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Introduction 


Without the stories we are nothing.


Bryce Courtney


From our hearts to yours, we are delighted to offer you A 6th Bowl of Chicken Soup for the Soul. This book contains more stories that we know will inspire and motivate you to love more fully and unconditionally, live with more passion and compassion, and pursue your heartfelt dreams with greater conviction, bolder action and stronger perseverance. We believe that this book will sustain you during times of challenge, frustration and failure, and comfort you during times of confusion, pain and loss. We hope it will truly become a lifelong companion, offering continual insight and wisdom in many areas of your life.


How to Read This Book


We have been blessed with readers from all over the world who have given us feedback. Some read our books from cover to cover; others pick out a particular chapter that interests them. Some simply can’t put our books down from beginning to end, going through a big box of tissues en route. We’ve been particularly touched by those readers who have reconnected to loved ones or old friends as a result of being inspired by one of the stories.


Many times we have been approached by readers—at a speech or public appearance—who told us how one or more stories were of inestimable value during a period of trial and testing, such as the death of a loved one or a serious illness. We are grateful for having had the opportunity to be of help to so many in this way. Some have told us they keep their Chicken Soup book at bedside, reading one story each night, often rereading favorites. Many use these books as a family gathering experience, reading a story aloud with parents and children gathered together in the evening.


You may choose the path of readers who have gone before you, or simply enjoy reading this book with no particular pattern in mind, letting each story guide your thoughts in new directions. Find the path that’s best for you, and most of all, enjoy!






1 
ON LOVE 


The love we give away is the only love we keep.


Elbert Hubbard 






The Healing Power of Love 


We dreaded Christmas that year. It was 1944, and the war would never be over for our family.


The telegram had arrived in August. Bob’s few personal possessions, the flag from his coffin, the plan of his burial site in the Philippine Islands, and a Distinguished Flying Cross had arrived one by one, adding to our agonizing grief. Born on a Midwest prairie, my brother rode horseback to school but wanted to fly an airplane from the first day he saw one. By the time he was twenty-one, we were living in Seattle, Washington. When World War II broke out, Bob headed for the nearest Air Force recruitment office. Slightly built, skinny like his father, he was ten pounds underweight.


Undaunted, he persuaded Mother to cook every fattening food she could think of. He ate before meals, between meals and after meals. We laughed and called him “lardo.”


At the Navy Cadet Office he stepped on the scale—still three pounds to go. He was desperate. His friends were leaving one after the other; his best buddy was already in the Marine Air Corps. The next morning, he ate a pound of greasy bacon, six eggs and five bananas, drank two gallons of milk, and, bloated like a pig, staggered back on their scales. He passed the weigh-in with eight ounces to spare.


When he was nominated Hot Pilot of primary training school in Pasco, Washington, and involuntarily joined the “Caterpillar Club” (engine failure causing the bailout) at St. Mary’s, California, we shook our heads and worried. Mother prayed. He was born fearless, and she knew it. Before graduating from Corpus Christi, he applied for transfer to the Marine Air Corps at Pensacola, Florida. He trained in torpedo bombers before being sent overseas.


They said Bob died under enemy fire over New Guinea in the plane he wanted so desperately to fly.


I never wept for Bob. In my mind’s eye, I pictured my debonair big brother wing-tapping through the clouds, doing what he loved best, his blue eyes sparkling with love of life. But I wept for the sadness that never left my parents’ eyes.


Mother’s faith sustained her, but my father aged before our eyes. He listened politely whenever the minister came to call, but we knew Daddy was bitter. He dragged himself to work every day but lost interest in everything else, including his beloved Masonic Club. He very much wanted a Masonic ring, and at Mother’s insistence he had started saving for the ring. Of course, after Bob died, that too ceased.


I dreaded the approach of Christmas. Bob loved Christmas. His enthusiasm excited us long before reason took over. His surprises were legendary: a dollhouse made at school, a puppy hidden in mysterious places for little brother, an expensive dress for Mother bought with the very first money he ever earned. Everything had to be a surprise.


What would Christmas be without Bob? Not much. Aunts, uncles and Grandmother were coming, so we went through the motions as much for memory as anything, but our hearts weren’t in it. Dad sat for longer and longer periods, staring silently out the window, and Mother’s heart was heavy with worry. . . .


On December 23, another official-looking package arrived. My father watched stone-faced as Mother unpacked Bob’s dress blues. After all this time, why oh why did they—the nameless they—send his dress uniform, I thought bitterly. Silence hung heavy. As she refolded the uniform to put it away, a mother’s practicality surfaced, and she went through the pockets almost by rote, aching with grief.


In a small, inside jacket pocket was a neatly folded fifty-dollar bill with a tiny note in Bob’s familiar handwriting: “For Dad’s Masonic ring.”


If I live to be a hundred, I will never forget the look on my father’s face. Some kind of beautiful transformation took place—a touch of wonder, a hint of joy, a quiet serenity that was glorious to behold. Oh, the healing power of love! He stood transfixed, staring at the note and the trimly folded fifty-dollar bill in his hand for what seemed an eternity; then he walked to Bob’s picture hanging prominently on the wall and solemnly saluted.


“Merry Christmas, Son,” he murmured, and turned to welcome Christmas.


Mary Sherman Hilbert 






How Much Love Can You Fit in a Shoebox?


The little things? The little moments? They aren’t little.


Jon Kabat-Zinn


On a cold and rainy February morning, my mom, four brothers and I cleaned out Dad’s apartment. There were a thousand places we would have rather been, but we were together and the rest of the world seemed distant. With Dad’s funeral scheduled for the next day, it was all I could do to take my mind off the reality of his heart attack. Everything he owned was in his apartment. He wasn’t materialistic, yet every belonging seemed priceless. His countless drawings filled every room. His notepads of sketches he drew in the hospital had a flavor of who he really was. His deteriorating car and torn furniture didn’t begin to describe what made him successful in my eyes.


He took life one day at a time, never taking anything too seriously. It was his best quality . . . and his worst. I was thirty-seven years old and had grown up much like him, putting tremendous value on the little things in life.


I moped around from room to room, gathering souvenirs and throwing out the garbage he never had the chance to. As I turned the corner and entered his bedroom, I quickly spotted his prized possession. It was a letter from my eight-year-old nephew declaring his unconditional love for his grampa—how much he loved him, loved fishing with him and how he hoped he would never die. Dad’s heart melted and eyes watered whenever he spoke of the letter. It touched him deeply. He proudly displayed it to anyone and everyone. I gathered the cleanup crew to read it one last time. We all seemed to realize where this letter belonged—with Dad, forever.


My mind wandered back to the time I wanted to write a similar message to Dad. It was less than a year ago when I sat down to write. My heart wanted to fill the page with the traits and values I had grown to respect. Before a single word was written, my head took over and I realized Dad could never keep such a letter to himself. Even if he promised never to show it to my brothers, I somehow knew his good intentions would eventually be overtaken by his heartfelt pride. I’d be too embarrassed expressing such feelings at this point in my life. Besides, my actions had always spoken louder than words, so I didn’t write it. Knowing Dad was indestructible, I always figured there’d be time.


As the years rolled on, it bothered me that I never wrote that letter. My mom wasn’t getting any younger, and thoughts of not having thanked her for all the things she had done for me started creeping in. Now, instead of feeling embarrassed, I wanted to include my brothers in this project. Christmas was only a month away, and what a great present this could be for all of us to write about something we’d never thanked her for. We all had to write something because if one of us declined I knew she’d put more weight on why one didn’t write anything.


It would not be an easy task to get my brothers to write. I needed a plan.


I was committed to the point of listing my brothers’ names in order from who I imagined was the easiest to convince to the hardest. I determined Bob would be the easiest. He always got along with Mom. Gary would be second. He usually mailed a Mother’s Day card. Mark was next. He hadn’t spoken to her for six months. Even worse, he had four kids who weren’t seeing their gramma, and I knew Gramma missed the kids. Rick lived in Rochester and, except for the occasional ninety-minute obligatory trips to Buffalo to see her, he had limited contact with Mom.


We all crafted our reasons for not staying in contact with Mom. My brothers and I didn’t intentionally alienate her, but we didn’t seem to go out of our way to stay in touch either. She seemed the perpetual martyr, and her words and tone of voice left us upset to the point where the frustration her words created overpowered our understanding of her hurt.


I sat by the phone, frozen in my thoughts. This would either happen or it would be the most embarrassing idea I ever shared with my brothers.


So there I was . . . nervous . . . shaking . . . feeling all the insecurities that kept me from writing Dad. By now, the “what ifs” were coming faster than my hands were moving toward the phone. But this time, I was determined to succeed or be humiliated.


So I picked up the phone and called Bob. I explained what I wanted to do, why I wanted to do it and what my plan was. To me, Bob was a given, no problem, just a matter of explaining the game plan. When I got done with my two-minute speech, there was a pause at the other end. “Well, it would have been a lot easier if we had written one for Dad!” he said with deadpan reasoning.


Yikes! What kind of an answer was that? I thought. This brother was the “for sure.” Under other circumstances, I may have crumbled and agreed with him, but this was not the direction I had committed to take. So I restated, “Putting that aside, can you think of something you’ve never thanked Mom for?”


“Sure,” he said.


“Well, could you write a letter and have it ready to hand me on Christmas Eve when the family gets together at Mom’s house?”


“All right, I’ll do it!” he stated without further hesitation. I hung up the phone, and my first thought was, Good, I have one in the bank. I could use that to enroll brothers number two, three and four. It was a plan. I hadn’t expected Bob to give me any resistance, so I knew the job wasn’t going to get any easier.


Gary was next. He replied in the sensitive, caring fashion I had anticipated. “How long does it have to be, and what do we have to say?”


Mark was next. I was nervous before I called him. Not only hadn’t he spoken to Mom in months, I knew he was mad at her. I started my conversation by explaining the idea and that Bob and Gary had already agreed. I was expecting my hardest time with Mark.


I’ll never forget what happened next.


As I finished, he started right into a story. “I remember when I was in junior high school and got suspended for something I didn’t do. I got sent home, and Mom asked me, ‘Did you do it?’ I said, ‘No!’ She took me back to school to face Mr. Schaefer, the most feared disciplinary teacher any student ever encountered. We marched into his office, and before I knew it, Mom was screaming at him, saying, ‘If my son said he didn’t do it, he didn’t do it.’ When she was done with him, he was somewhere under the desk apologizing for his obvious mistake.”


Mark’s story rolled off his lips as if it happened yesterday. I was shocked because not only had I never heard that story, but he recalled it so vividly.


Rick was next. He had a similar story to Mark’s from back in high school. Besides Bob, Gary and Mark had already agreed, and my work actually seemed to get easier. It was like my brothers’ stroll down memory lane rekindled a different message and memory they had of Mom. I hopefully put them back to a time when she was always there, as if she had never left. Four in the bank, at least verbally.


Two days before Christmas Eve, I called all four brothers, and each had finished his letter. My final instructions to them were to bring the letters to Mom’s, and I was going to put all five into a shoebox I had wrapped to give to her.


Christmas Eve arrived. I handed the box to Mom and said, “This present is from all of us. Do not open it until tomorrow.” She looked puzzled, wondering what we were up to, but agreed and said, “Thank you.”


Christmas Eve was always fun at Mom’s, but this year it was special for me. I knew I pulled off something I couldn’t have imagined. As my brothers and their families gathered to open presents, this year was different. Closer . . . nicer . . . warmer.


I drove home that night with the greatest feeling of accomplishment. I recalled Mom talking to the grandkids and laughing all night long. Maybe the night was special for everyone. We all seemed a lot closer to her that night, or maybe it was just me hoping it was all this way again.


Christmas morning the phone rang. It was Mom. She told me how she couldn’t wait until morning to open the shoebox. She read all the letters three times and cried herself to sleep. She said, “I knew you were the one responsible for doing this, and it was wonderful.” I told her we were all responsible for doing this, and it was long overdue.


I never knew what my brothers wrote in their letters, not completely. As for me, I included a story of when I was ten years old and wanted to go to a sports competition. I can’t remember the exact words, but it went something like this: “No one seemed to feel it was a big deal, but you saw the disappointment in my face and said, ‘I’ll take you.’ You sat in the rain for over an hour as I tried my best to win a prize. I don’t think I ever thanked you, but it meant a lot to me.”


I also told her how hard it must have been for her to raise five boys with all of us being a little closer to Dad. “We knew he got the easy job of playing good guy while you were forced to be the one who disciplined us when we were bad. You were the one who taught us right from wrong, fair and unfair, and to apologize when we were wrong. You did that, and I thank you.”


Mom had longed to hear such words for years. It was always in our hearts but never got translated to her. I always saw her cry after cooking Thanksgiving dinner. She would prepare all day, while Dad, my brothers and I gobbled it up and proceeded to the living room to tend to our own priorities.


I see a lot of Mom and Dad in me, and I couldn’t be happier. I started out wanting to do something for Mom to show her how we felt. We got to revisit our appreciation for her and how she had always been there for us.


In hindsight, I really did it for Bob, Gary, Mark, Rick and me.


I hung up the phone that snowy Christmas morning, reclined on the couch and looked up to imagine Dad wiping a tear from his eye.


Seems everyone got something special out of this Christmas.


Jim Schneegold 






Discretion Is the Better Part of Marriage 


Seventeen years ago on a cold and blustery Saturday, I stood in the arch of a sanctuary with baby’s breath in my hair and a foolish grin on my face, too big of a ninny to realize that I ought to be scared to death.


As a swell of Mozart filled air that was thick with my great aunt’s Chantilly, my nervous, tuxedo-clad father bent down to whisper what I thought would be words of paternal wisdom. “It’s not too late,” he hissed, waving a wad of bills. “If you want to weasel out of this, I’ll give you five hundred bucks and a Greyhound ticket any place you want to go.”


I didn’t tell my soon-to-be husband, Jeff, this story for several years. It wasn’t that Dad didn’t like “that tall kid”—he did—but the combination of watching my sister’s impulsive first marriage unravel and knowing that Jeff and I had met less than five months before was making him a little gun shy.


That problem was soon remedied. As some wit said, marriage remains the most efficient way to get acquainted. We met over Labor Day, got engaged at Thanksgiving and married in the windiest January on record. Between immediately moving out east where neither of us knew a soul and then having a child before our second anniversary, we got to know each other (as my southern Missouri relatives would say) right soon.


Though seventeen years hardly qualifies us for one of those fatuous anniversary greetings from Willard Scott, we’ve been married long enough to know a thing or two. Before the honeymoon was over, we were certain that the bozo who wrote “Love means never having to say you’re sorry” had obviously never been married. While having the last word might be intellectually satisfying, it’s mighty chilly on your own side of the bed. We’ve also been married long enough to know how much fun it is to have private jokes that drive our children crazy. It would take us a very long time to explain to them why the terms “garlic milk shakes” and “bluebird watching society” set us off, and besides, you had to be there.


We were relieved to discover that we don’t have to enjoy the same things to enjoy each other. We both like long road trips on blue highways, old houses and junk shops. After that, we part company. I like Victor Borge; he likes Jimi Hendrix. I love exotic travel; he has never had a passport. He loves musicals where the ruddy villagers burst inexplicably into song; I like Ingmar Bergman dramas in which pale, suicidal sisters communicate in cryptic whispers. He likes to dance; I have two left feet.


Over the years, we’ve discovered that discretion is the better part of matrimony. He has not once pointed out that I am routinely responsible for 75 percent of the long-distance calls on the phone bill. When I see the telltale yellow of a parking ticket on his chest of drawers, I permit myself no more than a raised eyebrow. He doesn’t comment when I stay up until 2 A. M. reading a mystery even though I’ve been whining about how much I have to do the next day; I pretend I don’t know he blows a half an hour and a few bucks at the video arcade each time he takes the boys to the mall. I nod in agreement when, with ambition born of a Saturday morning, he says he’s going to patch, sand and paint the bedroom after going into the office in the morning and before running errands in the afternoon (even though I know he’ll be “resting his eyes” in his favorite chair before the first dribble of paint hits the dropcloth).


And perhaps most astonishingly, of all the innumerable times over the last seventeen years I have put something on and asked if it makes me look fat, he has always feigned astonished denial. Not once has he said, “What do you mean? You are fat.”


We have learned that, “How can I help?” works better than “I told you so,” and that “I love you” works better than “What’s your problem?”


Still, if I had it to do over, I’d take the bus ticket and the money my dad offered instead of the dyed-to-match shoes, the sterling flatware and the obligatory feeding-each-other-cake shot in the deluxe portrait package. But wherever I went, I’d take Jeff with me.


Rebecca Christian 






You Do It Quiet 


At the time, I wasn’t even sure he knew I was screaming at him, but for years afterward, he was resentful of it. He felt that I wasn’t having faith in him. I don’t fault myself in the slightest. I think it was a very human response. I didn’t know the outcome. I was in love with this guy, and it looked like I had an awful big chance to lose him.


It was right after we got pinned—the end of my sophomore year and Dan’s junior year. Bates College had an annual clambake on Fox Island in Maine. Dan and I were sitting high on a cliff, looking down on the ocean in awe. There were tremendous waves crashing against the rocks. Then a girl we knew came running, screaming. Within seconds, we could see two people being swept away by the current. Steve, the closer one, had been smashed off a fifteen-foot rock by a wave and was floating. The other guy had tried to save Steve by tying sweatshirts into a rope and throwing them from the rocks. But as he threw, he fell in. He had all his clothes on, and his struggling carried him out farther than Steve.


When I saw Dan get out of his clothes, I started screaming. I knew he was a lifeguard, but this was not a normal rescue: The waves were so high that in the water you couldn’t see over the crest, and after they crashed into the rocks, the undertow sucked everything out like a vacuum. I was swearing at Dan, screaming at him not to go.


But some of the other students had cut rope out of a volleyball net, and he tied it around his waist. I don’t remember if I saw Dan enter the water. I know that I was watching when he reached Steve, because at that very moment I saw the other guy go down for the last time.


Dan held Steve in a carry, and they were pulled up by the rope, dragged along the barnacles. Dan’s legs were all cut and bruised. The next day, they were so swollen, he could barely get his pants on. I remember the dean of students coming over and shaking Dan’s hand afterward. But other than that, the college didn’t acknowledge what he’d done. The student newspaper interviewed Dan, but the story was never published. It’s a terrible blemish to admit that a student died on a college outing. Because it was a tragic event, people wanted to put it out of their minds. With the way it was kind of snuffed, the campus in denial, it almost made Dan feel guilty or part of a bad thing. So you learn that it’s not always like it is in the fairy tales. There are going to be all kinds of reactions.


That’s one of the reasons Dan rarely talks about this and about what happened later at the school and why I’m reticent to talk about it now. You have to be sensitive. There’s always another side to the story. Think about it. When Dan got his first Carnegie Medal for heroism, one was posthumously awarded to the guy who’d fallen in throwing the sweatshirts. Even though the situation may have had a happy ending for us, it’s still a tragedy for another family.


Dan’s one of only four people to receive two Carnegie Medals. One of the previous winners died in the second attempt, and I think another lost a leg. Dan’s lucky to have come out whole. Yes, I’m proud of him beyond words. But it’s better not to dwell on it. When people ask me what it’s like to be married to a hero, I tell them that when I married Dan thirty-four years ago, I was a brunette with straight hair, now my hair is curly and white. I might as well get a laugh out of it. In reality, I try not to think about it, because every day I’d be wondering if a situation is going to arise, knowing that Dan’s likely to step forward. And not just Dan. Our daughter, Carolynn, is a water-safety instructor. Our youngest son, Michael, is a lifeguard, and our oldest, Danny, paraglides and rock climbs. Sometimes I think, Why couldn’t they all have just taken up bowling?


Of course, I’d rather have them be who they are. What would have happened if Dan had heeded my screams and done nothing—just stood on that cliff and watched both of those guys go down? He probably would’ve had nightmares for the rest of his life. And I would’ve felt horrible.


I don’t want you to get the wrong impression about Dan. You watch him mount a horse—how can I describe it? It’s like he’ll grab the mane and bounce up as the horse starts to gallop. When he skis, he doesn’t take a lesson and learn to snowplow. He’ll head to the top of a hill in a snowstorm, go down, somersault, come up with snow in his eyebrows, and do it again. But you can’t stereotype him. The fact is, Dan was so scared in his first year of teaching at an innercity school that he’d eat his breakfast, barf it up, then go in to work. Years later, when he first became principal at Winnisquam Regional High School, there were days when he’d come home and tell me that he’d wanted to hide under the coffee table.


Some people might have a hard time believing that the same guy who wanted to hide under the coffee table would voluntarily walk into a classroom where a sixteen-year-old is pointing a rifle at junior high school kids. I don’t really have an answer to that. Only a revelation that I had when Dan and I were driving to the hospital on my way to have major surgery and I thought I might have cancer. I was about in tears, and my teeth were chattering, and I said to Dan, “Look at me, I’m a wreck. I’m sorry I’m not being brave about this.” And he turned to me and said, “Oh, you’re being brave. Brave is not not being scared. Being brave is being scared and doing what you have to do.”


After thirty-three years of marriage, I definitely have a clear understanding of who he is. I understand why he entered room 73. Yet to this day, it amazes me how a man who needs twenty-two pairs of glasses because he’s so absentminded that he always forgets where he puts them can focus and think ahead so clearly with students being held hostage.


I learned all about it that morning, of course. But I didn’t fully comprehend what had happened until a couple of years later, when I went to the room and Dan reenacted everything. A sixteen-year-old had shot a rifle in the cafeteria. Two kids were injured, and then the kid with the rifle took a bunch of students hostage. I don’t want to mention the kid’s name. As I said before, there’s another side to every story. This might still be painful to him. We don’t want to hurt him; we hope he can straighten his life out.


The questions people ask Dan about the incident are the questions that they ask themselves. They want to know how they’d react under those circumstances. But it’s pointless. None of us could ever know.


Dan looked through the window in the door and saw some of his students crying while this kid was reloading his rifle with shells from a box on the teacher’s desk. There were so many things to think about: posting janitors so nobody could come down the corridor; getting everybody out of the school. How much time did he have? We’re in rural New Hampshire. He’d called the police on occasion and been unable to get anybody. Sometimes there’s only one policeman on duty. Was he better off not doing anything? Was he putting the kids in danger by walking in? He got everybody out of the school, then held his breath and turned the doorknob.


Immediately, the gun was pointed at his head. The kid was sweating and shaking. Dan said, “If you need a hostage, you have the principal now. You can let the kids go.” When the students were out the back door, Dan was so relieved. Then he began to realize, Whoops, I’m still here.


For forty-five minutes, the rifle was aimed at his head. He made himself keep eye contact the whole time. I can’t stand to think about it—not only the reality that he might have died but what he was feeling when he was telling himself, I hope I don’t hear the trigger pulled. I hope I don’t see the flash.


The kid was saying that there was no reason to live. He demanded a boom box and to see a friend. When Dan went to the window to shout the kid’s demands, the kid turned with him away from the door, where the police chief was crouching. The police chief rushed in with a gun. And then, when the kid put the barrel under his chin and threatened to commit suicide, another officer who’d crawled in seized the rifle.


There was an outpouring of appreciation from the community. I wrote my own thank-you note to the police chief. But Dan didn’t even give it a thought when the Hollywood people offered a lot of money to make a movie about it. And when the superintendent asked if the second Carnegie Medal could be presented in a public way, Dan said, “No thanks.” You have to realize, Monadnock Regional Junior/Senior High feeds off eight small towns that don’t even have a downtown. Dan goes to Agway and gets his horse grain and turkey feed just like everybody else. We’re much more comfortable keeping a low profile. Our fear is that when someone whom everybody knows in everyday life is suddenly set up as a hero— especially in our culture, where heroes are touted as larger than life—then there’s something about human nature that wants to take that person down a peg.


But there are little things nobody really sees or could imagine that come out of a situation like this that make you feel good. Everyone from the family came up the weekend after the incident. Our daughter, Carolynn, cried and yelled at Dan for going into that room: “Don’t you understand you’re the only father I’ll ever have?” Much later, when she was able to think about it, she understood. She has stepchildren. She would want the principal of their school to have the same care for their safety. But there’s a difference between your emotional response and the rational response that comes later. That day, all the emotions came pouring to the surface. Dan did a wonderful job of sitting there and letting her say her piece.


Until that day, he would have told you that he resented my yelling at him at Fox Island. He didn’t understand my reaction until he heard it from our daughter. When he did, he forgave me.


Cal Fussman As told by Merry Stockwell 






Blue Christmas 


This is a story about Christmas, and about a box under our Christmas tree one year that wasn’t big enough, by a long shot, to hold a bicycle. That box, brightly wrapped in blue tissue with a tag “Merry Christmas, Terry—love, Mom and Dad,” was the object of my considerable attention, because I knew it held my main gift, and what I really wanted was a bicycle. Not any bicycle, but a particular blue bicycle from Johnston’s Hardware Store on the Hill.


On the other side of the tree was another box, wrapped in red, with a tag “Merry Christmas, Steve— love, Mom and Dad.” Steve, my nine-year-old brother, wanted an electric train, and he was sure that was what his package held.


It was 1958, my eleventh year, and we were living in Cedar Falls, a town I never really got to know because we moved from there to Iowa City the next fall.


We had a low, ranch-style house, pale green and brand new. It was a new street and a new neighborhood, dotted with expensive new homes.


The Hill was six blocks away and important to us, not only for its small shopping district but also because it was the site of the college my sister, Linda, seventeen, would attend next fall.


The Monday before Christmas, Steve and I headed for the Hill to do our Christmas shopping. Shivering, I plunged my hands as far into my pockets as they would go. The sky was ominously grey, and the cold wind which shook the bare branches of the trees overhead, seemed to cut right through my jacket.


“C’mon, Steve,” I called impatiently to my brother. “We’ll never get there if we don’t hurry.”


“Race ya,” he cried.


We were off. I was a faster runner than he was, but sometimes with a head start he could beat me. I sprinted behind him, straining to catch up. He stopped at the corner, winded, his face red. “I won,” he panted triumphantly.


Any other day I would have called him a cheater. But today was special, so I let him stay the victor. The Hill was in sight. Its lampposts were gaily strung with green cellophane chains and huge plastic candy canes that looked good enough to eat. Steve and I trudged up the hill that gave the small shopping area its name, past the soda shop where we sometimes got ice cream in the summer, past the pet store where we usually admired the parakeets and turtles. We were going to the five-and-dime to do our Christmas shopping—for the first time alone.


My brother had his savings from his piggy bank clutched in his hand, and I had four dollars, some of which I’d earned raking the neighbor’s yard, in my pocket.


At the dime store we paused long enough to look in the window. There were a host of wonderful things there— chocolate Santas, dolls with long hair, miniature bright red fire trucks with a hose that sprayed water.


“You could get that for me,” I announced to my brother, pointing to a round, blue sliding saucer which sat on a mound of artificial snow. “I’ll share it with you.”


“I only have sixty-five cents,” he reminded me.


Then in we went. Steve stopped by a jar of colored combs and carefully examined one. Then he looked at me. “Don’t you have shopping to do?” he demanded.


I headed for the aisle that held envelopes, notebooks and stationery. My sister would need stationery to write to us, I thought. It was a perfect gift. I debated about buying my father a notebook, since he would be going back to college in Iowa City. (At forty-five!) Too ordinary, I thought. I wanted to give him something special, not something silly, like the green beanie his friends were planning!


My brother came around the corner and began looking at the pencils. I picked up the stationery I’d chosen and headed for the cash register in front. I had made my mother a set of hot pads, but I wanted to give her something else as well. Suddenly I spotted the perfect gift, a pair of pale blue earrings that would just match her new dress.


I had enough money left to buy baseball cards, bubble gum and a miniature flashlight for Steve. After I paid for my presents I waited for him outside.


Soon he emerged, beaming, a small bag in one hand, a nickel in the other. “Let’s go wrap them,” he said.


We went home by way of the hardware store, so I could look at my bike. It wasn’t my bike actually, but I was saving money to buy it. I wanted it more than anything else in the world. It was a slim blue Italian model; I’d never seen another one like it. I planned to ride it to school, to the ice cream shop, and to see my best friend Cathy, even though she only lived a half block away from me. Next fall, I’d ride it all over Iowa City.


The hardware store was busy, and Mr. Johnston was waiting on a customer. He wouldn’t have time to talk today. I would take a quick look at my bike and be on my way. My brother waited by the sporting goods while I went to the back where the bicycles were. There it was, on the end, as blue as the whole sky, just waiting to be ridden. I reached over to touch the blue and white seat, and stopped cold. Hanging from the handlebar was a tag, handwritten in capital letters, SOLD, it said.


It seemed like my heart stopped and time stood still. For three months, ever since the first day I saw it, I’d been saving my money to buy that blue bike.


I ran from the store, fighting back tears. Now somebody else would ride down College Street on my bike, somebody I knew, or, worse yet, a stranger who would carelessly leave it out in the rain and snow to rust and grow old.


On the way home, Steve and I walked slowly. I didn’t notice the cold. He wanted to talk, but I was thinking about the bicycle that almost was, the bicycle that wouldn’t be. One thing was certain. I could break open my bank. I no longer needed the twelve dollars I’d saved. I started to think of what I would buy with it.


This, our last Christmas in Cedar Falls, would be a truly blue Christmas now, I knew. Next year, we would no longer have the ranch house with its two fireplaces. Instead, we would have a tiny tin barrack left over from World War II, so small it was barely larger than my bedroom in Cedar Falls. Instead of a fireplace it would have an oilstove; instead of a picture window looking out over a spacious green lawn, it would have windows so high you couldn’t see out and no lawn at all. My mother said we had to save money, and cut back. She was going to find a job while my father went to school.


I didn’t look forward to the prospect of cutting back or moving. I liked Cedar Falls, the shops on the Hill, my school, and my best friend Cathy. But I knew education was important. It had brought us to the new ranch-style with the huge sloping lawn planted with Russian olive trees and weeping willows. That house was miles and miles from the ramshackle houses my father had grown up in, dark, drafty tinderboxes bordering smelly, smoky factories. And it would take us even further—to the university town where my father hoped to get a Ph.D. degree, and then to some other university town where he would become a professor.


If I had my blue bike, I thought brightly, I wouldn’t mind moving so much. Then, remembering how much my father had gone without as a boy, I decided to put the bicycle out of my mind. There was Christmas to think about, and presents to wrap.


By the time my brother and I got home, my spirits had picked up and we burst excitedly through the door, throwing off our jackets and hats. I heard Bing Crosby on the record player singing “White Christmas.” That meant my father had gotten out his Christmas records while we were gone. He was sitting by the fireplace, where a fire was crackling, reading. Occasionally he’d sing a few bars, his off-key tenor voice echoing Crosby’s.


My mother was baking, humming as she worked. She was making sugar cookies shaped like bells and reindeer, sprinkled with red and green sugar. My brother and I sat down and had two each, warm from the oven, at the picnic table we ate from in our kitchen. The tempting scent of cookies baking drifted through the warm and cozy house from room to room, as Bing Crosby sang and I wrapped my packages. When I put them under the tree I spotted several small rectangular packages that my brother had wrapped.


One was addressed to me, “Merry Christmas, Terry,” the card read, “and no peeking.”


A piece of tinsel had fallen off the tree and I put it back on a low branch, then stepped back to admire the tree. Decorating it was a family affair, and each year we dragged out the box of ornaments and happily examined its contents. There were little candle-shaped lights with colored water inside that bubbled when you plugged them in. There was tinsel, which we carefully removed from the tree each year and saved.


At night, when the room was dark and the Christmas tree lights were on, the living room seemed to take on a special glow, a blue glow, as if that tree were the center of the universe and all the promise of the world lay in that room. That tree represented warmth, happiness and security.


“Look,” my mother said, “it’s snowing.”


The sky that had threatened snow all day opened up, and soft flakes fell softly to the ground, piling up around the steps, blanketing the yard, and draping the small pine trees outside. A hush came over the neighborhood and in every picture window, it seemed, the colored lights of Christmas trees twinkled. Even the snow shimmered, catching and reflecting the blue lights strung on trees across the street.


After dinner my father told about Christmas when he was a boy. He told about the time there wasn’t enough money for presents, or even food. It was a faraway world that I only knew through his stories, and even though I had seen the rundown houses where he had grown up, I had trouble feeling the reality of going hungry, of going without presents on Christmas day.


Some of his Christmases were happy, and those were the ones I liked to hear about best. I liked to hear about the year he and his brother got a wooden sled, which they found leaning in the snow against their house on a bright Christmas morning. I liked to imagine my father going downhill at top speed, the snow flying in his face, momentarily blinding him, his peals of laughter.


But I would always think about going hungry. I secretly hoped I would never know a Christmas without date pinwheel cookies, and the oranges my mother always put in my stocking.


Suddenly I knew what I would give my father for Christmas—the money I saved for my bicycle. I ran to my room, and on a piece of paper I wrote, “Dear Dad, this is for your education.” I carefully folded the paper and in it I put the money I had saved for my bicycle—twelve one-dollar bills. I put the paper in a shoebox. He’d never guess in a million years what a shoebox as light as a feather held. Carefully I wrapped it and put it under the tree.


And then, it was Christmas! Christmas morning, and my brother and I were up at dawn, trying to rouse my parents from their bed. We waited impatiently while my mother made her way slowly to the kitchen and started the coffee in the percolator. My brother and I poked at the presents under the tree, and emptied our stockings of their ribbon candy, oranges, apples and trinkets. Couldn’t my mother hurry? Why did they have to have coffee?


Finally the great moment came, as we all assembled around the tree. The anticipation was high. I had come to terms with the fact that there would be no bicycle, but that big box held something else, some wonderful surprise. I knew that. We began to open our presents. My grandmother had sent me pajamas. She had given my sister embroidered pillow cases. My sister had given my father a moustache cup for drinking his coffee. My brother opened a football, and whooped.


Then there was the big box for me, and I shook it to see if it rattled. It didn’t.


“Try to guess,” my mother said. I couldn’t and finally ripped the paper from it. There inside was the big blue saucer from the five-and-dime. It had snowed just in time. My father opened a red flannel shirt my sister had made, and my mother opened the comb from my brother and ran it appreciatively through her hair. “Thank you sweetheart,” she said to Steve. My sister opened the stationery and laughed. “I guess this means I’ll have to write,” she said, giving me a hug.

OEBPS/images/imprintlogo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/contents.xhtml

        
            Contents


            


					TITLE PAGE




					CONTENTS




					INTRODUCTION




					1. ON LOVE


			THE HEALING POWER OF LOVE




						HOW MUCH LOVE CAN YOU FIT IN A SHOEBOX?




						DISCRETION IS THE BETTER PART OF MARRIAGE




						YOU DO IT QUIET




						BLUE CHRISTMAS




						DAISY'S TRIP




						LILIES OF THE VALLEY




						THE $325 SALVATION




						LOS ANGELES GETS IT TOGETHER




						A SIMPLE ACT




						HOPE




						SPRITE




						FIRST-DAY EMPLOYEE




						FIRST NIGHT




						MISSING PIECES




						A CHRISTMAS ADOPTION MIRACLE




						THE STORYTELLER




						MY SECOND PROPOSAL




						THE SWORDSMAN




		

					2. ON PARENTING


			THE BUS DOESN'T STOP HERE ANYMORE




						CROSSING OVER




						THROUGH THE YEARS




						LEADING WITH MY CHIN




						WHY MONKS SIT IN THE SNOW




						MAKING ROOM FOR SHOOTING STARS




						MY FAVORITE FATHER'S DAY




						DEAR OLD DAD




						MY NAME IS MOMMY




						MIKEY'S GOAL




						ONE ROSE




						CAN I COME WITH YOU?




						A DAUGHTER'S FIRST DANCE




						LOVE NOTES




						RITE OF PASSAGE




						WISHES FOR MY DAUGHTER




						THE HANDWRITING ON THE WALL




						LEFTOVER HALLOWEEN CANDY




		

					3. ON DEATH AND DYING


			GRAMMA'S BLANKET FROM HEAVEN




						HOMER AND THE RACING CAR




						MY MOTHER'S EYES




						MY DAD




						WHISTLING PETE




						LEGACY OF LOVE




						THE WAVE GAME




						SEASON OF MIRACLES




						AL




						THE GIFT




						MR. MICHAEL TED'S BIG PRODUCTION




		

					4. ON TEACHING AND LEARNING


			WRESTLING




						THE CAGE




						DON'T TOUCH ME




						TWO LITTLE BOYS NAMED CHRIS




						BIG HEART




						A TOUCH OF LEMON




						THE DUSTPAN CARRIER




						THE INFLUENCE OF THE INSIGNIFICANT




						A NEIGHBOR I'LL NEVER FORGET




		

					5. OVERCOMING OBSTACLES


			EVERYDAY HEROES




						WEEP WITH THOSE WHO WEEP




						SANDY, I CAN'T




						PERFECTLY NORMAL




						CONSIDER THIS




						CASTING A NEW MOLD FOR HEROES




						ANGELS ALL AROUND




						THE BICYCLE




		

					6. LIVE YOUR DREAM


			A GLASS OF LEMONADE




						FROM HODGKIN'S TO IRONMAN




						THE FIRST STEP




						I PROMISE, MAMA




						A "REAL" BEAUTIFUL PERSON




						THIS IS NOT A PERMANENT SITUATION




						THE CONFIDENCE COURSE




						TWENTY THINGS YOU SHOULD DO IN THIS LIFETIME




		

					7. A MATTER OF PERSPECTIVE


			MY DREAM HOUSE AND MY BOY




						THE TATTOOED CHILD




						WHEN SOCIAL SECURITY SPEAKS




						NEVER GIVE UP




						THE LITTLE LEAGUER I'LL NEVER FORGET




						HOLD ON TO YOUR HAIR!




						MEMORIES AND LAUGHS




						MAKE MINE VANILLA




		

					8. ECLECTIC WISDOM


			WRITE YOUR OWN LIFE




						NICE TIMING




						TAKE SOME TIME




						THE MOVERS AND THE GENTLEMAN




						OLD WIVES' TALES




						THE RUNAWAYS




						THE JOURNEY OF SUCCESS




		

					WHO IS JACK CANFIELD?




					WHO IS MARK VICTOR HANSEN?




					CONTRIBUTORS




					PERMISSIONS




					COPYRIGHT PAGE



        

    

OEBPS/images/9780757393839_0007_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781453280096_cover.jpg
New York Times
#1 & USA Today

BESTSELLING AUTHORS

‘ ¢ for the C570111

More Stories to
Open the Heart and
#= Rekindle the Spirit






