lasorda 

The day I met Hani Irmawati, she was a shy, seventeen-year-old girl standing alone in the parking lot of the international school in Indonesia, where I teach English. The school is expensive and does not permit Indonesian students to enroll. She walked up to me and asked if I could help her improve her English. I could tell it took immense courage for the young Indonesian girl in worn clothing to approach me and ask for my help.

“Why do you want to improve your English?” I asked her, fully expecting her to talk about finding a job in a local hotel.

“I want to go to an American university,” she said with quiet confidence. Her idealistic dream made me want to cry. 

I agreed to work with her after school each day on a volunteer basis. For the next several months, Hani woke each morning at five and caught the city bus to her public high school. During the one-hour ride, she studied for  her regular classes and prepared the English lessons I had given her the day before. At four o’clock in the afternoon, she arrived at my classroom, exhausted but ready to work. With each passing day, as Hani struggled with college-level English, I grew more fond of her. She worked harder than most of my wealthy expatriate students.

Hani lived in a two-room house with her parents and two brothers. Her father was a building custodian and her mother was a maid. When I went to their neighborhood to meet them, I learned that their combined yearly income was 750 U.S. dollars. It wasn’t enough to meet the expenses of even one month in an American university. Hani’s enthusiasm was increasing with her language ability, but I was becoming more and more discouraged.

One morning in December 1998, I received the announcement of a scholarship opportunity for a major American university. I excitedly tore open the envelope and studied the requirements, but it wasn’t long before I dropped the form in despair. There was just no way, I thought, for Hani to meet these qualifications. She had never led a club or an organization, because in her school these things simply did not exist. She had no guidance counselor and no impressive standardized test scores, because there were no such tests for her to take.

She did, however, have more determination than any student I’d ever seen. When Hani came into the classroom that day, I told her of the scholarship. I also told her that I believed there was no way for her to apply. I encouraged her to be, as I put it, “realistic” about her future and not to plan so strongly on coming to America. Even after my somber lecture, Hani remained steadfast.

“Will you send in my name?” she asked.

I didn’t have the heart to turn her down. I completed the application, filling in each blank with the painful truth about her academic life, but also with my praise of her  courage and her perseverance. I sealed up the envelope and told Hani her chances for acceptance ranged somewhere between slim and none.

In the weeks that followed, Hani increased her study of English, and I arranged for her to take the Test of English Fluency in Jakarta. The entire computerized test would be an enormous challenge for someone who had never before touched a computer. For two weeks, we studied computer parts and how they worked. Then, just before Hani went to Jakarta, she received a letter from the scholarship association. What a cruel time for the rejection to arrive, I thought. Trying to prepare her for disappointment, I opened the letter and began to read it to her. She had been accepted.

I leaped about the room ecstatically, shocked. Hani stood by, smiling quietly, but almost certainly bewildered by my surprise. The image of her face in that moment came back to me time and time again in the following week. I finally realized that it was I who had learned something Hani had known from the beginning: It is not intelligence alone that brings success, but also the drive to succeed, the commitment to work hard and the courage to believe in yourself.

Jamie Winship 
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The college I picked out costs $22,000 a year— that's only 6¢ per minute.

Reprinted by permission of Randy Glasbergen.



Inspiration Can Be Anywhere

No one in Hannah Moore’s family encouraged her to go to medical school. Her mother was a kind, loving woman, but she spent most of her time changing diapers, cooking and cleaning the two-bedroom New York City apartment where she was raising Hannah and her three siblings. Hannah’s father loved her, too, but his way of showing it was by joking and telling stories about the days when he was in the circus, although everyone knew that he never had been. He worked for the city, fixing signs when they were vandalized or run over by reckless drivers. Not an educated man himself, Hannah’s father thought that his kids would grow up, finish high school and find jobs as laborers, just as he had done.

Hannah didn’t resent her father’s lack of higher education or her mother’s life as a homemaker. But she told her mother that she wanted to become a physician. Her mom said, “Honey, you know that we don’t have the money to send you to medical school. You need a more practical goal like becoming a teacher or a nurse.”

To twelve-year-old Hannah, this made no sense at all. She knew that if she went to college, her parents couldn’t lend a dime to the endeavor regardless of what she chose  to do. She didn’t say that to her mom, though. She also didn’t say, “C’mon, Mom, this is the 1970s. Women can do whatever they want to do, and I want to be a doctor.” Hannah simply withdrew and kept her dream inside. She never mentioned it to her mother again.

She did mention it to her father, though. Two years later, as they walked home alone from the ice-cream parlor where he’d regaled her with stories about his triple somersault between flying trapezes, she said, “I’m going to go to medical school to become a doctor, Daddy.”

He chuckled. “You don’t want to do that, Tiger. You know my cousin, Ronnie, the nurse’s assistant in Brooklyn?”

“Yeah . . .”

“Well, she complains about working in the hospital all the time. Every time I talk to her, she tells me about how the doctors ain’t got no respect for the nurses and how awful it is to see drunks in the emergency room. Why don’t you become an animal doctor instead? I bet animals ain’t so hard to deal with.”

An animal doctor? Hannah thought. Well, I do like animals . . . but I want to be a medical missionary and help sick children in India. She was just about to say this as she and her dad entered their apartment building, but he was already going up the steps four at a time, telling her that he used to climb the steps to the trapeze the same way. She sighed. Maybe her parents were right. Maybe medical school was an impossible dream for her or anyone in her family.

No, neither of Hannah’s parents encouraged her to go to medical school. But someone did. Dr. Hannah Moore likes to tell the story about that person to her favorite patients, especially those who are just about to go off to college and those who ask her about becoming a doctor.

Mrs. Haverill was a peculiar lady. At least that’s how Mrs. Moore and the other neighborhood mothers described her. All day she sang near the open window facing the street,  crooning love songs to her parrot. The women frowned as they heard Mrs. Haverill’s voice singing off-key. But it wasn’t like the heavy metal music that the young couple on the first floor played, so how could they complain? As for Hannah, she liked Mrs. Haverill’s singing. In fact, it somehow drew her to Mrs. Haverill’s door. What else was in the apartment with her? Would she let Hannah see that beautiful red and blue bird up close? Curious and compelled, Hannah thought of a reason to introduce herself.

She climbed the stairs to Mrs. Haverill’s landing and bravely knocked on the door. A heavyset woman about fifty years old, with her jet-black hair pulled into a bun on her head, answered the door. Her bright purple eye shadow and scarlet lipstick would have looked ridiculous on Hannah’s mother, but on this woman it seemed fitting. 

“Mrs. Haverill,” Hannah began, “I’ve noticed that you have a hard time getting up and down the stairs on icy days. Would you like me to go to the grocery store for you sometimes?”

“Oh, dear child, that would be wonderful!”

Hannah’s neighbor invited her in for hot chocolate after the first trip to the store. Her apartment was just as peculiar as she was, full of vines, potted trees and even more birds than the one she always sang to at the window. Hannah was fourteen at the time, and this strange place became a welcome respite from her own apartment, the kind of place every teenager needs. As she sipped the hot chocolate and looked at a cockatiel on a perch, she said, “My dad thinks that I should become a vet.”

“Ah, yes, an animal doctor,” Mrs. Haverill said in her singsong voice. “And what do you think?”

“I want to be a doctor for kids in India and work with Mother Teresa.”

“Ah, yes, a medical missionary!” exclaimed the woman, with even more enthusiasm. “A medical missionary indeed.  Ah, yes, I hardly know you, dear child, but I can see that in you. I have a cousin who was a doctor in Africa during the 1960s. Now she runs a mobile doctor’s office on the streets of the city. Ah, yes, Hannah, can you stay a while for me to tell you about her?”

That afternoon began a friendship with many visits during which a fifty-something woman told true stories to a fourteen-year-old who longed to hear them. Hannah had been raised on storytelling, but this time it was different. This time the stories were true. Hannah almost fell out of her seat when Mrs. Haverill began by saying, “Now, when we were growing up together in the Bronx, Shirley and I dreamed of running away with the circus as many children do. When she first told me that she was going to be a doctor, I thought it was just another silly dream. We were from the poorest family on the street. All of our neighbors owned the surrounding stores, but we had nothing but a few threadbare clothes. . . .”

She showed Hannah photos of her cousin donning the black graduation gown of a new doctor, as well as snapshots of her cousin in Africa. When she knew that Hannah was sincerely interested, she introduced her to Shirley, who took her to lunch at an uptown diner one afternoon in March.

When Hannah recalls the appointment with the quiet woman about whom she had learned so much, she remembers feeling unusually excited and finally encouraged. “My mom says it costs too much to go to medical school,” she said to Shirley.
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