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        For Daniel, my brother: The captain of his own ship, A beacon in the stormy sea.
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        “There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.”
      

      
        — Edith Wharton
      

      As we journey down the curvy, sometimes bumpy, path of life, most of us encounter people and experiences that inspire us to live more passionately and compassionately, with gratitude and generosity. These inspirations often come in times of trouble or uncertainty, as if in answer to a prayer. But they are just as likely to come unbidden during times of ease and abundance, reminding us of our blessings and of those less fortunate.

      If we are paying attention, earth angels and divine interventions can help us over a hump or out of a slump. They can nudge us into taking positive action and lead us in the right direction. They can even transform our lives.

      The miracle is that such inspirations are all around us, all the time … In the busy mom who brings casseroles to shut-ins and gathers canned goods for the local food bank. In the daughter of illiterate migrant workers who is the first in her family to attend college, on an academic achievement scholarship, and becomes a teacher. In the genuine smiles, and “Have a nice days,” and dollar-for-a-paper-flower that pass between a bag lady and a businesswoman. In the friend who never forgets your milestones and always forgives your foibles.

      Inspiration is in people who toe the line, yet never trade in their integrity. Who follow their dreams and the Golden Rule, with equal dedication. Who take care of themselves and give of themselves, generously and without fanfare.

      Inspiration is in all the extraordinary “ordinary” people whose good deeds light the candles of compassion and whose passion for life reflects the potential in each of us.

      Here are some of their stories.

      May they brighten your path and inspire you to live with passion and compassion.

      
        — Colleen Sell
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      Ianswer the ringing phone. “Hello?”

      “Hi, darlin, it's Patty. Haven't seen you in a while. How're you doing?”

      It's not a rhetorical question. Patty knows I've been struggling recently with mood swings and insomnia as my hormones adjust to the approach of menopause.

      “Pretty good today,” I answer. “How about you?”

      “Fine, as ever. Can you come over tomorrow around noon and change a phone number for me?”

      “Sure.”

      She closes our conversation with her signature phrase: “Angel wings around you!”

      Patty's friends number in the hundreds, and she keeps tabs on all of them. She's part of an interdenominational prayer circle that covers a great swath of western Washington. Just let slip one word about an ailment or a child having a crisis, and you know your name will get added to the list of folks needing mention in prayer.

      As I walk down the block to Patty's house the next day, I feel a twinge of guilt. It should be me calling up to check on her, I tell myself. But life gets so hectic, and every day finds me rushing about to get all the needful things done.

      Patty doesn't do any rushing around, although I joke with her about bundling her up in bubble wrap, sitting her on a skateboard, and pushing her down the street just to get some fresh air.

      I walk into her room. Angels, wings spread, cover all the walls, beaming down on visitors. Angel paintings, angel sculptures, even a teddy bear with wings — they're all gifts from her friends. Beneath one of the angels is a framed certificate citing Patty's counseling credentials.

      “Hi, darlin!” she says from her hospital bed. She's in her usual semireclining position.

      I turn off her television.

      “First, can you straighten out my right hand?” Patty asks.

      I uncurl her fingers and tuck her hand back into place. The humming pump at the foot of the bed keeps the air mattress inflated.

      “Now, raise the tray just a bit.”

      I circle around to her left side and adjust the control on the tray's support post. On the tray sit the tools of Patty's life: a Bible; two phone books crammed with names and numbers of family, friends, and acquaintances; and a specialized telephone.

      “See the slip of paper on the big black phone book?”she says. “That number needs to go in position five.”

      The telephone holds twenty programmed numbers. Patty can turn the phone on by blowing on a puffer switch positioned by her mouth. Then she waits until the blinking light cycles to the phone number she wants. Another puff on the switch and the phone dials out automatically. One of the programmed numbers summons the operator for calls to people not on the list.

      I dig the telephone's instruction manual out of the drawer, find the right page, and punch the sequence of buttons to change the number for Patty's grown daughter, Jenny. Jenny's family has just moved to Boise, Idaho, where the job prospects are better and the cost of living lower than in the Seattle area.

      “Jenny says there's a Mormon church on every corner. She says, ‘Mom, the Mormons are gonna get me!’”

      I laugh. Patty knows I'm Mormon. She and Jenny are Lutheran, and Patty's husband and young son are Catholic, but we have all the most important precepts in common. We all believe in God and angels and the power of prayer.

      The phone rings. “Hello, hello!” Patty says. Her phone recognizes the command and turns on the speaker. A sad voice pipes up, and Patty goes into counselor mode. Who better to advise and comfort newly diagnosed multiple sclerosis patients than someone who knows the disease inside and out?

      I look at family portraits on the bureau, while Patty talks with an acquaintance in distress. In one sense her world has shrunk to the four walls of her room, yet in another Patty's touch has spread to anyplace a telephone can reach. Any place in our town, in our state, in our country.

      “Angel wings around you!” she says at last and puffs to disconnect the phone.

      “Would you check the calendar for me?” Patty asks.

      I detach the calendar from its clip on the refrigerator and bring it back to Patty's side.

      “What birthdays are left this month?”

      “Linda on the twenty-fifth,” I say.

      “Already done.”

      Another friend comes over regularly to address birthday cards. You can guess what greeting gets inscribed in each and every card!“

      Matt on the twenty-seventh.”

      “Already done.”

      Someone else keeps Patty stocked up on greeting cards. Another friend does her Christmas shopping. Each person who renders Patty some small service finds the deed a small thing in comparison to the ministration of love and care she gives in return. I often leave feeling humbled. If Patty can bear her trials with such grace and strength, how petty am I to complain over lesser problems?

      “Gerene on the twenty-ninth.”

      “Already done.”

      Patty doesn't need the calendar off the fridge. She's got a better one in her head. Birthdays, anniversaries, names of children, details of the trials of family and close friends — she remembers them all. Her memory is nearly photographic.

      Sure, she'd like the use of her arms and legs again. But since multiple sclerosis has shut down most of her body, Patty makes good use of what she has left: her voice, her mind, her heart.

      I put the calendar back in place, and we chat for a while about my two grown daughters. When it's time to go, I turn on her television and say good-bye.

      “Angel wings around you!” she calls after me.

      Angel wings … invisible, unseen. As I close the door and walk outside, I feel them around me already. And I know that angel's name.

      
        — Joyce Holt
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      On a rainy winter morning, my daughter Allie and I scurried from the van into the house after dropping sister Shannon off at school. Cold and damp, we scrambled into a warm shower and dressed in snuggly fleece robes. A cup of hot chocolate was just the ticket, we agreed, padding to the kitchen in our fuzzy slippers. By some quirk of fate, the next two hours were amazingly free of medical appointments, therapy sessions, team meetings, and other commitments. Giggling like schoolgirls playing hooky, we curled up on our overstuffed sofa with a big pile of photo albums. While the rain pelted down on the windows, Allie and I exclaimed over pictures of a tiny Allie asleep in her crib and laughed at a print of a bathing suit–clad Allie smiling merrily from a bucket of soapy water as Dad washed the van.

      Allie crowed joyfully when she flipped to the page depicting her first birthday. Born with Down syndrome and severe heart defects, Allie had spent too much of her infancy in the intensive care unit at the university medical center. And there she was in a Polaroid shot, propped up in a highchair with tubes and monitor cables flowing from her body to nearby machines. Although she looked pale and fatigued, Allie flashed a winsome smile as she plunged both hands into the gooey frosting of her miniature cake.

      Cakes have always been important to Allie. Chocolate cakes with fluffy white icing, round Bundt cakes glistening with sugary glaze, carrot cakes with cream cheese frosting, cupcakes topped with dollops of brightly colored icing — Allie loved them all. But most of all, Allie loved elaborately decorated cakes festooned with multicolored sprinkles, rainbows of icing, fairy tale figurines, tiny animals, paper umbrellas, lovely words inscribed in glistening frosting, sleek roses, and tiny silver balls. The more decorations, the better the cake.

      Continuing on our evocative photo journey, Allie and I chuckled at pictures depicting long hours spent in front of a mirror with her speech therapist, hot summer afternoons playing Challenger Little League baseball with other children who had developmental delays, windy mornings at our therapeutic horseback riding program, and hard-earned accomplishments in occupational therapy.

      Picking up a blue-flowered album, I opened to a snapshot taken when my oldest daughter Shannon was about six years old. Facing the camera with a gap-toothed grin, Shannon balanced a large plate precariously in both hands.

      “Mommy,” Allie exclaimed in amazement as she gazed at the picture, “Doll cake. Nan bake doll cake.”

      It was, indeed, a doll cake. Blessed with a creative mind and skilled in culinary arts, Shannon had transformed a plain Bundt cake into a representation of an antebellum beauty complete with hoopskirt and bonnet. To Allie, this doll cake was the loveliest confection she had ever seen, and she yearned to make one of her own. Excitedly, she tapped my arm and pointed toward the kitchen.

      Sighing, I realized that our precious free time had flown by all too quickly. Over and over, I vainly tried to convince my eager daughter that I needed to get dressed for work and promised to bake a cake with her on the weekend. Her mouth set in stubborn disagreement, Allie gestured firmly toward the kitchen and resolutely pulled on me with all the strength in her stocky little body. I exhaled in relief when the pealing of the doorbell interrupted our tug of war.

      Opening the front door, we greeted Jennifer, the woman who has been Allie's respite caregiver for the past eight years. Blessed with an unflappable disposition and ready smile, “Per” was a perfect match for my special little girl. She had been with us when Allie was a frail infant and had worked tirelessly to guide Allie to an upright position during toddler days. She had read hundreds of books when Allie was bedridden after surgeries, and had spent hours helping to teach Allie to talk again following a stroke and had laughed with tears in her eyes the day that Allie had triumphantly shouted her first word: “No!”

      Ambling toward Jennifer with the flowered photo album clutched to her chest, Allie chattered excitedly. “Doll cake,” she exhorted, “Doll cake awesome.” Jennifer and I exchanged smiles at the “awe-some” — Allie's favorite word, borrowed from her teenage sister. Casually explaining to Jennifer that I was hoping to fit the doll cake project into our already crowded weekend schedule, I dashed to the bedroom to change into business clothes.

      Later, after six hours of nonstop telephone calls, I splashed through puddles to my van in the darkened parking lot. Driving home with windshield wipers flapping, I made a mental list of all I needed to deal with over the next few days: therapy appointments, a test to check Allie's heart function, grocery shopping, homework with Shannon, and scores of smaller tasks. Pulling into the driveway at home, I yanked up the hood of my raincoat and walked tiredly up the front steps to the house.

      Before I could fit my key into the lock, Allie flung open the door and grabbed my hand. “Doll cake, Mommy,” she called out, “Allie doll cake.”

      Oh no, I thought in despair, there is just no way I can deal with that doll cake tonight. Walking reluctantly toward the kitchen, I took a deep breath as I struggled to come up with the words that would placate my excited daughter. Then, I stopped and stared in amazement at the kitchen counter.

      There, centered on a large round platter, was the most beautiful doll cake in the world. Ariel the Mermaid reclined in the center of a Bundt cake glistening with waves of sea green icing. Plastic seashells adorned the base of the cake, and Flounder the Fish bobbed happily along at Ariel's side. Tears came to my eyes as my proud daughter pointed at the glorious confection and clapped her hands in glee.

      “Allie bake doll cake. Per, too,” she announced grandly. “Awesome doll cake.”

      “Awesome doll cake,” I agreed. “Allie and Per made an awesome doll cake.”

      Pulling my chair up to the table, I watched while Allie and Jennifer cut and served their masterpiece. Relaxed and contented, I sipped a glass of milk and nibbled on the doll cake. Awesome doll cake. The most awesome doll cake in the world. Awesome Per. The most awesome caregiver in the world.

      
        — Sandy Keefe
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      My memories of those nights I spent with my great-grandmother are still vivid. My nose tingles when I recall the scent of the Ben-Gay that she rubbed into her arthritic joints. I can see her hobbling on her bowed legs toward the bed, hear her groaning as she crawls beneath the covers, and watch her knobby fingers smoothing the blankets and tucking us in.

      In my mind I hear her saying in that tone that suggested she had discovered a great secret, “Let's hold hands until we fall asleep, kid,” and once again my hand is cradled within her palm. But most of all, I remember her telling me stories, kissing me gently, and whispering just before I dozed off, “Goodnight, darling.”

      I remember it all, because I have nothing else to remind me of her. While my friends proudly display treasures left to them by their grandmothers — precious china, antique silver, heirloom jewelry — all that I have of Grandma's is a terrarium I'd given her that I'd made in Brownies from a baby food jar and dried flowers. All I wanted was a memento of hers that I could cherish. But Grandma's was not a china-and-jewelry kind of life.

      Born February 8, 1896, in Pittsburgh, and christened Cornelia Short, she, at age twenty, married my great-grandfather and acquired the awkward appellation of Cornelia Ledergerber. We all called her Grandma Leder.

      Widowed at sixty-three, she moved in with her daughter, my maternal grandmother, and devoted herself to caring for her family. During this last phase of her life was when I came to know and love her.

      Grandma Leder's hair was short, gray, and frizzy from too many Toni home permanents. Earlier in life she had been heavy, but by the time I was born, her fat had melted, rendering her a five-foot, two-inch woman of the toughest gristle. Her face was round and her nose prominent, but her large, penetrating, dark brown eyes are what I remember most. With time, her hair and shape changed, but her eyes never did.

      Whenever anyone was sick, needed a babysitter, or could just use an extra hand around the house, Grandma appeared on the doorstep. She was a migrant Mary Poppins, a domestic dynamo, a whirlwind of wiping, washing, and waxing.

      Hard work did not intimidate Grandma; she knew nothing else. Through many nights spent with her, I learned that her father had died when she was three and that her earliest memory was of being small and standing on a chair to iron with irons so heavy she could barely lift them.

      She worked all her life at menial jobs. During the Depression, she took on “confinement cases,” and for a dollar a day, she moved into an expectant mother's home, kept house, cared for the children, and assisted with the baby's delivery. Well into her seventies, she helped to nurse an invalid woman.

      Grandma did the dirty work. Neighbors summoned her to close the eyes and pop in the dentures of their dead. They called Grandma, because death didn't intimidate her, either — probably because she'd seen so much of it.

      The saddest bedtime story she ever told me was about something that had happened to her when she was thirty-six. On a hot August day, while laughing and enjoying herself at a picnic, she heard a man calling her name on a bullhorn as he walked through the park. That man shattered the afternoon's serenity and Grandma's heart. He had been paging her so that he could take her to the morgue to identify her mother's body. While stepping off a streetcar on Pittsburgh's north side, her mother was hit by a drunk driver and thrown under a passing trolley.

      Grandma never cried when she related this story. She told it straight out, evenly and slowly, and afterward, she always let out a long, deep sigh and said, “Oh, kid, it's a great life if you don't weaken.” Then she squeezed my hand tightly like she was trying to hold on to me forever.

      While we cuddled under the covers, she told me many other stories. I felt the anguish a mother feels when her only son is declared missing in action for a few days after D-day. I felt the sorrow a wife feels watching as throat cancer robs her beloved husband of speech and ultimately of life. I felt the despair of the Depression, what it was like to lose your home and to survive on the rotted produce that a kindhearted neighbor scrounged for you at his market.

      Grandma also told me adventure tales, how as a child she'd traveled to Steamboat Springs, Colorado, by covered wagon. And she told me funny stories. The bed shook with laughter when she recounted the time my great-grandfather polished his white shoes with zinc ointment by mistake before going to a local amusement park. We roared, picturing Grandpap strolling down the midway with all the wrappers and leaves sticking to his feet.

      She told me many other stories — some of my grandmother, of my mother, and of me. The best ones she told again and again.

      In 1975, when I was fifteen, she suffered a massive stroke. After a lengthy hospital stay, my grandmother brought Grandma Leder home to die. On a hot August day, while visiting at grandmother's, my mother, who was helping to care for Grandma Leder, asked if I wanted to go in and visit with Grandma. I eagerly said yes.

      But my young, innocent eyes were not prepared for the sight. I'd never looked into the face of death before. Grandma, paralyzed, had wasted to a thin layer of skin clinging to bone. I barely recognized her, except for those brown eyes. The doctors said she couldn't hear and didn't know us. But they were wrong.

      In her eyes, I saw everything she ever was, and they spoke to me. Taking her hand as I had done many times when we lay together in that bed, I tried to be cheerful and positive, but I felt her eyes willing me to leave the room, begging me not to remember her this way. I left.

      I never saw her alive again.

      A few years ago, my life took a stressful turn, and curiously, I found Grandma and her stories frequently occupying my mind. I realized then that although Grandma had not left me any tangible keepsake, she had left me a treasury of stories and a wealth of memories. By turning her soul inside out to me during those nights in bed, she'd bequeathed me the greatest gift — her strength, her perseverance, her courage to face life head-on. Her legacy gave me the will I'd lacked. If Grandma could survive the difficulties of her life, then I knew I could, too.

      Often at bedtime now, my daughter will ask that I lie with her for awhile. So, I slide beside her under the covers and whisper, “Let's hold hands until we fall asleep.” Then as I hold her sweet young hand, I tell her stories. Some are Grandma Leder's, and some are mine. We sigh and giggle, and occasionally a tear falls. Then just as my child's eyelids begin to droop and her breathing becomes soft and rhythmic, I lean over and press my lips against her cool, satiny cheek. And I swear I hear a voice in the darkness whispering with me, “Goodnight, darling.”

      
        — Janice Lane Palko
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      David frequented the small bar outside the naval shipyard most every day. The lunchtime crowd would gather around, order beers and hamburgers, and engage in lively, albeit sometimes rude, conversation. They were a motley bunch. The language was rough, and their appearances followed suit. David was among the most vocal and often the most obnoxious of the group.

      The bartenders hated to see him come. At least the other guys were pleasant and polite to the bartenders and waitresses. Not David. He had a way about him that irked the girls behind the bar to their very cores.

      “He thinks he's so much better than the rest of them,” they often remarked.

      “See how he dresses?” one said. “He even dresses better than the others to show that he has a higher position at the shipyard.”

      It was true. David's arrogance had won him few friends. No one knew much about him aside from his job and his lunchtime whereabouts. Most of the other guys had been in and out of the bar for years. The girls working there knew their wives' names, their kids' names, and the latest gossip in their lives. But not David's. No one knew much about him at all.

      Another standout “regular” at the pub was Jeff. Homeless since his early twenties and suffering from psychotic ailments, Jeff never took his medication, preferring instead to spend his monthly Social Security check on booze. He slept under an old railroad bridge not too far from the bar.

      When times got tough — typically just days before his next check would arrive at his mother's home — Jeff would often wander into the bar and ask for something to eat. This wasn't all that unusual. The homeless and the transients who were down on their luck often found their way to the bar, where they knew the waitresses would offer them a plate of eggs and toast or a bowl of soup and some bread.

      Jeff, however, posed an additional problem. His hygiene was poor. It was downright disgusting. His hair was filthy and matted and most certainly infested with lice. He smelled. He was not the sort of person that paying customers would want to observe as they had their drinks or their meals.

      “Come on back here, Jeff,” Jeanne, the head bartender usually said, leading him to a small table off to one side of the bar. This is where the help sat to have their coffee or count up their day's tips. Out of view of most of the customers, it was the best place the girls could find to seat Jeff when he came in cold and hungry.

      “Thank you, Jeanne,” he always answered, his voice feeble and childlike.

      Jeff kept his head down as he ate, seldom making eye contact with any of the patrons. When he left, one of the girls would thoroughly disinfect the table and chair where he'd had his meal. The dishes would immediately be run through the dishwasher on the special sanitation cycle.

      One chilly March day, the head bartender saw Jeff coming, ambling down the sidewalk toward the bar. It was a particularly slow day — a perfect day to serve Jeff a meal without disturbing the customers. There was just one problem. The only patron seated at the bar that day was David.

      Jeanne rolled her eyes, knowing that David would undoubtedly make rude comments about Jeff. She hoped and prayed that he wouldn't make these comments to Jeff. She filled David's mug with beer, then headed to the kitchen to place an order for Jeff.

      “Jeff's coming, Mary,” she told the cook. “Have you got any soup left?”

      Mary nodded and busied herself preparing a large bowl of hot soup, some rolls, and a small salad.

      When Jeff wandered into the bar, Jeanne noticed he was limping.

      “What did you do to your foot, Jeff?” she asked.

      “I don't know,” he answered. “It hurts.”

      Jeanne led him to the usual table and brought his food. She kept a nervous eye on David and hoped that by filling his mug she'd keep him quiet.

      Her hopes were shattered just a minute into Jeff's meal.

      “Hi, young fella,” David greeted Jeff.

      Jeanne sucked in her breath, ready to take a shot at the man who would most certainly insult this unfortunate.

      “Mind if I join you?” David asked him.

      “No,” Jeff answered softly.

      “What happened to your foot?” he asked.

      “I dunno. It's both feet. They hurt,” Jeff answered.

      “How long has it been since you've had a bath or a shower?” David asked him.

      Oh, no. Jeanne stood perched like a cat ready to pounce, ready for that good-for-nothing David to say something to insult Jeff. David had probably never gone without a meal or a hot shower one day in his life. How dare he suggest that this poor homeless man was any less of a human being because he had?

      “Jeanne, I'll be right back,” David said, laying a ten-dollar bill on the bar next to his mug.

      “Don't hurry,” she muttered under her breath, as she took a fresh pot of coffee to Jeff's table.

      David wasn't gone fifteen minutes. Returning to the bar, Jeanne noticed he carried a paper bag from the store a few doors down.

      “Fill 'er up, Jeanne,” he said, nodding toward his mug on the bar. “And keep your customers down at that end when they come in.”

      
        The nerve! Who did this guy think he was? He couldn't tell her where to seat her customers!
      

      What she observed next, however, floored her.

      David went to the kitchen and asked Mary for a large pot. Taking it to the restroom, he emerged with it filled with hot soapy water. Pulling his items from the bag, he then set a bar of soap, a washcloth, some ointment, bandages, and clean socks on Jeff's table.

      “Let's get those old boots off,” he said to Jeff. He spoke in the sweetest, most gentle voice Jeanne had ever heard him use.

      Jeff complied.

      David crumpled up the filthy socks — riddled with holes — and stuffed them into the bag from the store.

      Tears formed in Jeanne's eyes as she watched what happened next.

      Delicately, David took one of Jeff's feet in his hands. He dipped the washcloth in the pot of water, lathered it with the fresh bar of soap, and began to tenderly wash Jeff's foot. Patting it dry with paper towels from the restroom, he proceeded to wash Jeff's other foot in the same manner.

      When both feet were clean and dry, David applied ointment and bandages to the swollen, open sores. He then slipped the soft, clean white socks over Jeff's newly washed and mended feet.

      “There,” he said to Jeff. “That should feel much better.”

      “It does,” Jeff said humbly. “Thank you.”

      “You're welcome.”

      Word spread quickly of what David had done for Jeff. Other employees and bar patrons wondered if Jeanne was making up the story, but when they saw her change in attitude toward the surly customer, they knew she told the truth.

      Within weeks they knew more about David. He was divorced. He had a son he saw every few weeks and an ex-wife with whom he'd developed a decent friendship. He lived in a rooming house during the week while he worked at the shipyard.

      In his hometown he was a deacon in his church. This struck the girls at the bar as odd; they fully expected a church deacon to wear a stuffy suit and tie and to carry a Bible.

      Far more than Jeff's feet were transformed on that chilly March day. The hearts of several hardened bartenders and waitresses also began softening, too. After that day they didn't judge quite so quickly and so harshly. For in David, they had discovered Christlike qualities in someone they had judged to be arrogant and callous, and not a disciple of compassion. They watched him minister to the poor and the sick. They saw all this while they filled his mug with beer and served free hot meals to the least among them.

      
        — Kimberly Ripley
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] The Wonder of Now

      
        I
        n the photograph, my sixteen-year-old son is standing on the deck of a bright yellow boat called the Beast. The wind is blowing his hair into exuberant disarray. The World Trade Center towers and the buildings of lower Manhattan loom in the background. My son is in profile, half facing the camera, half facing the Twin Towers — as if he is unable to completely break from the city's pull. His half-exposed smile matches his hair, an unaffected expression of joyous anticipation. The sky is vivid blue. At the bottom of the photo is written:
      

      
        New York, June, 2001
      

      In my closet I have boxes of photographs. These are the ones that have never made it to positions of honor in frames, in albums, or on the refrigerator door.

      The New York photograph was immediately put on the refrigerator. Originally, it was put up for one reason; it stayed there for another. But thinking about it, the reasons were just variations of the same theme, made more dramatic by the turn of events. But that is getting ahead of the story.

      First, you must understand the trip. And to understand the trip, you must first understand the promise.

      I'm not sure when the promise was made. It could have been on one of the traditional dates I used to take with each of my children to mark summer's end.

      “When you are sixteen, we will go to New York,” I might have said.

      It could have happened that way, but I am not certain. But I do know that it became a given that, when a child turned sixteen, the “date” would be in New York City.

      I also know that the promise was made long before the substance of our lives changed — before their father moved us to San Francisco, then to Chicago, then left the family and took a new wife. Certainly long before that.

      That, however, changed everything about the promise. The promise was light and dreamy, and life became dark and practical. But darkness is a funny thing. If you're in it long enough, you can more easily spot what's important.

      So when Matthew, the oldest, turned sixteen, I gave him a tour guide book to Manhattan.

      “We're going?” he asked.

      “We're going,” I said.

      Now, there are fears intrinsically involved with any vacation, fueled by change of routine and apprehension of the unknown, but this one carried extra baggage. I needed New York to come through big — bigger than uneventful taxi and subway rides, adequate accommodations, and follow-throughs on plays and concerts. I needed a New York jolt to the senses — when the noise and crowds and colors and aromas transform ordinary streets into brilliant displays of surprise, interest, and possibilities.

      To be honest, I needed it as much as my son did. For a year, grief had colored our world in monochromatic drabness. There was an inability to appreciate the present — which seemed to have become, more and more, just an unattractive stepchild to the past.

      The day we took the ride on the Beast, we had walked down to lower Manhattan to meet one of my friends for lunch. We then went to Wall Street and finally made our way past the Towers. We watched the people for awhile. They seemed busy and confident and purposeful.

      When we finally got to the boat and I snapped that carefree, disheveled picture of Matt, it marked both an end and the beginning.

      Maybe I would have been the only one to see the difference in his eyes, maybe not. But the trip had worked its magic, and something had happened to both of us. The picture became my proof — a capture of a “gee, isn't life wonderful and interesting and I can't wait to get on with it” look.

      My only regret was that Matt wasn't faced fully forward, so I could see his face completely.

      That was the first reason the picture went up on the refrigerator, this victorious return of wonder.

      And the picture stayed up after the skyline changed — even though, after that happened, I avoided looking at it. And when I did, I saw only the Towers, which suddenly seemed to cast mocking shadows on Matt's happy smile.

      But I never took the picture down.

      Matt and I returned to New York to visit a college in October 2002, going back to the hotel where we had stayed on our original visit. One late afternoon, Matt decided to go to Times Square, and I opted to take a small walk on our quiet street.

      Shortly into the walk I noticed a small park that had not been there on our previous visit. I crossed the street to sit down on a small bench. It was almost sundown on a very gray day.

      In the center of the park was a small monument. I walked over to look at it.

      On the monument were names of firefighters from the area who had died. “September 11, 2001,” it read. There were probably a dozen of them. I touched the names.

      Then I went back to the park bench. There was an unusual quietness to this street, but up the block I could see the busyness of Broadway. People moving purposefully up the street. Taxis rushing. Horns blowing. Melodic music from street performers. Laughter. Shouting.

      The whole messy mix of life.

      I could see the colors, not the faces. They stood in contrast to the grayness and became, I thought, a busy human rainbow.

      I stayed for a while, and then went back to the room.

      When we returned home, the photograph had taken on a new meaning.

      The Towers no longer seemed to be looming tragic symbols, coloring everything in shadows. They became, rather, angelic reminders of our responsibilities to tend to the wonders of now.

      The minutes. The smiles. The wind. The sky. The colors. The shouting. The laughter. The streets teeming in difference. All of the possibilities we have, just because we are here.

      My son's transfixed half turn of the head now seemed perfectly appropriate. Life, with all of its fragile wonders, should always be pulling us in.

      And so the picture remains.

      
        — Sue Vitou
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