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Introduction 


From the moment she hears, “It’s a boy!” a special love blossoms in the heart of a mother, and a bond, unlike any other, begins. When he refuses to let her out of his sight, and later refuses to be seen with her in public, her love only grows. In him she sees that she is not only raising this generation, but future ones as well.


Yet, after reading literally thousands of stories submitted for this book, we still had difficulty articulating this unique unconditional love . . . until we discovered these words from the great American writer Washington Irving: A father may turn his back on his child; brothers and sisters may become inveterate enemies; husbands may desert their wives, and wives their husbands. But a mother’s love endures through all; in good repute, in bad repute, in the face of the world’s condemnation, a mother still loves on and still hopes that her child may turn from his evil ways and repent; still she remembers the infant smiles that once filled her bosom with rapture, the merry laugh, the joyful shout of his childhood, the opening promise of his youth; and she can never be brought to think him unworthy.


Indeed, a mother’s love is limitless, abundant in joy, support and forgiveness. Though she may loose him from her apron strings, he is forever entwined in her heart. Savor Chicken Soup for the Mother and Son Soul. Celebrate the blessings and bruises, tears and triumphs, happiness and hopes of this unparalleled loving relationship.






1 
SPECIAL 
MOMENTS 


God gave us memories that we might have roses in December.


James M. Barrie 






My Son 


No language can express the power and beauty and heroism and majesty of a mother’s love.


Edwin Hubbell Chapin 


The war was far from Saigon when I agreed to escort six babies from Vietnam to their adoptive homes in the U.S. Still, the decision to leave my husband and two little girls had not been easy. When the war escalated, I had begged God for a sign that I could back out ofmy commitment, but he only filled me with a courage and confidence I could explain to no one. Somehow I knew this was all a part of his plan. By the time I landed in Saigon, bombs were falling outside the city limits, Vietnam was falling to the communists, and President Ford had okayed Operation Babylift. Scores of the estimated 50,000 Amerasian babies and toddlers were herded into our headquarters of Friends of Children of Vietnam in preparation for the airlift.


On my third day there, over breakfast of bread and bottled Coke, Cherie, the director, said, “LeAnn, you’ve probably figured this out . . .”


I hadn’t.


“You and Mark applied for adoption of a son through us, and we told you to expect him in two years.” She spoke above the din of dozens of bawling babies. “Obviously, everything has changed. You’ll be assigned one of the babies gathered here—or,” she paused to touch my hand, “or you can go into the nursery and choose a son.”


I was stunned, speechless.


I felt myself flush with excitement—then with fear.


“Really?” I finally croaked. Surely, I had heard her wrong. 


Cherie’s tired eyes danced. “Really.”


“So I can just go in there and pick out a son?”


Cherie nodded again.


Dazed, I turned to my friend and traveling companion, Carol. “Come with me.” She jumped up immediately, and we approached the door to the nursery together.


I paused and took a deep breath. “This is like a fantasy. A dream come true.”


I opened the door, and we entered a room filled with babies. Babies on blankets and mats. Babies in boxes and baskets and bassinets and cribs.


“Carol, how will I ever choose? There are 110 babies here now.”


One baby in a white T-shirt and diaper looked at me with bright eyes. I sat cross-legged on the floor with him on my lap. He seemed to be about nine months old and responded to my words with cute facial expressions and animation. He giggled and clapped his hands.


“We should name you Personality,” I said. Then I noticed he was wearing a name bracelet on his ankle. He had already been assigned to a family in Denver. Well, I thought, feeling disappointment rising in my throat, that family is mighty lucky.


Another child caught my eye as he pulled himself to his feet beside a wooden crib. We watched with amusement as he tugged the toes of the baby sleeping inside. Then he dropped to his hands and knees and began crawling to me. I met him halfway across the room and picked him up. He wore only a diaper, and his soft, round tummy bulged over its rim. He looked at me and smiled brightly, revealing chubby cheeks and deep dimples. As I hugged him, he nestled his head into my shoulder.


“Maybe you’ll be our son,” I whispered. He pulled back, staring into my eyes, still smiling. For the next hour, I carried him around the room, looking at each infant, touching them, talking to them. All the while, the baby in my arms babbled, smiled and continued to cuddle. I couldn’t bring myself to put him down as we went upstairs where the floor was carpeted with even more babies. The hallway was like a megaphone, blasting the sounds of chattering workers and crying babies.


“Let me hold him,” Carol coaxed, “while you look at the others.” The couch against the wall held a half-dozen fussy infants side by side. I picked up each of them. Most seemed stiff and unresponsive. How sad that cuddling could be unfamiliar to them. I weaved my way to the blanket of babies at the end of the room and sat caressing each of them. As I cradled one in my arms, I could feel the bones of his spine press against my skin. Another’s eyes looked glazed and motionless. Sorrow gripped me.


I felt the little boy Carol was carrying for me pat my arm. As I turned to look, he reached out his chubby arms for me. Taking him from her, I snuggled him close, and he snuggled back. Someone had loved him very much.


Downstairs, we meandered from mat to crib, looking at all the infants again. I wished I could adopt them all. But I knew there were long waiting lists at the Denver headquarters of hundreds of families who had completed the tedious, time-consuming application process. Each of these precious orphans would have immediate homes carefully selected for them.


“How do I choose?” I asked myself as much as Carol.


The baby boy in my arms answered by patting my face. I had nevermissedmy husbandmore. “IwishMarkwas here.” 


I turned my full attention to the child I held, waving my hands in front of his face to check his eyes. He blinked and flashed his dimples.


I snapped my fingers by his ears in a foolish attempt to test his hearing. He turned his head, giggled and grabbed at my hands.


Then I sat on the floor, slowly rocking him back and forth in my arms. I whispered a prayer for the decision I was about to make, a decision that would affect many lives forever. The baby nestled into the hollow of my neck, reassuring me that the choice I was about to make was the right one. I could feel his shallow breath and tender skin as he embraced me.


I recalled all the data we had collected for adoption; all the letters of references from friends, bankers, employers; all the interviews with the social workers.


It had all been worth it for this moment.


We rocked in silence and cuddled. Then, with immense joy, I walked back through the nursery door to the office. 


“Meet our son, Mitchell Thieman!” I announced, hardly believing my own words. Everyone gathered around and embraced us. I looked at Mitchell’s puzzled face and held him closer. Cherie brought a nametag, and I eagerly scrawled on it, “Reserve for Mark Thieman,” and placed it on his ankle.


Joyful tears streamed down my cheeks. For a moment, all my fears were gone. I no longer wondered why I had been driven to make this journey. “This is why God sent me to Vietnam,” I whispered.


I had been sent to choose a son.


Or had he chosen me?


LeAnn Thieman 






Adolescence 


Adolescence is often described as a time of strife and rebellion and a dash toward independence. It seemed, at times, that our eldest offspring was attempting to bend, stretch or break each rule or bond that had developed in his twelve years.


A parenting course and numerous books from the library reaffirmed that we were not the only father and mother forced to endure these difficulties. That information did not help. My mounting certainty that I was a failure as a parent grew higher than the clothes piled on his bedroom floor. The techniques acquired within my parenting group crumbled faster than the blocks we stacked when he was two.


Summer arrived, and Boy Scout Camp loomed ahead. Maybe that would help. Unfortunately, Steve wouldn’t be home for my birthday. “Oh, well,” I consoled myself, “he’s pulling away, letting me go. This is only the first of the many holidays we won’t spend together.”


One day as he thumbed through his Boy Scout catalog, he said, “Mom, what are you doing this Friday?”


I was prepared for this, the usual pre-camp shopping spree. His list would include new hiking boots, knife, flashlights, batteries and an air pillow. He would try for a new sleeping bag and/or a tent. If I was very lucky and very smart, we might even buy a few things for him to wear upon his return. I had never won the battle against camping dirt.


My husband Bill unexpectedly stayed home. That meant I wouldn’t need to bring our daughter through stores in the mall that didn’t interest her. Quality time would be ours.


My hopes began to drain away as Steve closeted himself in his room with the phone. However, I heard him tell his best friend that he couldn’t go swimming. He took two showers and, ten minutes later, reappeared dressed in pants, not jeans, a dress shirt and tie.


Since he rarely dressed this way, even on Sundays, I thought perhaps I should take him to our pediatrician. He checked the mirror to smooth his hair. “Ready, Mom? Oh, don’t bring your purse.”


Purse in hand, I followed him out the door and crossed the lawn. John, our neighborhood pre-teen gossip, came toward us on his ten-speed.


Steve gasped. “Keep walking! I’ll catch up. He can’t see me like this,” and dove behind a tree. John turned onto another path.


For the next two blocks, Steve chattered happily about the many merit badges he was planning on earning at camp. They would make it possible for him to move up in rank. We strolled on through downtown, past a few of his favorite shops. He barely even paused to look in the windows. He kept checking his watch. Suddenly, he turned into the most expensive restaurant in town. What on Earth was this about? A waitress approached us. Standing at his full height, which was then the same as mine, his voice lowered as he charmed her with his smile. “I made a reservation for two for lunch.”


He took me by the elbow to guide me to my chair (and keep me from falling over in shock!). He held the chair while I sat, then in his most grown-up voice, made suggestions from the menu.


He dove into the whole Cornish hen, stuffed with rice, though I was sure he fervently wished for Kentucky Fried. He hated gravy and stuffing. As he valiantly dove in with knife and fork, Steve commented on the paintings on the walls and the view from the window. He asked about my plans for the following week.


After dessert, he asked for the check and paid for it with his newspaper route pay and allowance, monies usually spent on his model train layout.


As we left the restaurant, Steve said softly, “Mom, I won’t be here on your birthday, so we celebrated it early.”


He may be letting me go—but not yet.


Adolescence is a transition, a difficult time. My son was becoming a caring, considerate man.


His thoughtfulness was an act of love. There could’ve been no better birthday celebration—a very special gift.


Lois Wencil 






Sunshine in the Sand 


A mother’s love is indeed the golden link that binds youth to age; and he is still but a child, however time may have furrowed his cheek or silvered his brow, who can recall with a softened heart, the fond devotion or the gentle chidings of the best friend that God ever gives us.


Christian Nestell Bovee 


California wildflowers, sea breezes and warm sandy beaches seemed to nourish Mother’s spirit. Yet, recent times also dealt health problems. She suffered from blindness, osteoporosis and unsteadiness after a stroke. Nonetheless, even after my dad died, she continued plugging along, living alone and clinging to her independence. 


After Father passed, Mom and I spent more time together. It was an amazing journey, and a new variety of unconditional love emerged. We started having dates every Tuesday, rain or shine. After a few trips, it was obvious she liked the suspense of not knowing our destination, so I stopped telling her my plan. The “Tuesday Surprise” always had an aura of anticipation about it from then on.


On one clandestine trip, we set out to explore a stretch of coastline near Bodega Bay, eventually stopping at Salmon Creek State Park. Mom often reminisced about her early years, recalling when, as a small child, her parents frequently took her there. From her many humorous and eventful stories, I gathered the park was just about her favorite place on Earth.


The day began in an extraordinary way, as I drove on a country road near a pasture filled with a herd of Holstein cows. Mom commented, “Look at those cows. They’re like spots of black paint on a white stucco wall.”


Her statement shocked me! Mom was legally blind and only able to see blotches and blurs.


Then she said, “Howbeautiful the yellowmustard grass is.”


I thought, Am I imagining this, or can Mom really see today? Immediately, I knew this moment was special. I wondered, What are God’s intentions?


About five miles from the entrance to the park, Mother stunned me again when she recognized the surrounding countryside. “Are you taking me to Salmon Creek?”


I confessed, “Yes, and we’re going to take a walk on the beach.”


I knew the “walk” was probably not feasible. But an hour earlier she could see the cows and the mustard, so I thought, Why not let God do God’s work? And I hoped for the best.


As I turned into the entrance, I wondered how this could be Mother’s favorite place, yet it was my first time here. That thought quickly vanished when I entered Salmon Creek’s postage-size parking lot, and we found ourselves surrounded by twenty-foot sand dunes and no beach in sight. Obviously, Mom and I knew she could not walk or even crawl over those mounds to the beach. Nevertheless, neither of us said it.


I was nearly frantic, yet mostly disappointed, by this dilemma. My heart beat faster than normal. My mind reeled, searching for a quick fix. I thought, What can I do so Mom will feel and smell the sea breeze, together with the warmth of the sun-dried sand?


A split second passed, then I eased the car along the parking lot’s edge. “Let’s spread out a blanket on one of the sand dunes.”


Mom agreed. However, my sense of comfort was short-lived. After I opened Mother’s car door, she was too weak to get out.


I said, “Mom, I have another idea.”


Then, while she was still in her seat, we rotated her entire body clockwise into a comfortable position and slid her legs outside the car door. Elated, I sat down in the sand in front of her.


After a few minutes of conversation, I gently lifted her tired feet, untied her shoelaces and removed her shoes. A moment later, I tenderly slid off her white cotton socks, while massaging her fragile feet. As I set them on the warm sandy granules, I could feel her body calm. I began scooping small handfuls of the hot golden sand into the palms of my hands. Then I let a few drop, like the sand in an hourglass, and watched as they landed on Mom’s toes. Repeatedly, I poured them slowly, until a mound formed covering her feet to the top of her ankles. She was as close to emotional pleasure as I had ever seen her. And so was I. Her face showed no frowns, no flaws, no wrinkles or pain—just bliss, pure bliss.


I was thankful to God for doing his work. He manifested all the elements we needed. Mom’s sight, the sun, the sea breeze, the warm sand and my most treasured time with her.


Duane Shaw 






My Sinking Heart 


When thou makest presents, let them be of such things as will last long, to the end that they may be in some sort immortal, and may frequently refresh the memory of the receiver.


Thomas Fuller 


Goosebumps rose on my arms. “Hi, Mom. Happy fiftieth birthday!” I heard my son, Brian, say as clearly as if he were sitting next to me. But he wasn’t.


Brian was on the USS Kitty Hawk on maneuvers somewhere between our U.S. shore and the Persian Gulf.


My party-loving friend, Denise, had invited me out for a quiet fiftieth birthday celebration dinner. It was unlike Denise to let such a special occasion go by without throwing a big birthday bash, so I suspected a surprise party was commencing. When we arrived at the restaurant, I suspiciously scanned the sea of faces in the reception area. I didn’t recognize a soul.


As Denise checked on the status of our reservation, I sipped a glass of chardonnay, when once again I heard Brian in my head. “Hi, Mom. Happy fiftieth birthday.”


My mother’s intuition kicked in. A single, powerful throb stormed through my body, followed by an eerie chill. “I hope he’s okay,” I said softly.


A wave ofmelancholy washed overme, and tears welled in my eyes thinking about my twenty-year-old son, who was now married and a terrific father to his own little ones. Was it possible that so much time had passed since he was jumping his bike over jury-rigged ramps in the cow pasture, gobbling down apple dumplings faster than I could bake them and bathing our new kitten in his kiddie pool? 


Knowing the intuitive connection between mother and son can be amazingly keen, I wondered if I was psychically drawing Brian to my side to celebrate this hallmark occasion. My eyes spilled over. My heart sank. I was searching my purse for a tissue when Denise returned.


“What’s wrong?” she asked when she saw me dabbing at my eyes.


“I think I’ve had enough wine. I keep hearing Brian wish me a happy birthday,” I said, setting my empty wineglass aside.


She gave me an understanding smile. “Our table is ready,” she said, ushering me toward the stairs.


“Surprise! Happy birthday to you!”


With beaming faces and rousing voices, friends, family, co-workers, shirttail relatives and perhaps a few people I’d only met casually in the grocery store belted out birthday greetings.


Combining my emotional reaction to Brian’s telepathic birthday greeting and the surprise birthday party, I nearly collapsed.


I’d no sooner sat down in the chair of honor when a fireman entered the room, dressed from head to toe in firefighting bunker gear, carrying a sheet cake that looked like it’d been set afire. My heart sank. I’d seen firefighters at other soirées and they . . . well, let’s just say they entered the room dressed to put out a raging fire, but exited the room decked out only in their birthday suit. Didn’t Denise know this was not only in poor taste, but also downright embarrassing? How could she have let anyone do this to me?


The firefighter set the cake on the table in front of me so I could blow out the fifty blazing candles. “It’s time to cut the cake,” he said.


It seemed a bit early to be cutting cake, but I was thankful his clothes were still on his body and that he hadn’t yet started any dancing gyrations.


I felt a tug on my heart when I saw the cake was a decadent death-by-chocolate flavor, a favorite Brian and I shared. An odd hollowness filled my chest. He’s so far away and so much can happen.


Once again I heard Brian speak, “Mom, be sure to save me a piece of cake.” This time he sounded very far away. Was he okay?


I froze in my chair. Was I losing my mind? Was hearing voices another menopausal side effect? My emotional state was fanned by the fear that the fireman might be removing most of his clothing at any moment.


“I’ll have some cake as soon as I get this helmet off,” the firefighter said. Every drop of blood in my veins flowed to my feet. He was stripping! With one fell swoop, the man grabbed the bottom of the helmet and swiftly pulled it from his head.


“Brian!”


“Hi, Mom. Happy fiftieth birthday!”


Cynthia Briggs 






Mother Love 


If you want your children to keep their feet on the ground, put some responsibility on their shoulders.


Abigail Van Buren 


“Mom, where do you suppose they are?” my slender ten-year-old son Danny asked for the twentieth time as he stared out the window toward the pasture.


“They” were our pony mare, Ginger, and her three-year-old offspring, Charcoal, missing for four or five days— maybe more.


Our fifty acres of pasture and woods in Miami County, Kansas, offered plenty of grazing for six horses. However, spring thunderstorms during the past ten days had swollen creeks and forced the nearby river out of its banks. The other horses had come to the barn during the downpour, but not Ginger or Charcoal.


Danny had learned to ride on Ginger, or maybe she taught him. At first he had to climb on cement blocks to reach the stirrups. Charcoal, so-named for his beautiful black coat, was now Danny’s horse, being trained to take a saddle and rider.


Yesterday when the downpour had subsided, I took Spot, our foxhound, to do some firsthand searching. We sloshed through trees and brush in swamped lowlands near the river. I could smell the fetid water.


All my calling and whistling and Spot’s sniffing were in vain.


“I’m sorry, Danny, we didn’t find them.”


I dialed every sale barn in a radius of one hundred miles hoping someone had found them as strays.


“No, ma’am, we haven’t seen either a dappled sandy mare or a black colt.”


Without another apparent course of action, I could only worry to myself. I wanted to spare Danny this sorrow.


The next morning, the sun struggled to shine through gray clouds, but dampness hung in the dismal air.


Suddenly, Danny burst in the door. “Mom, come quick! There’s Ginger!”


The mare stood at the pasture gate, whickering impatiently and trotting back and forth as if to say, “Follow me.”


“Hurry, Danny,” I said, “get the bucket with some oats. I’ll bring a halter and rope.”


Ginger trotted ahead, stopping frequently to look over her shoulder to be sure we were following. She led us down the same path where Spot and I had hiked previously. Overhead, three vultures circled—an ominous sight. When we reached the bottomland, the mare left the path, picking her way through soggy brush toward an inlet creek.


“I see him! I see him!” Danny shouted.


Charcoal was lying on his side, not moving. His right back leg was badly injured, bones protruding and skin blistered. His left leg was seared. Only lightning could have stripped away the hair on his legs, leaving long, ugly, open sores. Flies swarmed about his legs, and maggots crawled over his oozing wounds.


“Oh, Mom, how long do you think he’s been lying here with no food and nobody to take care of him?” Tears formed in Danny’s blue eyes.


“Probably several days, but we’ll never know. Ginger took care of him, though, warding off hungry coyotes.” Or maybe that wild cat the neighbors saw, I thought.


“What can we do now?” Danny worried aloud. “There’s no way to drive the pickup down here in all this mud.”


“We’ll just have to get him up and lead him out,” I said, keeping my voice confident.


So with our cajoling and the lure of oats, Charcoal struggled valiantly, finally managing to stand unsteadily on three legs. I slipped the halter on him. His eyes were dull with pain, yet he was spunky enough to respond to our efforts. This was surely the force of life over death!


What a sight we must have been—Ginger, her beautiful flaxen mane and tail mud-soaked and tangled; Danny with the bucket, marching up the rocky, slippery path through the woods; and I, steadying the injured colt, encouraging him to follow. The hike, ordinarily about thirty minutes in duration, took over two hours. Charcoal could only hop on three feet for a few yards and then rest, while we coaxed him to continue.


“We mustn’t let him stop,” I cautioned. “If he goes down again, he’ll never make it.”


A few more hops. The colt stumbled. “Danny, help me steady him. Don’t let him stop!”


Up the path in the woods, across a small stream—Help us, God, to save this horse.


We crossed the lake’s grass-covered dam—water lapping only a foot below. “Keep him going.”


“Okay, Mom. The horses know they’re almost home.”


Through the pasture—at last we straggled back to the barn. Relieved, I gave my son a big hug.


Although our bodies demanded rest, Danny started clearing a corner of the barn to create a stall for Charcoal and Ginger. I hurried to telephone the vet to come as soon as possible.


After cleaning and medicating Charcoal’s wounds, the vet told us, “He should heal, but you’ll need to treat those legs every day for several weeks, maybe longer.” He showed Danny exactly how to apply the medication and cover the wounds.


Then he shook his head and said, “Mares usually detach themselves from their offspring once they’re weaned. It’s a miracle that this mare, Ginger, who had Charcoal almost three years ago—and even recently weaned her second foal—stayed with him through all the recent storms.”


Danny grinned, “Haven’t you heard the old proverb, ‘God couldn’t be everywhere and therefore he made mothers’?”


Polly W. Swafford 






A Part of the Team 


All things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.


Matthew 21:22 


I couldn’t remember a time when it hadn’t been his dream to play football. He had watched the Nebraska Cornhuskers since he was a baby. “Some day,” he told me, “I want to play with the Cornhuskers.”


All through grade school he played flag football at the YMCA. Every spare minute he studied plays, practiced throwing, running, kicking. He never missed a practice or a game. He was going to play at Memorial Stadium in Lincoln some day.


Finally, in eighth grade, he got to go out for football at his junior-high school. The roster came out, and sure enough there was his name and his weight, seventy-five pounds, nearly the smallest on the team. But his father and I had always told him, “You can do anything you set your mind to,” and he was going to play football.


The next year he made the team again. This time, though, at eighty-five pounds, he was the smallest on the team. He showed up for every practice and never missed a game. The team was short a second-string quarterback, and he volunteered for the position. The time he had spent studying plays didn’t go to waste. He took some snaps, did some handoffs, and the freshman Tiger team went undefeated that year.


His sophomore year in high school was his first year to try out for the reserve team. In the heat of the summer, he sweated the workouts, lifted weights and attended football camps. He made the team, again the smallest member at ninety-five pounds. But he never missed a practice or a game . . . or watching the Cornhuskers on TV. I watched his dedication and prayed, “Lord, I know this sounds impossible, but if you could just find some way to answer this child’s desire and let him play on the Nebraska Cornhusker field.”


In his junior year of high school, still undaunted by his size, he continued to play on his high school team, which ended the season 2–9. But a losing season did not dampen his enthusiasm. Each time he played, he played to his fullest, and while on the bench, he cheered on the team . . . because if you play at Nebraska, you can’t give up.


His senior year came, and he was still nearly the smallest. The linemen weighed over two hundred pounds. My son would be a receiver at one-forty-five. “Lord, it looks impossible that this child can play college football with the Nebraska Cornhuskers, but if you could just find some way to get him onto that field.” That year he broke two bones in his hand and had to sit out the middle of the season, but he continued to be at every game, every practice, memorized every play and cheered the team from the bench.


Finally, the orthopedic surgeon gave the go-ahead, and he could get back into the game. The Tigers had a winning season and would be in the playoffs, making it to the semifinals. They would go up against a team from Lincoln High School. But torrential rains and sleet ruined the high-school ballfields, so a substitute field had to be found.


On a bitter cold November night, floodlights filled the stadium like daylight when over the loudspeaker boomed the announcement. “Here come the Tigers!” I watched as my son ran out onto the Cornhuskers’ Memorial Field in Lincoln, and I remembered my prayer—and so did God.


Cheryl A. Paden 






Ricochet 


“Don’t worry, Mom. If you’re at net and someone hits the ball at you, just hold up your racquet.”


“Are you sure about this?”


David had started playing tennis when we moved to a new state and Neil, the only other eleven-year-old boy on our block, played tennis. When you’re entering a new middle school in the fall, don’t know a soul, love sports and want a friend, learning to play the same game seems incredibly important.


“I need,” David had said, “to at least know how to hold the racquet and serve.”


My tennis career began and ended in my sophomore year in college. The only instruction I recalled was something about shaking hands with your racquet and love— as a score, or lack of.


The town tennis courts and Little League field were only five minutes away. Since neither of us owned tennis racquets and I didn’t want to invest a lot of money, I responded quickly to a two-for-one sale ad. It became apparent, after a morning at the court, that David’s great athletic skills allowed him to volley the ball over the net several times before missing a shot. My own shots lacked finesse, positioning or anything approaching power.


David and Neil became fast friends, and within a week I took David to Marshall’s department store, bought him two white polo shirts, a pair of tennis sneakers and several cans of vacuum-packed yellow tennis balls.


One day David announced that Neil’s mother had signed him up for tennis lessons. So David signed up, too. Every morning for two weeks, David and Neil used a bungee cord to secure a racquet, a can of balls and a thermos to their bike holders, and they rode off for lessons.


About that time, I noticed a local newspaper ad: Wanted: someone who is a beginner to play tennis—Barbara and a phone number. Because I also didn’t know anyone in my new town and my appetite for tennis blossomed after playing with David, I called Barbara, and we met to play.


Over the next five years, David’s love of tennis increased, and he took more lessons, played on the high-school team, entered the town tennis tournament, won in his division and had grown to over six feet tall. My own tennis improved with lessons, but not being athletically inclined, I never really acquired a decent backhand shot. My lob-like serves stayed within the appropriate box, at best.


David’s friend Matt played on the high-school team, and his mother belonged to a tennis club, hit a wicked serve, played four or five times a week, and towered over me. One day David came home and announced that Mrs. Armsley’s tennis club was sponsoring a mother-son doubles tournament.


“Mom,” said David, who excelled in tennis and the art of debating, “how can we go wrong? The money goes to a charity that helps kids.” Since I taught in a school for children with disabilities, David knew what tack to take.


“Suppose I make a donation?” I offered.


“But,” countered David, “how often do we get an opportunity like this? You were the one who first showed me how to shake hands with a racquet and keep score.


“Besides,” he added, “it’s just for fun, not really competitive.” He convinced me I could handle the net and fast approaching balls. We went to the town court and practiced against Barbara and another friend. David gave me some pointers and a lot of one-liners. “Don’t worry. Hold up your racquet like this, and the ball will simply ricochet back across the net. Remember, it’s for charity. No one is going to play for blood when you’re at the net.”


The day of the tournament, we both wore whites. By that time David owned a metal racquet with taut strings, and I owned one with a large head. The tournament director divided the boys into age-appropriate groups.


“There are eight teams in my age bracket. If we survive three matches, we’ll be in the finals.”


“You don’t really expect to win, do you?”


David had been right: No one went after the mothers when they played net. The boys quickly assessed if the mother played well. If so, they went all out. If not, they saved the spin and velocity for her son.


We survived three matches. David knew how to move the ball from side-to-side, and I enjoyed the fun of playing with him. The championship game in our age group came down to a match between us and Mrs. Armsley and Matt.


“David, do you realize that the top of my head is even with the second button on her polo shirt?”


All the rules evaporated when we played them. When I stood at the net, it felt like target practice.


“Mom,” said David, “I can take the net the entire time. You just pull back, and I’ll go to the net.”


We did just that. Moving back and forth like a well-oiled machine. The score was tied.


Then a yellow ball, like an errant rocket, came whizzing at me. There wasn’t time for David to get to the net, and I remembered, “Hold up your racquet like this, and the ball will simply ricochet back across the net.” More for protection than game, I held up my racquet; the ball hit the strings with a resounding ping and rebounded across the net like an unexpected intruder.


I walked away with the prize wristbands, balls and a small trophy—and my son’s amazed admiration.


Linda Watskin 






7:07 Prayers 


Remembrances last longer than present realities.


Jean Paul Richter 


I sit with phone in hand, watching the minutes click by on the clock. 7:05. 7:06. 7:07. I hit the button and hear the beginning of a ring. My son answers before it is finished. “Hello, Mom!”


“Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you . . .” I finish with my slightly revised version. “. . . Happy birthday, your mom loves you.”


“Thanks, Mom,” Aaron says, a smile in his voice.We talk. He has been watching the clock too, waiting for the expected call. I tell him how much I love him. “I love you, too, Mom.”We hang up. I say a special prayer for a blessed birthday for him and begin my morning activities. But my thoughts remain with him, my oldest son.


Thirty-six years old! How long have I been doing 7:07 birthday songs and prayers? I guess most of his life. I didn’t plan it that way. It just happened. Aaron was born at 7:07 A.M. one cold, winter morning. St. Patrick’s Day, in fact.


When he was just a toddler, I would wake him at 7:07 and sing “Happy Birthday” and tell him about the day of his birth. It became a tradition. Even when he was away at college, I would hear a groggy “Hello, Mom” as soon as I called. The only time I missed calling was the first year after his marriage when Aaron and his wife, Amy, took a spring-break vacation. Certainly, I wouldn’t interfere with this. Later that day, Aaron called.


“Why didn’t you call at 7:07?” I could hear the disappointment in his voice.


“Honey, I didn’t think it was appropriate, and I had no idea where you were.”


He quickly responded, “I told Dad the name of the motel where we would be staying.”


Something in my heart began to sing. Our tradition would continue.


But it has become more than a tradition and birthday ritual. Though my prayers are always with Aaron, whenever I look at the digital clock and see 7:07, I know it is a special time to pray for him. No matter the day of the year, whether it be morning or night, I stop everything and say a prayer. Sometimes I awake at exactly 7:07 and immediately begin prayers for him, knowing God has called me to pray at this specific time. Through the years I found that Aaron was in great need of prayer at that particular time. Other times, it remained a mystery. But that’s okay. I count it a privilege to pray blessings on my son—any day or night at 7:07.


Louise Tucker Jones 






Happy Feet 


Those move easiest who have learned to dance.


Alexander Pope 


My son Myles was dancing even before he was born. I used to lie in bed and watch as he shook his booty, creating amniotic tsunamis in my belly. On the night he made his first appearance, the nurse laid him on my stomach, and my suspicions were confirmed—he was a boogying baby from the get-go.


When Myles was in second grade, his fabulous teacher asked every student to finish this sentence: “I’m terrific because . . .” and then draw a self-portrait to illustrate whatever sterling feature of their character they chose to highlight. Myles drew a picture of a smiling boy with yellow hair, clad in a tuxedo, dancing on stage in front of a row of footlights, with the caption: “I’m terrific because I can tap dance like Fred Astaire!”


How many little kids know who Fred Astaire is anymore? Myles did, and he also idolized Donald O’Connor, Gene Kelly and Savion Glover, back in his early Sesame Street days. We began looking in earnest for a place to get tap lessons, something he had been begging for once he realized that your feet could make noise with the right shoes on.Myles had already choreographed his own dance to a number from “You’re a GoodMan, Charlie Brown” and brought down the house at the school talent show—a pint-sized Snoopy, dressed in black and white, with a red bow tie, high tops and a black derby. Gotta dance!


As a former tap dancer myself, I began our search for the right place to learn the waltz clog, the time step and the shuffle off to Buffalo. There was no shortage of dance studios where we live. But the search was difficult just the same. Time after time, we would show up during a lesson and survey the teacher, the class and the studio. No boys. Lots of sequins. Pictures sometimes lined the walls: rows of pretty girls in high-heeled tap shoes with high-cut leotards, more sequins and still no boys. We moved on to the next place.


We finally found a home at a studio in Berkeley. Myles visited the class, which had several boys—some his age and some older—and danced across the wooden floor in his Converse hightops. The teacher was a big-hearted woman with a big smile and a loud voice, a head full of ringlets and mismatched earrings. The kids danced to brassy show-biz tunes that got their feet moving. The pictures on the walls were of tap legends: Sandman Simms, Gregory Hines, the Nicholas Brothers and others. Not a sequin in sight. When the class ended and the kids tumbled out the door, I noticed that my son had a new look on his face: His eyes were shining, and his smile was one of joy mixed with gratitude—a wish fulfilled. We signed him up for the class and hurried off to buy his first pair of shiny black tap shoes.
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