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Introduction

Barbara Kingsolver wrote something that I loved in her book Homeland and Other Stories. She said, “Sometimes the strength of motherhood is greater than natural laws.” Any human being knows that’s true, and that mothers are not only incredibly strong but at the same time gentle, forgiving, creative, clever, and wise.

That’s the magic of moms, and that’s what we’re sharing with you in this new collection of stories. My fellow editors and I are all mothers and daughters, so we get it. It was with that understanding that we lovingly compiled this collection of stories from our library. With twenty-seven years of publishing history, we had some amazing stories to choose from.

We don’t just honor mothers in this book. We include stories about grandmothers, stepmothers, mothers-in-law, and the other “moms” in our lives. These touching stories will sometimes make you laugh, occasionally make you tear up a little, and most importantly, they’ll make every mother feel great about the impact she has on her children. Take it from me, any mother who reads these stories will feel appreciated!

There’s a special twist to this book, too. The contributors who wrote these stories have selected a number of charities they want to support with the royalties from this book. We’ll be providing royalties on their behalf to four nonprofits that help moms keep the magic going.

We decided to start this volume with stories about strength and Chapter 1 is called “There’s No One Stronger.” Cynthia M. Gary leads off with “The Other Bus Story,” in which she relates her mom’s experience as a young black girl on a segregated bus in South Carolina in the 1950s, and how a white woman invited her to sit beside her in the front seat. Cynthia’s mother shared that story with her children and Cynthia says, “My mother’s decision to share this story helped me focus on the common thread of humanity that is sewn into all Americans.”

The title of Chapter 2 is a phrase that all of us mothers love to hear: “Mom Knows Best.” We start off with the ultimate “I told you so” story, “The Matchmaker,” in which Lisa Leshaw’s mother sets her up with a guy she declares is “delicious.” It turns out that Lisa’s mother had forced him to go along and he was just as reluctant as Lisa was to go on a blind date. Of course, Mom was right. That first date lasted four hours, and Lisa and Stu have been married more than three decades now.

In Chapter 3, “Only She Would Think of This,” we read tales of creativity, quirkiness, and kindness. We start with “Mom’s Secret Mission” by John Dorroh. John’s mom would disappear every Christmas Eve for a few hours and he never knew why. It was only after her death that he learned where she had gone. A man wrote to him and explained that John’s mother had gone to their house every Christmas Eve for the past seven years, dressed as Mrs. Claus and bringing gifts for the whole family.

It’s amazing that mothers have enough time and energy to do for others, when they do so much for their own families. But, as we show in Chapter 4, they are “Always There for Us.” Tiffany Mannino starts off that chapter with “Never Too Old to Want My Mommy,” in which she recalls the day that she had to tell her mother that she had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Tiffany’s mother helped her through every step of her treatment and Tiffany says, “She was attending to my every need, both physically and emotionally, but who was attending to her needs?” She adds, “I know what my mother would say if I asked her that question. She would say, ‘That’s just what you do when you are a mother.’ ”

That goes for grandmothers, too. Having just spent the Thanksgiving holiday helping as much as possible with my newborn grandson, I know that we are “always there” for our children, and then for our grandchildren, too. Sometimes that special relationship between a grandmother and grandchild makes all the difference. Who doesn’t feel better knowing that grandmothers love unconditionally and with the wisdom of having lived a lot longer than parents?

Matt Caprioli’s story “Lord Knows” is how we begin Chapter 5, which is all about the ladies we call “Grand Moms.” Matt’s grandmother was quite decisive when it came to showing her displeasure when someone disappointed her. She would just say she didn’t know anything about that person if asked, making it clear the relationship was over. Matt was afraid to tell his very religious grandmother that he was gay, but he finally decided that he had to when he started college. He sent her a letter, and when he got back a thick envelope filled with his childhood photos he thought she was saying goodbye. But in fact there was a note in that envelope as well, and it said that she loved him.

Most of us have honorary moms too, whether they are a dear aunt, or a mother-in-law, or even the kind neighbor down the street. In Chapter 6, “Honorary Moms,” we share stories about those special relationships, starting with Nikki Loftin’s story, “Excellent Stock.” Nikki always resented her mother-in-law Liz’s interference, which took the form of doing everything perfectly and helping Nikki — with everything — even though it made her feel inadequate. That very special lady even managed to help out while she was dying from cancer, and Nikki could only cry when she found a delicious meal waiting for her in the freezer after Liz was gone.

Speaking of cooking, we honor the creativity and ingenuity of mothers in Chapter 7, which is called “Mom Can Make Anything.” There are a lot of great meals described in this chapter, but also many other forms of creativity. Alicia Rosen leads off with her story “Note to Self,” in which she recounts how her enterprising mother stayed up all night making hand-drawn stationery for Alicia’s class pen-pal project. Alicia stopped complaining about the fact that they couldn’t afford to buy fancy stationery at the store, and proudly used her mother’s creations instead, sending them to pen pals around the world.

We moms impart lots of great advice to our children and grandchildren — whether they want to hear it or not. So, Chapter 8 is titled “Wise Words.” The first story in that chapter is “Thank You for the Reminder,” a phrase that Andrea Fortenberry learned from a very wise mother she met while on vacation. This is her recommended response when someone reminds you of something that you already know. Instead of getting mad, or saying “I know” in an exasperated tone, just say “Thank you for the reminder.” Andrea’s whole family uses this strategy now, and it has headed off a lot of arguments.

The magic of moms indeed. They never cease to amaze us. But telling them is something we don’t do often enough. So we hope this new Chicken Soup for the Soul collection will help you say “I love you and appreciate you” to all the mothers in your own life.

— Amy Newmark —

Author, Editor-in-Chief, and Publisher

Chicken Soup for the Soul

December 1, 2019
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It ought to be possible, in short, for every American to enjoy the privileges of being American without regard to his race or his color.

~President John F. Kennedy



In the early 1950s, in a small South Carolina town, a little girl refused to sit at the back of the bus. Her mother gave her the evil eye and insisted she move. But the little girl continued her protest as she sat in a front seat beside a white woman, leaving barely enough room for air between them. The white woman looked back at the little girl’s mother and said, “Oh, it’s okay. She can sit here beside me so she can have a better view.” The bus doors closed, and they all proceeded to their destinations without incident.

This story has not been recorded in any history books or newspapers because I am finally writing it down for the first time. My mother was that little girl, and the white lady is an unnamed character in a story that has helped to shape my image of life in this country. I remember my mother telling this account to my sister and me on more than one occasion, and it has stuck with me all these years. That incident on a bus in segregated South Carolina is the picture of America that I am determined to keep in my heart. While numerous outrageous lines were drawn throughout the southern United States at that time, every person on the bus that day, black and white, made a conscious choice to maintain peace.

Hearing this story as a child was significant to me in a few ways. First, it demonstrated that, regardless of how dire the circumstances, there is hope. At the very core of American life, there has always been hope. Despite the obvious turmoil that plagued the country during that time, there was hope that great things were still possible. On that day, my mother hoped that her determination would result in a better seat, and she prevailed. It was a small victory for a little girl, but an enormous victory for humanity that would reach the next generation.

Second, I learned that “we the people” are just trying to make it — just trying to live a good life and make it home without incident. I do not know if that white lady was just tired, a secret freedom fighter, or a mother who had a little girl waiting at home for her. But I feel certain that she, like most Americans, believed in “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” for all people. It can be hard to cancel out the chaos that surrounds us, but that lady was able to focus on doing the right thing.

And, third, this story taught me the importance of storytelling. How many other little girls and boys of color were brave like my mother? How many small victories have been won in some quiet corner of this nation? The only way to begin to answer these questions is through storytelling, so that we can help paint a more complete picture of this place we call home. I have shared this story with a few people over the years, and they always seem happier after having heard it. I have often wondered if that lady shared this story with her children. I like to believe she did, and that they, too, were inspired and encouraged to share the story as I am doing now.

No, my mother’s name is not famous, nor is the name of the white lady. And, no, my mother’s actions did not lead to the desegregation of South Carolina buses. But that one incident has survived history because it helped shape the heart of a post-segregation African American woman: me. My mother’s decision to share this story helped me focus on the common thread of humanity that is sewn into all Americans. I am constantly grateful that my parents chose to tell positive stories like this one. Their memory sharing helped me form a more complete vision of the world around me — one that acknowledges the trials, but is not embittered by them. I definitely have my tough moments when I am sure that hell in a hand basket is just around the corner. But remembering the incident that took place on a bus in the 1950s helps me know that moments like that have happened all throughout our history and continue to happen today.

— Cynthia M. Gary —
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If you don’t ask, you don’t get!

~Stevie Wonder




January 20, 1965

Dr. Michael DeBakey

Methodist Hospital

Houston, Texas

Dear Dr. DeBakey,

I am a widow of 52. My husband died three years ago after an illness of almost ten years, which kept him at home and under the care of many doctors. I have supported my family for the last 12 years and with additional odd jobs on the weekends. With the aid of scholarships given to my two fine sons, 18 and 21, who have always worked during high school and college and summers, they have been attending the University of Connecticut, one in pre-med and one in pre-law — high aspirations out of very difficult youth.

Life is very dear to me, at least until my sons have completed their education and can stand on their own feet in this world, particularly since they have lived the greater part of their lives in the dark shadow of their father’s illness.

There may be other surgeons who can perform the operation I have been told I must have to survive (removal of a blockage in my main aorta) but to my mind there would be no other who could give me the gift of life. I ask you to do this operation although logic tells me that there may be others who may be almost as competent as you, and I have no right to expect that you will grant my request.

The trip to Houston can be managed, and hopefully, if your fee can be within the realm of possibility for me, my prayers would be answered. You are, I am certain, besieged with the same request from people all over the world but I shall continue to hope that you will find it possible to help me.

Sincerely,

Mrs. Edith Sherman



I knew Mom was sick but only my nine-year-older sister knew how serious it was. My brother and I were away at college and they thought it wise not to share it with us until there was a plan. Mom had been diagnosed with a very dangerous aorta-blocking aneurism. Her internist explained there was only one doctor who had successfully performed the needed procedure and his most recent patient had been the Duke of Windsor. Not a lot of hope for Edith Sherman. But this was my mother, after all. She demanded more time to be there for us and for herself after decades of a really difficult marriage.

She went to the library and researched her heart out. There was no Google back then. Research of this nature was tedious, but she read about Houston’s suddenly famous Dr. Michael DeBakey and his groundbreaking “bypass” surgery. The Duke had called Dr. DeBakey who was, at the time, in the White House conferring with President Lyndon Johnson about the findings of the President’s Committee on Heart Disease, which Dr. Debakey chaired.

So my mother wrote that letter.

Six days later, she received a reply.


Dear Mrs. Sherman,

Thank you for your letter of January 20, 1965.

I shall be very happy to take care of you, particularly in light of what you have accomplished under obviously adverse conditions to make it possible for your children to obtain a good education.

The least I can do will be to offer my professional services at no charge to you. I am sure my colleagues here would also be pleased to offer their professional services to one who is of such admirable character.

With all good wishes, I am

Sincerely yours,

M. E. DeBakey, M.D.



My mother and sister went to Houston. The life-saving Dr. DeBakey could not have been kinder. There were lots of painful, “iffy” days in ICU but she fought hard and recovered. Aortic plaque buildup would lead to four more bypass operations by the good Dr. DeBakey over thirty years. Dr. DeBakey always greeted her like family and bragged that she was his oldest living patient.

My mother lived for thirty more years and during that time she gave back with gusto. She became very active in the community and she soon was elected to the legislative body of Stamford, the Board of Representatives. The city of Stamford was undergoing great change in the downtown area. My mother was appointed to the Urban Renewal Commission and soon she became Chairman of that Commission. In ten years as Chair, she moved mountains, mayors, governors, congressmen and senators in her tireless efforts to rebuild this city of 110,000. My words cannot do justice to the praise that covered the front page and editorial pages of the local papers when she died at eighty-two.

Front-page headline: Edith Sherman, driving force behind downtown revitalization, dead at 82.

Another front-page headline: Edith Sherman really had the drive to make the city better.

Editorial: Stamford yesterday bid a final farewell to a woman whose leadership and vision have left an indelible imprint on this city.

My mother sat on every charity board within ten miles. Her walls were covered with “Citizen of the Year” awards and other such honors.

She spoke her mind. She was famous for her candor and her chutzpah. The local media editor said it best:


Edith Sherman and the Politics of the Possible

Here is the thing to remember about Edith Sherman. She liked politics not in spite of the fact that it was complicated and contentious, but because of that fact.



Mom didn’t waste a single day of the thirty years Dr. DeBakey gave her. She traveled the world in her own style. While most women her age would be content to cruise to the Caribbean, my mother was ballooning over the Serengeti. All she wanted for her seventieth birthday was to have the entire family share a craps table at Bally’s in Atlantic City. We did it and, as if scripted by Frank Capra, the whole family won a boatload of money on my mom’s roll of the dice.

Mom and a close friend of hers, Lillian, decided to go to India. My mother wound up sitting next to a very pleasant woman who happened to be India’s Minister of something. More amazing, the woman was the college roommate of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. By the time the plane touched down in India, my mother and the Minister — now an expert in all things urban renewal — were best friends. Her new friend arranged lunch with the Prime Minister. The photo of Mom, her friend and Indira Gandhi was hung prominently on her “good job” certificates wall. She went back to India a couple of years later and hooked up again with Prime Minister Gandhi. Not long after that, the legendary leader was assassinated.

My mother made the best possible use of her thirty extra years until she passed away at eighty-two. Dr. DeBakey, who died at ninety-nine, had an impact on my family that cannot be measured. And without knowing it, he had a huge impact on our small city as well.

A couple of years after my mother died, they named the street that leads into the mall “Edith Sherman Drive.” She had basically built that mall and the mayor wanted to acknowledge her great contributions to the revitalization of the downtown area. The local cable news crew was there. “So Mickey,” the mayor proudly said, “Do you think your mom would have liked this?”

I paused, wanting to say something appropriate. “Y’know Mayor, it’s really nice. But you knew my mom pretty well. I think she would have preferred I-95 or a major bridge.”

— Mickey Sherman —
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Someday I may find my Prince Charming, but my daddy will always be my King.

~Author Unknown



For most fourteen-year-old girls living in a border town, the world revolves around quinceañeras. Yet there was no mention of such an event in my household. There was no talk about damas and chambelanes or about the color schemes or the dresses. There was no planning about where to hold the coming-of-age celebration or what music to select. There was no discussion about the guest list or the main course.

I helped my friends plan their parties and went to what seemed like dozens of quinceañeras. I must’ve had five to six fittings for all the ruffled dresses I wore as a dama that year. Whenever anyone asked if I was having a “quince” or “¿Que van a ser tus colores?” my go-to response was always, “I’m saving up for a car.” I even had myself convinced until that night when I cried while the band played “Tiempo de Waltz” at my friend’s quinceañera.

I went home early from the party, and although I tried to conceal my runny nose and red eyes, my mother could tell something was wrong. I did not want to lie, but what I feared most about telling her the truth was that I didn’t want her to think I was selfish. You see, it’s pretty petty and self-serving to be pining over a silly party when your dad is dying.

I finally confessed. I shared with my mom that I wanted nothing more than to have my own father-daughter dance. My dad had been diagnosed with Stage 5 cancer and given five months to live. By this time, he was in a wheelchair and had trouble remembering his children’s names.

My mother pawned the little bit of jewelry she owned, and borrowed money from friends and family in order to raise enough money for my quinceañeras. In two weeks time we had printed homemade invitations and cleaned up and decorated my back yard by wrapping peach ribbons around the mesquite trees. We covered the borrowed tables with white plastic tablecloths, and set up a makeshift dance floor by draping Christmas lights around the basketball hoop. My madrina baked a three-layer cake covered in white frosting with peach flowers. My friends gathered with me in our satin, peach dresses and high heels on December 7th, six months before my actual fifteenth birthday, so I could have my very own father-daughter dance with my dad.

As the music started my mom pushed my dad’s wheelchair up the ramp toward the center of the basketball court where I stood waiting. My dad motioned for her to stop and slowly raised himself from the chair and took my hand for the first and last waltz we would share.

— Erika Chody —
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Marines everywhere can take pride in their contributions to our great nation.

~General James L. Jones, USMC



Mom could hardly contain her excitement as we packed the car. We were headed to Washington, D.C. to visit my sister Marie. This family get-together had been planned for months. Mom had baked for the past two days. I’m pretty sure we loaded more food storage containers than luggage into the car that day.

Mom’s dedication to being prepared was no surprise. She had been a United States Marine during World War II.

At the tender age of twenty, as President Roosevelt implored all Americans to do their part, Mom heard the call and took it more seriously than most young women. A poster she saw on the subway wall convinced her to join the U.S. Marine Corps. The sign read, “Be a Marine. Free a Marine to Fight.” In the picture a young woman smartly dressed in uniform stood holding a clipboard in front of a military plane. By the end of the day, Mom had signed on the dotted line.

Her decision met with enthusiastic negativity on the home front. Mom’s younger brother had already quit high school and joined the Navy. He was headed for the South Pacific. My grandmother was, to say the least, perturbed to learn that her only other child was leaving home for the military. Hiding her feelings was never my grandmother’s strong suit. She pitched a fit. My grandfather, on the other hand, cried. Mom stood her ground though, and in March of 1943 she headed off to Hunter College in New York where the first platoon of United States Marine women recruits gathered to train.

By the end of the war she had been promoted to Sergeant and served in Washington, D.C. and Philadelphia. She put her secretarial skills in high gear so that she could “Free a Marine to Fight.” That’s exactly what she would tell you if you asked why she enlisted.

Fast-forward about fifty years and her own platoon of children was plotting to surprise her with a tour of the National Museum of the Marine Corps.

“Where are we going?” she said, as we all piled in the car.

“Thought we’d take in some sights, Mom. You must know your way around Washington.”

“I haven’t been here in fifty years!”

“That’s okay, Mom. I heard they haven’t moved any of the important stuff,” I said.

She rolled her eyes at me. “Oh you! Behave yourself.”

The National Museum of the Marine Corps is located in Triangle, Virginia, so Mom began to get suspicious as we left D.C. and were passing through Arlington.

“Okay, give it up,” she said. “Where are you taking me?”

“Um… We found a neat restaurant we thought you’d like. It’s in Triangle, Virginia.”

“Oh,” she said. She didn’t believe a word of it.

When we pulled into the museum parking lot she was dumbstruck.

“Whose idea was this?”

“Ours,” we said in unison.

“Can we go inside?”

“Sorry Mom, it’s only for active military. We just thought you’d like to see the parking lot.”

“You’re not too big to smack, Annie! Now get out of my way. I can’t wait to get in there.”

My mom’s new hip replacement slowed her down a bit, so while my sisters helped her out of the car and up the steps I scooted inside to purchase tickets.

Down the hall a bit and off to the right sat the reception desk with a fine looking Marine behind it.

“Good afternoon, how can I help you?” he said.

“I’d like to purchase tickets to tour the museum please. That’s my mom and sisters coming through the front entrance. My mom was with the first class of United States Marine Corps Women’s Reserves in 1943.”

“She was?”

“Yes, indeed!” I said. “She read ‘Free a Marine to Fight’ on a poster and she decided to do it.”

“What is her name?”

“Back then her name was Marie Sherin. She was a sergeant.”

He grinned at me and said, “There’s no charge for the tour Ma’am. I look forward to meeting your mother.”

Then he watched Mom, with her slight limp, slowly make her way to the reception desk. When she stepped up to the counter the young Marine stood at attention, snapped my mother a crisp salute, and barked in drill sergeant style, “The National Museum of the Marine Corps is ready for your inspection Sergeant Sherin!”

Slightly stunned, Mom saluted back and told him to stand at ease. Then we watched as a shy smile crept across her face. I think she had trouble coming to grips with being recognized.

The young Marine emerged from behind the desk to shake her hand, but Mom would have none of it. Instead she hugged him good and strong with a force that transcended time. Marine to Marine, they embraced. She held him fast in thanks for his genuine kindness and respect for her.

“Semper Fi, young man.”

“Semper Fi, Sergeant Sherin. You get the royal treatment when you’ve freed a Marine to fight.”

For a second I really think she had the notion he was psychic until she caught a glimpse of me winking at my sisters.

My mom smiled. “Oh, that was a long time ago,” she said.

“A Marine is a Marine, Ma’am — forever. We never forget our own.”

I still tear up when I remember the look on my mother’s face and how touched she was by that young man’s sincerity. Without his recognition of her service, she’d have walked through that museum and never mentioned that she was with the first class of the United States Marine Corps Women’s Reserve in 1943. Mom would’ve spent the entire time pointing out everything that related to my Dad’s United States Marine Corps enlistment. She’d have talked about nothing but how proud she was of him. That was always her way.

Her new young comrade in arms ignited a flame, a sense of pride, and a willingness to share her experiences with us as we made our way through the exhibits. I’ll always be grateful to him for making her feel so special and appreciated.

I have often heard my mom’s age group referred to as the “greatest generation.” I don’t believe she ever felt that way until the kindness of a single Marine from the current generation honored and recognized that she did her part when she answered the call and “Freed a Marine to Fight.”

— Annmarie B. Tait —






[image: Image] The 115-Pound Miracle



Nothing has more strength than dire necessity.

~Euripides



“Hand me that wrench, Tammy.” I did what my Pappaw Luther said. I was about ten years old, and hunkered down near a car he had jacked up and was working on. A light gray one with a black top.

I didn’t give his mechanic work a second thought. He’d lain under cars before, fixing them, and I’d seen him do it a dozen times. He lay on his back underneath in the gravel, only his head and shoulders visible. The rest of him, from chest down, was under the car.

It was a pretty summer day. Life on my grandparents’ farm was quiet that day, with almost everyone having attended the funeral of a relative. My mother didn’t want to attend, so she volunteered to babysit all the kids — my siblings and cousins. Usually the yard would be full of running, playing, laughing kids.

It was a one-hundred-acre farm, and my pappaw worked on the car in front of his house. I liked hanging out with my pappaw once in a while. He was a man of few words, but when he talked, he liked to explain how things worked and what he was doing. He was a diesel mechanic and farmer, and could build or fix anything with his hands. I looked up to him and thought he could do anything — invincible.

That’s why my brain was so frozen and stunned when the jack slipped and the car fell straight down onto his chest with a sickening thump. He couldn’t move, and the only sound was a slight gasp of “Get Dana,” so I ran as fast as I could toward the trailer my mother, sister, and brother lived in.

My mouth opened to scream to my mother as I ran, but no sound would come out. My voice had frozen in my throat.

Finally I reached the door, and I screamed, “The car fell on Pappaw! The car fell on Pappaw!”

My mother and I ran back to the car, and he still lay as he had when I left — trapped under the car on his back. My mother gripped the bumper of the car and lifted it, urging, “Scoot out! Scoot out!”

Pappaw scooted in the gravel, and my mother scooted the car over and set it back down.

My mother couldn’t have weighed more than 115 pounds.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. At ten, I knew something extraordinary had happened, but, on the other hand, it seemed like a perfectly normal thing for a person to do when a car crushes someone’s chest.

My mother ran to the farmhouse to call an ambulance.

“I don’t want to go to the hospital,” my pappaw said. “With this hole in my sock.”

Well, he did go to the hospital, and the doctors were amazed that he only had some bruises.

“It should have killed him,” the doctor said.

At the time I thought of the incident as amazing, but now as an adult, I believe it was a miracle. Two miracles really. One, that my mom lifted the car and scooted it over. And, two, that Pappaw had only some bruises.

People claim adrenaline, and I don’t doubt that. But the truth of the matter is, not everyone in a state of panic can lift a car, and not every person who has a car fall on his chest survives with just a few bruises.

All I know is that I witnessed firsthand the power of miracles that summer day so long ago.

— Tammy Ruggles —






[image: Image] Beacon



We are each gifted in a unique and important way. It is our privilege and our adventure to discover our own special light.

~Mary Dunbar



There is something graceful about a well-made hurricane lamp. Especially the antique ones. The kind that were made with all the love and pride a true artisan has for his work. Heavy, hand blown bowls to cradle the oil. Tightly woven braid wicks bridging the distance between fuel and flame. Tall tunnels of thin glass entrusted to guard the dancing light inside them. Such fragile glass to be so strong, to stand up against the elements, against the inevitable night. Mom had a great affection for the lamps. They were designed to keep their light lit through the harshest of moments, no matter how dark the night or windy the storm. She needed something like that in her life.

I can remember searching through countless flea markets, antique stores, and garage sales for them. She had a huge collection of hurricane lamps in every shape, size, and color. Heavy, cut crystal bowls with short hurricanes, squat and sturdy. Delicate cylindrical bowls with paper thin hurricanes, too fragile to be used but beautiful. Plain, round functional ones filled with red tinted oil. Mom tried very hard to buy the lamps in pairs but her favorite of all the lamps had no mate.

This one unmatched lamp was rather large, standing about two feet tall with the hurricane glass. Its bowl was octagonal and clear. A simple, elegant lamp, one that could stand on its own. It didn’t need a partner to be spectacular. She found it just after we moved 3,000 miles away from everything we knew, after she left my stepfather. It was the first beautiful thing she bought for our new home without the fear that it would be smashed to pieces. On rough nights, when she was down or lonely or frightened, she would light her lamp and sit for hours until she could sleep.

Through the long, fearful nights at the height of a miserable divorce, she’d sit there until the sun came up, fear beating out her exhaustion. When she first found the two marble-sized lumps on her back, Mom found her comfort in the lights that danced untouchable behind glass, lights that would shine forever if she fed them. The night she got the official diagnosis of cancer, she let me help light them.

The spring after Mom’s first battle with malignant melanoma, we went to a local craft fair to pass the time, to keep busy. We were still waiting to hear from the doctors on the results of her follow-up tests. She was feeling less than herself, and she wanted desperately to do something, anything, that would make her feel normal again. If not normal, then at least better.

Everything about the fair is a blur to me; I was so intent on seeing her smile, on not letting my brother see us panic, that I don’t think I noticed anything. All I wanted was to make her smile. I hadn’t seen her smile, heard her laugh, in months and I missed both.

Intent on my search, I bounded ahead of my mom and baby brother as they meandered along the tables and displays. I didn’t make it far before something caught my eye. The recognition was immediate, a sizzle-snap-synapse moment, the kind that makes the hair on your arms rise up to face the synchronicity. Standing proud on the display table sat a lamp. Not just a lamp — this was a tall hurricane lamp with an octagonal bowl.

I was excited, frantic, as I raced back through the crowd to my mom. She was inspecting a pair of small lamps at another vendor’s table. Normally, I was not one to interrupt, but this was important. Even at twelve, I understood how much it would mean to her. “Mom! You have to see something!” I said.

“Hang on. I think I’m going to get these lamps. What do you think?” She held them up so I could see them but I didn’t even look at them.

“You’ve got to see what I found first.” I tugged on her jacket, unrelenting. She sighed, said something to the person behind the table and set the lamps down.

I dragged her through the fair, not letting her stop to look at anything else, not letting her waste time. She had to see that lamp. When she did, I knew I’d done well. She squeezed my hand and her eyes teared up. As she picked up the lamp, she ran her fingers over the bowl, over the hurricane glass, inspecting it closely. “See this?” She pointed at a very small mark in the glass on the bottom of the bowl. I nodded. “The one at home has the same mark.” She smiled. It was the first time I had seen her truly smile since the doctors first found the melanoma.

When the lamp took its place on the mantle, next to its mate, she cried. After my brother and I were both in bed, she went back downstairs. I knew she went to light the lamps and sit in their glow until she could sleep. She’d done it before. I fell asleep knowing that I’d made her feel better — even if only for one night.

Years later, I understood her need for those lamps, those inextinguishable beacons through the darkest moments of her life. They didn’t help her survive her last bout of cancer, nothing could have done that, but maybe they made those days less frightening. I love those lamps but I don’t need them the way that she did. My memory of her is all I need. She was my hurricane lamp. She was inextinguishable — through the darkest moments, she lit my way without fail. She still does. In those hours when my life is storm-tossed and wind-battered, the light around me shines bright with hope shielded by her hurricane spirit.

— Sarah Wagner —
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Let your love be like the misty rains, coming softly, but flooding the river.

~Malagasy Proverb



She is so short, less than five feet now as more than eight decades of life have shrunken her. She moves slowly, the arthritis of course, but mostly her breathing, her lungs damaged and diseased. The various medications, the pills and inhalers help somewhat when she takes them.

Her appearance belies the truth. She is a heroine, strong, determined, relentless.

She is my mom.

“He’s never coming home, is he?” she asks me, her son the doctor, a few weeks after my dad has been admitted to the nursing home.

“No, Mom, he isn’t.” I answer as gently as I can.

And of course he is not. Parkinson’s disease has made getting about difficult, and he is so very frail. But it is the theft of his mind by the continued progression of dementia that has made continued living at home impossible and, after a brief hospitalization, led to his admission to the nursing home’s dementia unit.

Nobody ever comes home from the dementia unit.

It is a wonderful nursing home. The rooms and corridors are sparkling clean; it is brightly lit and cheery, and the care is provided by a staff that is skilled, caring, kind and patient. It is literally just down the hill and across the street less than half a mile from their home.

A few months later she tells me, “I’m bringing him home.”

And she does. She has live-in assistance for a few months, but thereafter cares for him herself. He lives in his own home, with his wife, for another three years. He is the only person ever discharged from the dementia unit.

Six decades of marriage, of love, of loyalty and commitment.

She is a heroine.

She is my mom.

— Harvey Silverman —
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Have the fearless attitude of a hero and the loving heart of a child.

~Soyen Shaku



I received an urgent call from my aunt. “Turn on the TV. Granny’s on the Channel 10 news.”

I clicked on the TV just in time for the teaser: “And stay tuned for a daring story that happened just this afternoon, and a criminal who didn’t realize what he was getting into.”

What on earth?

I stayed on the phone with my aunt through the commercials. Finally, the newscasters were back, ready to tell this heroic story.

It turned out that Granny had made a sandwich run for her office and was stopped at a red light downtown. She had the window rolled down to enjoy the breeze when a man rushed up to the driver’s side window, intending to carjack her.

Now, what the would-be carjacker couldn’t have known was that this woman simply wasn’t “a granny.” This was Nancy Johnson — the same woman who owned and lived on a Texas cattle ranch, drove her own tractors, and dug her own post holes to lay fence. The week before, she had shot a rattlesnake and chopped off its head with a shovel. She was the proud owner of the new minivan she was driving, as one of her Brahma bulls had head-butted her former car into oblivion after seeing its own reflection gleaming in the door.

In other words, she was not your normal kind of granny.

The carjacker leaned into the open window, one hand stuffed in his pocket, and said, “Get out of this car. I have a gun, and I will shoot you.”

A statement like that would have terrified anyone else. Instead, Granny saw it as a challenge.

“If you really had a gun in your pocket, you would’ve pulled it out and led with that first,” she snapped at him, completely unfazed.

She was right. The criminal didn’t have a gun. She had called his bluff, so he instead lurched into the window, grabbed her, and tried to pull her out of the van. He yanked open the door, wildly clutching at Granny’s arms.

Granny leaned her shoulder into the steering wheel to blast the horn and started yelling to make a scene. With the door now open, she looped one arm through the steering wheel and started kicking the man anywhere her foot could make contact. At 5’9”, the woman has quite a reach.

After a well-placed kick to the crotch, the man was done, and attempted to release her and run. But Granny wouldn’t stand for that.

It was now her turn to grab onto him, her hands made strong from hours and hours of ranch work. That poor fool didn’t have a chance.

She yelled for help to bystanders, and they rushed to her aid. With Granny leading the charge, a group of strangers came together and pinned the man to the sidewalk, holding him there until the police came.

A silver-haired woman — who loved being out on her tractor as much as she loved making brownies and crocheting — had just made a citizen’s arrest.

When asked by the starry-eyed young reporter covering the story why she fought back and wasn’t scared, Granny’s answer was surprisingly simple: “No, I wasn’t scared of that little twit. I’d had my brand-new van for less than two days and a pack of good sandwiches for my office. And there was no way he was going to get either of those!”

And this was quintessential Granny. The local newspaper ran it as their lead story the next day. She proudly clipped it to her kitchen fridge, wedged between pictures of her grandkids.

At first, we were furious with her. “Granny, don’t you realize you could’ve gotten yourself killed?” we said.

But we all learned an important lesson from her that day — the same lesson that had been building through the years, all centered around one theme.

It was there when she would kick us grandkids out of the house at 8:00 a.m., telling us to be back at sunset. It was there when she taught us how to climb into the tractor, which at the time seemed scary yet simultaneously thrilling, surrounded by unknown machinery and perched well above the fields. It was there when she very carefully showed us how to load and shoot a shotgun.

She encouraged us to push boundaries and expectations. But even more so, she taught us fearlessness.

— Kristi Adams —
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Loss is nothing else but change, and change is Nature’s delight.

~Marcus Aurelius, Meditations
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