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Introduction




No one is you, and that is your superpower.


~Elyse Santilli





What are dreams? Are they a way of processing the day’s activities and sorting out your thoughts? Are they a product of your subconscious telling you things you’re too distracted to focus on during your waking hours? Are they sometimes a pathway to communications outside the constraints of your own capabilities?


Whatever you believe, this new collection of stories about dreams and premonitions will inspire you to remember and analyze your own. You may feel your dreams are generated by your own mind, or you may think that some of your dreams come to you via more divine routes. Either way, these tales of dreams remembered and advice followed reveal how incredibly powerful dreams can be — as a tool for redirecting your life, changing your relationships, and making you a happier person.


I’m a practical, fact-oriented person so I fall into the camp that believes that we generate our dreams ourselves, and that they are the products of our subconscious saying, Hey you! Focus, please. Here’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all day while you’ve been looking at your phone and doing projects and talking to people!


Rebecca Radicchi, for example, shares one such tale in Chapter 1, “Personal Transformation.” She had a recurrent dream in which a tidal wave would be roaring straight at her, and she’d stand there frozen, watching it approach. Finally, after years of this nightmare, Rebecca decided to analyze it. She realized something very important: “Those colossal waves had never actually overtaken me. Not once.” Rebecca understood that no matter what kind of awfulness came at her, she would prevail. She says, “From then on, I viewed those walls of water as a gift. They reminded me to balance out my feelings with facts. They encouraged me to deal with challenges by facing them. And they reassured me that no matter what comes, I’ll never be overcome.”


Many of our writers found similar hope, courage, and confidence through their dreams. Others found new pathways for their lives. You’ll read about people changing careers, homes, even spouses because of the direction they’ve received from their subconscious pointing out to them what they already knew. You’ll read about people figuring out what the stressors in their lives are through their dreams, and deciding to do something about them. And you’ll read about people sorting out their feelings for friends or family members — alive or dead — through their dreams.


In many cases, it’s hard to imagine someone’s subconscious was the source of their inspiration, when the advice they’ve received seems to come out of left field. That’s what happened to Jody Sharpe after she lost her daughter Kate in a car accident. Her story in our chapter called “Listen to That Little Voice” is about a dream in which a voice told her to read Charlotte’s Web. Jody had never read the book, and she had no reason to know its contents. But she went out and bought the book immediately, and in the last chapter she found the guidance she needed to move forward in her life, finding joy in her remaining children and her grandchildren despite her sorrow for Kate.


Have you ever had a premonition that something bad was about to happen? Perhaps you changed your day to avoid that bad event, or you warned someone else. You’ll read plenty of tales of premonitions well heeded in these pages. One of our writers, Marya Morin, had so many dreams and premonitions come true that her parents warned her not to tell anyone. Her story in our chapter called “Prophetic Premonitions” concerns her discovery of her gift as a young child, and her later reluctance to tell the man she was dating about it, until they were about to have a tire blow out on a mountain road. She screamed at her date to stop moments before their front tire exploded. As they sat in the car on the shoulder of that treacherous road, trembling, she confessed that she had dreamed the night before about the tire and the ravine they would plunge into. Marya says that unlike her parents, “He expressed no fear or distaste — only relief for saving our lives and sympathy for the many omens I’d never disclosed to anyone.” They’ve been married for decades now.


I learned a lot about the power of dreams and premonitions while I was making our two previous books on this topic — Chicken Soup for the Soul: Dreams and Premonitions (2015) and Chicken Soup for the Soul: Dreams and the Unexplainable (2017). If you’re interested in reading more stories like these after you finish this book, I recommend those two volumes, which I put together with dream expert Kelly Sullivan Walden and her cadre of dream experts.


One of Kelly’s recommendations in those books is to write down your dreams the moment you wake up. Even if you can scribble down a couple of keywords you’ll have a better shot of remembering. How many times have you woken up, said “I had the most vivid dream,” and then promptly forgotten it? That happens to me all the time. I did have two vivid dreams this spring, though, which I have managed to remember.


In the first dream, I was at the grocery store in a long line to check out. My shopping cart was completely empty — not one item in it — and yet I was forced to stand in the line. And everyone was crammed together, too, a no-no during this time of social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic.


In my second dream, I was pushing a totally empty shopping cart again, but through the streets of the small city that is next door to my town. Apparently I had walked about ten miles from home pushing this empty cart, and now I was on a big city boulevard with lots of other people who were also pushing empty shopping carts. The road was divided and we had to walk in one direction on each side of the road. Everyone was obeying the one-way rule and trying to stay the proper six feet apart but it was difficult.


No one was wearing a mask in either of my dreams.


It wasn’t hard to analyze those dreams. I started stocking up our usually empty kitchen back in February as soon as I saw the grocery-store lines in Italy. So by early March I was done, and I haven’t set foot in any store of any kind since then. We’re in a particularly hard hit area in the suburbs of New York City, so we are being extra-careful around here. After a few weeks of the shutdown, the grocery stores got more organized for delivery and parking-lot pickups, but during those early days it was almost impossible to get groceries if you weren’t willing to walk inside a store. We ran out of some basics during that time. So those were anxiety dreams, plain and simple. No mystery there.


We have a dozen stories about dreams related to the COVID-19 pandemic in these pages. Most of them involve the stress of the pandemic causing epiphanies for our contributors, way more exciting than my very obvious dreams. Sergio del Bianco, for example, found that during the shutdown he was dreaming of people he hadn’t seen in years. In his story in our chapter called “Miraculous Bonds” he describes what happened after he had repeated dreams about a woman named Gwen who had been kind to him at a part-time job he held in college many decades ago. He became fixated on finding her, figuring she must be in her nineties by now. After a prolonged Google and Facebook search, he found Gwen’s daughter, who arranged a phone call for him. Sergio found himself crying tears of joy as he talked to Gwen and told her how much she had meant to him. A few days after that phone call, Gwen’s daughter called to say that her mother had quietly passed away in her sleep, and that it seemed like she had hung on just long enough to hear from Sergio.


So, are dreams generated by your subconscious? Are they your connection to an unseen world? Whatever you decide after you finish this collection of 101 miraculous, thought-provoking stories, I know one thing: You’ll want to listen to your dreams.


— Amy Newmark —


Editor-in-Chief & Publisher, Chicken Soup for the Soul


June 1, 2020
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Don’t wait for your ship to come in — swim out to it.


~Author Unknown





I was driving to an appointment with my grief counselor, and in my foggy state, I turned left instead of right. I didn’t drive very far before I realized my mistake. While looking for a place to turn around, I drove past a boat on the side of the road with a For Sale sign. I had a fleeting thought that my son and I would have really enjoyed the boat.


He and I had loved being out on the water. We became certified as scuba divers when he was just thirteen and then re-certified when he turned sixteen. We loved to go fishing, kayaking, canoeing, sailing, snorkeling and scuba diving. We also liked going to an island near Tampa Bay to look for sharks’ teeth.


I found a place to turn around and didn’t think anymore about the boat. That night, though, my son came back to me in a dream.


He told me to buy the boat that I had seen. He was very specific about what he wanted me to do with the boat: provide boating trips to veterans, military service members and families who had endured the death of a warrior. He wanted me to take them to some of his favorite places in the bay and on various rivers in the area.


The dream woke me, but I was happy about having the dream. It was comforting to see him and hear his voice.


The next morning, over coffee, I told my mother about the dream. We both had a chuckle over the thought of me being a boat captain.


That night, I was awakened by the same dream. I had been diagnosed with PTSD, and it was very important that I got a good night’s sleep so being awakened by the dream wasn’t good.


For the next two nights, I had the dream again. My PTSD symptoms intensified due to lack of sleep.


On the fifth night when I was awakened by the dream I sat up in bed. I looked up to heaven and said, “Corey, please, please, please, don’t make me buy this boat. You know why we always used to joke about them being called boats… ‘Break Out Another Thousand!’ ”


After a few hours, I was finally able to drift back to sleep. The next morning, my mother asked if I had had the dream again.


I told her, “Yes, and if I don’t get a good night’s sleep soon, I don’t know what I am going to do.”


She suggested I call the doctor and schedule an appointment to see him. In the meantime, she told me to drive back to where the boat had been parked to see if it was still there. “If the boat is gone, maybe your dreams will stop. If the boat is still there, it sounds like it is going to be way out of your price range since you only have about $2,500. Maybe knowing you can’t afford it will stop the dreams.”


I was willing to try anything. After calling the doctor’s office, I jumped in my car and drove back to where I had seen the boat. It was still there. I pulled in to take a closer look at the For Sale sign. There was no price listed, just a phone number. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number.


A man answered. “Hello.”


“Hi,” I said. “I’m calling about your boat. What can you tell me about it? Does it run?”


I asked a few more questions, and then the man said, “Lady, are you calling for your husband?”


“No,” I answered. “I’m getting divorced.”


“Well, have you ever owned a boat before?” he asked.


“No,” I replied.


“Well, do you mind if I ask why you are interested in buying a boat?”


The question caught me off guard. My mind whirled. What do I say? Do I tell him the truth? He will think I am crazy. Think, think, think… What can I tell him that will sound reasonable? I heard myself say, “It’s a little complicated. Just tell me this: How much do you want for the boat?”


“Five thousand dollars for the boat and $2,000 for the trailer.”


“Thank you for your time,” I said. “That is way out of my price range. I’m sorry I bothered you.”


I started to hang up the phone when I heard, “Lady, wait. Hey, lady, wait.”


“Yes?” I questioned.


“You never did tell me why you wanted the boat.” I sighed. I didn’t think he would be able to send the people with the straitjackets after me, so I ’fessed up. “To tell you the truth, my son was killed in Afghanistan on September 20th, and he has been coming to me in a dream. He is very insistent that I buy a boat and provide boating trips to veterans, military service members and families who have experienced the pain of losing a warrior.”


There was silence for a moment. Then I heard him say, “Lady, I am a veteran, and if that is why you want to buy the boat, I will sell it to you, trailer and all, for $2,000.”


Wow, that’s great! I thought. Then I began to wonder what was wrong with the boat. After all, he had just dropped the price by $5,000. “I am interested,” I said, “but would you mind if I brought a boat mechanic friend of mine by tomorrow so he can look the boat over?”


“Sure,” he said. “What time would you like to meet?”


“How about 2 p.m.?” I asked.


“Okay, see you then,” he replied.


The next day, my mechanic friend and I went to look at the boat. Jeff gave it a good once-over and pulled me aside. “Buy the boat,” he whispered to me.


“Are you sure?” I asked.


“Yes, buy the boat. I will donate my time to get it running. I think it just needs a good tune-up. I will bring you receipts for plugs and a fuel filter. If, after I get it running, you decide that you don’t want it, I will reimburse you for the parts you have purchased plus give you $2,500 for the boat. You have nothing to lose. You will make $500 on the deal.”


So, we left with the boat. Two weeks later, I conducted my first boating trip for a group of five veterans.


These boating trips led me on a journey to found a nonprofit organization called “My Warrior’s Place.” It has totally changed my life.


— Kelly Kowall —
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The purpose of life is a life of purpose.


~Robert Byrne





Like most people, I’ve had dreams so bizarre that even the most gifted psychologist couldn’t decipher them. I’ve had recurrent dreams since childhood about seeing UFOs and moving objects with my mind. Lost loved ones have visited me, giving me information right when I needed it.


I’ve even had dreams that seemed to predict the future, like when I dreamt about an old friend I hadn’t spoken with in over a decade and then received a phone call from him the next day. But until a few months ago, I never had a dream that left me so shaken that I called a friend who is a Christian minister and asked him to pray for me.


The dream started out very happily. I was riding a dirt bike along a sunny forest path. I came to a mountain and saw the entrance to a cave. I stopped, hesitant to enter, but then I thought it would be fun to explore so I rode in. I was my usual cautious self, entering the cave slowly and letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.


The cave was shaped like a tunnel. I could see a light far in the distance so I pedaled toward it until the wall on the left suddenly ended, opening to a giant cavern too deep and dark to see the bottom.


I was a little nervous but continued on. I was picking up speed when my right pedal suddenly collided with a small boulder, and I careened to the left toward the cliff. Before I could hit the brakes or turn away, I went over the edge, plummeting downward.


As I fell, there was no dreamlike quality. Every emotion I felt was exactly what I would feel in real life — shock, horror, panic, and sheer desperation to save myself somehow.


I saw a ledge approaching below. It was covered with rusty steel mining equipment. I knew if I landed on it, I would be broken to pieces, but at least I might survive. I had no control over my direction, so all I could do was hold onto the bike and hope I hit the ledge, but I missed it completely. With all hope lost and gaining speed, I hurtled deeper into the blackness that I knew would end with my crashing into the cold, hard ground with zero chance of survival.


I continued falling long enough to think about my wife and two daughters at home. My heart sank even further when I realized they would never know what happened to me. Nobody would, except perhaps some explorer years or centuries later who happened upon my bones and rusted bicycle. I cried harder, knowing with absolute certainty that my life was about to end.


Denial set in. This couldn’t happen to me. I had such big plans. Worst of all, I would never see my family again. It couldn’t be true, but it was. I was grieving my life while still living its final moments and thoughts. The wind in my face grew colder as I approached the cavern floor. I knew it would be the last thing I felt in this world. I saw a flash of the ground coming up, screamed, and hit it full-force.


I awoke with a gasp and sat up at the edge of the bed, struggling to breathe. My wife asked if I was okay. I couldn’t answer. She turned on the light, growing concerned because I’d had a medical emergency a year earlier that had caused me to become disoriented, turn white, and pass out. At that time, my wife, who is a nurse, had to do chest compressions to revive me. Paramedics were called. I lost consciousness again at home and at the hospital. Each time, my heart rate decreased to less than thirty beats per minute.


A battery of tests was done. There was talk of pacemakers and epilepsy, but neither of those theories turned out to be correct. In the end, the doctors said I had a severe panic attack and gave me the usual advice — control stress and exercise more. Just my luck, I was exercising in my dream, and it got me killed.


My main source of stress over the past few years had been the loss of my father from complications due to Parkinson’s disease and dementia. The last three years of his life were a trip to hell and back.


I had lost my only sibling more than twenty years earlier, and several friends along the way, but losing a parent was different. It made me acutely aware of my own aging process and mortality. I always looked and felt young for my age, but time had been catching up with me in the usual ways — more gray hairs, more difficulty staying in shape, and the mental spinouts that come with age.


I became a father late in life, so part of me still futilely wishes I could stay forever young for my children. I joke with friends that I looked young before I had children, but now I’m on the “Rapid Aging Program” caused by lack of sleep and worrying about them hurting themselves.


I was so rattled by the nightmare that I called my best friend Dean, a Christian preacher. He prayed on the phone with me. I felt better but still spent the next week or so unable to shake off the fear I had felt. It was more like a memory than a dream, as if it had actually happened and I had cheated death somehow. I kept seeing the ledge, my only hope of survival, passing me by, and the horrible blackness of death below.


But as time passed, I began to feel a strange sense of liberation, as one might feel after surviving a car crash or some other calamity. I was alive. I still had a chance to do everything I had planned. I could call my mother, who is still alive and healthy, and tell her I love her. I could be a better son, father, husband and friend. I stopped thinking so much about all the years behind me and focused on the decades I still have left to live, and all that I might see and accomplish if I can finally get out of my own way.


In his book The Power of Myth, Joseph Campbell wrote, “The conquest of the fear of death is the recovery of life’s joy. One can experience an unconditional affirmation of life only when one has accepted death, not as contrary to life, but as an aspect of life… The conquest of fear yields the courage of life.”


I concluded that, as horrific as it was, the nightmare was a warning to take better care of myself (avoid the cliff). It’s easy for something bad to happen that we are unable to foresee (the boulder), and once the process of death is in motion (the falling), it’s often too late to stop it. The nightmare became an important lesson. It had it all, even a “light at the end of the tunnel.”


I have been given a second chance, and I’m making the changes I need to make. I have committed more than ever to loving and savoring the precious gift of life. I know death will come eventually, as it does for us all. When it does, I will rest easy knowing that I pursued my dreams fearlessly and, more importantly, lived and loved with all my heart.


— Mark Rickerby —
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The key to life is accepting challenges.


~Bette Davis





Every sense in my body was on high alert with sheer terror. I stood fully frozen, unable to look away while I watched a dark, monstrous wall of water coming toward me. I was in a building of some sort with giant windows. Maybe a hotel?


People I cared about were with me, but they were nameless. My feet betrayed me, frozen so that I couldn’t turn and run away from the tidal wave. I stood there stunned, watching the water come and knowing I’d soon be pulled under.


Suddenly, I was awake, sweating, with my heart pounding and my mind racing.


The tsunami had first occurred in my dreams in high school. Though I can’t remember that first nightmare, I remember that the waves came back to me uninvited throughout my teens and early twenties. Each time, I’d startle myself awake, trembling. The details were always a bit different, but the foreboding tidal waves that left me paralyzed were the same.


Somewhere along the line, I realized that dreams might hold meaning. They could be messages emerging from the subconscious to be interpreted. So, I sorted back through what I could remember, realizing that sometimes they had come just before the start of a new school year or other milestones, or when big work projects had loomed. The interpretation was obvious. The waves represented my feelings of fear and uncertainty when I was overwhelmed or stressed.


Every year or so, the tidal wave would come back for me. I’d find myself once again standing in some sort of a shelter with large glass windows or on a beach with buildings just behind me. It always felt sudden, like the light turned to darkness without warning, without a hint of storm clouds. I’d turn around from eating or laughing with some fuzzy yet familiar faces to see that giant wave suddenly appear.


When I entered working adulthood, the dreams came a few more times. My faith and self-awareness had deepened as I weathered the normal storms of life. Even still, I never thought much more of them than as a sign of stress. They were just something funny to share when a leader asked about recurring dreams during a group icebreaker.


Then, one time when the dream came back I decided to analyze it. What I unlocked was a sweet and weighty realization. I’d felt all the negative emotions but had missed a very important fact.


Those colossal waves had never actually overtaken me. Not once.


Though the dreams were scary and recurring, they never went past a stunned awareness that all that awful water was coming for me. Never was I washed away. Never did the dream end with me bobbing wildly, sinking, or gasping for gulps of air in rushing water. Never did I feel even a drop of water. Never once did I run.


That awareness left me with a whole new understanding: In hard situations, I needed to balance my feelings with facts. The fact of the dream was that though I stood before something powerful and potentially overwhelming, the bad ending never came. And the fact that I stood there frozen? That was a good thing, not a sign of weakness. I was merely recognizing that I couldn’t fight off every hardship or stressor. To properly deal with them, I must face them first — with courage.


I felt a profound faith lesson. In this life, I might have to feel all kinds of uncomfortable feelings, but I’d never be overcome.


As it turned out, those scary waves held all kinds of wisdom for me. From then on, I viewed those walls of water as a gift. They reminded me to balance out my feelings with facts. They encouraged me to deal with challenges by facing them. And they reassured me that no matter what comes, I’ll never be overcome.


I haven’t had that dream in years, but it stays with me still, a nightmare turned messenger.


— Rebecca Radicchi —
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All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.


~Walt Disney





In my dream, I had contracted COVID-19. Since I have asthma, I was in the hospital. The nurse kept taking my temperature and saying, “You’re holding steady at 103.5.” I was lying in the hospital bed and kept telling myself, “103.5. I know I can beat this illness.”


Upon waking, I couldn’t remember much about the dream or even what the nurse looked like. However, I had a very vivid memory of the temperature, 103.5. I thought, That sounds like a radio station.


Looking for a change of scenery, I decided to go for a drive. I twisted the knob until it reached 103.5 FM. I wasn’t even sure there was a station at that frequency, but curiosity was getting the best of me.


Sure enough, there was a talk show discussing how to make a career switch. I heard people debating the pros and cons of changing careers and how furthering one’s education was beneficial.


It was eerie how relevant it was to my current state. I had been thinking about changing careers for some time but was afraid to take the leap knowing that it could require additional years of education.


It couldn’t be a coincidence. I ended up listening to the radio channel for over forty-five minutes. It provided some additional resources that I will be using soon as I apply for the courses that will help me achieve my dream job.


— Jamie Wilson —
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Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without.


~Devin Madson, The Blood of Whisperers





The light hanging from the ceiling harshly illuminated the woman’s body as I studied her from the corner of the room. She lay on her back on the exam table, cloths covering her face and private areas, leaving the remainder of her body exposed. Looking from afar at the woman’s slim figure, I assumed she must be a model.


When I approached the table, however, I swiftly changed my mind. Her body was in fact littered with flaws. Pink stretch marks covered her hips like tiger stripes. Cellulite was clearly discernable on her inner thighs. Her calves were too thin, her tummy too bloated, her skin too blemished… My list went on and on.


As I completed my observations and concluded that her body was filled with imperfection, I removed the cloth shielding her face. The woman was me.


Then I woke up.


The dream made me enormously uncomfortable. There’s nothing like examining someone’s body and picking out each imperfection only to realize it’s your own. It troubled me so much, that after documenting it in my dream journal, I deliberately sought to forget it.


Years later, when I stumbled upon the dream in my journal, its importance became apparent. I had been battling body image issues and poor eating habits for most of my life. Like an addict, I was obsessed. It was so bad that I became isolated, avoiding most social events. I was afraid to eat in front of other people, thinking they would judge my body and what I ate.


Even at age thirteen, I had looked at the calories and fat in everything. I even joked with friends, saying, “Hi, my name is Emily, and I have an obsessive nutrition label examining disorder.” I shunned anything not labeled fat-free or low-fat. I avoided my mom’s homemade cookies, brownies and fried dumplings like the plague. “Careful” doesn’t begin to describe my behavior, and people began to notice.


The negative attention I received for my eating habits and resulting body made matters far worse. I remember sitting at my desk in my freshman English class when the boy sitting in front of me peered down at my bare legs and commented with surprise on how skinny they were. Friends teased me, unaware of the hurt they inflicted with their jokes. Although I was neither anorexic nor bulimic, when I left to use the restroom, they would stick their fingers down their throats as I walked away, suggesting I was going to make myself vomit.


My body image and eating struggles continued through most of my young-adult life as I lost and gained weight repeatedly, wavering between a gain and loss of almost fifty pounds. Yet regardless of how much I lost or how fit I became, I was dissatisfied with my body.


As I read this entry in my dream journal several years after it occurred, my heart sank. How horrible I had been to myself! Even my subconscious was criticizing my body. I felt overwhelming guilt for not only so harshly despising my body, but for the endless toils my body had endured for almost a decade as a result of my disgust. I knew I needed to not only forgive myself, but also make a diligent effort to change my outlook. I knew it would be no easy matter.


Changing my mindset is a chore I still struggle with every day, as my first instinct upon looking at myself in the mirror is still to let out a dramatic sigh as I view my perceived faults. However, I try to focus on the things I appreciate about myself, too. I think about my sapphire-blue eyes, broad shoulders and the genes that gave me my height. I highlight my fair complexion, natural rosy cheeks and wavy blond hair. I focus on the positives and grant myself grace for the areas I don’t like.


My friend once passed on a sweet comment from her boyfriend. She was also critical of her body and overly embarrassed by the stretch marks on her hips. Sensing her self-consciousness, he asked her if she knew how to tell a real diamond from a fake. “A real diamond will have flaws,” he said.


As I look at my perfectly imperfect body in the mirror, I remind myself that only real diamonds have flaws. From now on, if I shine a light on my body in a dream, it will be to appreciate the gift that is life.


— Emily Marszalek —
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To forgive is the highest, most beautiful form of love.


In return, you will receive untold peace and happiness.


~Robert Muller





Lately, I’ve been shredding documents I accumulated with my ex-husband. These always put me in a dark place. I have happy memories of Steve, but sometimes they get overpowered by the negative ones — the money I lost, the birthdays he missed, how sick he got, and the way I felt that he no longer truly loved me by the end of the marriage.


In all the years since Steve and I divorced, I had never dreamed of him. I spent enough of my waking time feeling guilty about our failed marriage; I had no need to do overtime at night. But just a couple of months ago, I dreamt of Steve.


He was off in the distance, walking across a field toward the building I appeared to be living in. I peered out my window and knew that it was him but couldn’t figure out why he was there. Just as he got close, a noise in my real house woke me from the dream.


I remember how frustrated I was that I didn’t get to see him face to face, didn’t get to talk to him, and didn’t get to understand why he was appearing to me.


Later that week, I missed a rare phone call from his son who was about to go into the Coast Guard. I felt frustrated about not getting to the phone in time or being successful in calling back. It had been four years since I’d seen Junior at his dad’s funeral and seven years since I’d seen him prior to the divorce. All these years, I’d often lamented our break in communication. And now he would be unreachable for eight weeks of training — maybe even the whole time he would be in the Coast Guard. I thought back to the dream and began to worry. Did Steve know something I didn’t?


Unexpectedly, though, two months after the dream and the missed phone call, Junior appeared at my door. He’d graduated from Coast Guard training and was on his way to report to duty. At first, it seemed he might stay for just an hour, but instead he ended up staying for two days.


The entire time he visited, we didn’t talk about the difficult stuff of the past. Why fill what little time we had together with sadness? Instead, we laughed and hugged each other often, reestablished our connection, and vowed to keep it going.


After that, I had another dream of Steve.


This time, he was up close and personal. He pulled up in his blue pickup truck, pulling a large boat made of weathered plywood painted barn red — a ridiculous-looking thing with a large, enclosed captain’s wheelhouse. I chuckled when I saw it.


“You didn’t actually drive this thing all the way across the country, did ya?”


“Heck, yeah!” he said, puffing out his chest like a superhero.


I couldn’t help laughing. “Are you sure this thing floats?”


“Guess we’ll find out,” he said, with a grin.


An instant later, we were at a table in a house I appeared to be living in. Steve came over to me with a big white bakery box. He took a birthday cake with lots of white icing roses out of the box, set it down on the table and dropped his head right down into it, taking a big bite. Next, using his fingers, he grabbed a huge hunk of icing and cake and joyfully shoved it into his mouth. His eyes sparkled. He was eating, laughing and joking.


“Now, your turn,” he said, pushing the cake toward me while swiftly turning around and heading back over toward the other things he’d brought.


I hesitated for a few seconds and then said to myself, “Aw, what the hell,” and dug in. Steve came back, grinning at my icing-laced face and fingertips. He laid another boxed cake on the table, one with big blue sugar-cream roses on it — just like the cake at our wedding some sixteen years earlier. He cut into that one, too, but with a fork instead of his fingers. I noticed there was a third cake on the counter in the distance, a white one with yellow roses around the edges.


He left the table again and came back this time with several documents. One was a blank check. Another was a proclamation honoring and memorializing my late father — with whom Steve had felt very connected. I looked up at Steve and, seeing his warm, gentle smile, I understood immediately all he was trying to say.


I would’ve liked to stay right there in that dream and enjoy what felt like a warm wave of healing, compliments of Steve. But like months earlier when I first dreamed of him, a sound in my real house interrupted my slumber. As soon as I opened my eyes, my pint-sized dog licked my face, saying “Good morning” in her own sweet way. Then my husband Mark rolled over to wish me a good morning, too. I must’ve seemed distracted because he did what he always does when he can tell I’m in deep thought. He asked in a lyrical, six-year-old-kid kinda way, “What’cha doin’?”


I laughed like I usually do when he reads me so well and answered with the same lyrical lilt, “Think’n.” Then I proceeded to share with Mark the details of my dream. As has always been the case with Mark, he was touched by my story of emotional connection with my ex and was especially happy to see and feel my positive energy while I described the ridiculous boat, the cake-eating fest, and the loving kindness.


I spent the rest of the morning thinking about that dream and the many things that have been happening lately that feel like opportunities for healing. I thought about the symbolism of the dream, especially those cakes. The first one reminded me of a photo taken of Steve a week before he died. He was still in the hospital but felt good enough on Thanksgiving Day to ask for donuts, which he then ate with complete abandon, covering his face with white icing. The second cake reminded me of our wedding day. And the last cake, with yellow flowers, symbolized friendship.


Mostly, though, I remembered that I had loved Steve. And I remembered that he loved me, too — enough to drive a weird boat across the country to see me, and enough to bring me a blank check and three meaningful cakes. It was time for me to focus on the happy memories, to honor the love we had once shared.


And that’s what I did today. I let go of any residual pain that came from loving Steve. I fed the last of my less-than-happy documents into the shredder, never to be seen again. With it, I shed the self-inflicted sadness that for so long kept me from fully living my life. I fully forgave Steve for all he’d done. But more importantly, I fully forgave myself for all I’d done, too.


— Susan Maddy Jones —
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No baggage — there was the secret of existence.


~Robert Louis Stevenson, The Wrecker





The winter had been long and brutal. I desperately needed a break, so I decided to book a last-minute trip to the Caribbean with a friend. My trip was just three days away, and it consumed my every thought.


I was planning to pick up some things for the trip during my lunch break, but at around 12:30 p.m., the company president came to my desk and asked to speak with me in the boardroom.


At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but as I entered the room and saw the human-resources manager already seated, I knew it couldn’t be good. Just months shy of my ten-year anniversary with the company, I was laid off.


As I left the office with an overflowing bag of my belongings, I was in complete shock — too shocked to even cry. I wondered how they could do this after everything I had done for them.


Canceling my trip wasn’t an option, as I needed it now more than ever. But instead of picking out a nail colour for my pedicure or buying a new hat for the beach, I spent the next two days updating my résumé and standing in line to file a claim for unemployment insurance.


The night before my trip, I had a dream that my friend came to pick me up to go to the airport. I had two suitcases at the door — one that was packed and another that was empty. When I got to the airport, I realized that I had brought the empty one.


When I woke, I interpreted this dream to mean that I was leaving all of my “baggage” behind — and I did. I enjoyed and appreciated my vacation more than any others I had taken. And while I usually feel depressed about returning from a trip, I wasn’t this time. Having had time and distance from my work break-up and a dream about getting rid of my old baggage, I was looking forward to returning and starting the next chapter of my life.


I knew I wasn’t going to land a position in my narrow, competitive field right away. So when I wasn’t working on my job search, I got back into doing one of the things I loved but never had the spare time to do: write. At the company where I worked, I was able to write, but it was ghostwriting. My president’s name and picture were always attached to my work.


I had never been published under my own name before, but I wanted to try. I wrote a few pieces and sent them out to magazines and newspapers. Most amateurs would approach smaller publications, but I didn’t. I swung for the fences and sent them to the bigger, well-known ones. No guts, no glory, right?


After several non-responses and rejections, my gamble paid off. The most-read newspaper in Canada agreed to publish one of my travel stories. I couldn’t have been more thrilled.


I told my family and friends about my piece coming out but didn’t know the full magnitude of it until after it was published. People I hadn’t talked to in years contacted me to let me know they read my story. There was even a “Letters to the Editor” section that was published a few weeks later based entirely on feedback from my article. How flattering.


When I started writing after I got laid off, I did it because I liked it. What I didn’t realize was that my first published story would open several important doors for me.


Being published in a major publication looked impressive on my résumé and led to interviews for writing positions at well-known organizations. It also led to more publications taking notice of the articles I submitted.


I am happy to say that now I work full-time as a corporate writer and have been published in a number of North American magazines.


Getting laid off was a life-altering experience for me that could have been devastating. I will be the first to admit that it was difficult to go through financially, emotionally, and socially. But there was something about that dream I had after it happened. That dream, in which I happily carried on with an empty suitcase, helped me put everything behind me and gave me the confidence to pursue new ventures.


— Debra Rughoo —
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Change always comes bearing gifts.


~Price Pritchett





“I’m calling with exciting news. I’m getting married.”


As my mother chatted about her engagement to a family friend I barely knew, I could only think one thing: But Dad just died.


Instead of congratulating Mom on her upcoming wedding, I blurted the most hurtful thing I could think of: “Well, I’ll see if I can attend the ceremony. I can’t make any promises.”


Mom’s giggly chatter, bubbling with the effervescence of a schoolgirl in love, ended. I’d shattered her fairy tale — the one where her daughter would congratulate her and she’d ride off into the sunset.


Our phone call ended in hurtful silence.


As I hung up, all I could think of was Mom and Dad listening to Frank Sinatra singing “My Way,” the song they’d danced to at their wedding forty years earlier. Their love song was supposed to last forever. I’d heard stories about their courtship — how Dad was so smitten with her charm and good looks that he waited outside her apartment door, a melting half-gallon of White House cherry ice cream in hand, until her other suitors finally left.


His persistence paid off, and they married, raised two daughters, and stood by each other’s side for four decades. They weren’t the kind of couple to hold hands or go out on fancy date nights, but their love ran deep. Mom and Dad worked opposite shifts, so they spent weekends together rooting for their beloved Cleveland Browns, visiting Mom’s parents on their family farm, and cheering for my sister and me at band concerts, music recitals, and skating competitions.


Dad’s love for Mom was quiet but unwavering. Never a Christmas morning passed when there wasn’t a bottle of Chanel No. 5 perfume waiting for her under the tree. Every Valentine’s Day, Dad showered Mom, as well as my sister and me, with cards and giant heart-shaped boxes of chocolates. Never a day passed when I didn’t hear Dad say to Mom, “You know I love you, honey.”


In return, Mom’s devotion was endless. Through Dad’s five-year struggle with emphysema, she lovingly cared for him with infinite patience and tireless compassion. When Dad took his last breath, she was by his side, like always.


And now she was marrying someone else? I couldn’t wrap my head around it.


“You should call your mother back,” my husband instructed. “Talk to her.”


But I couldn’t. Losing my dad was the worst thing that ever happened to me. When I was in elementary school, Dad was my ice-skating coach, dinner date, and math tutor. When I tried everything from swimming to acting to Girl Scouts, Dad was always there. He helped me sell cases of Thin Mints and Do-si-dos, stood poolside and evaluated my diving form, and presented me with roses at my skating competitions.


Years later at my wedding, Dad didn’t let his portable oxygen tank deter him from his fatherly duties. “I’m walking you down the aisle if it’s the last thing I ever do,” he said. And he did.


But now Mom was moving on. What would Dad think? Was this even okay? It had been only months since Dad died, so my grief was raw. Would I ever accept someone new at Mom’s side? At twenty-eight, I was hardly a child in need of fatherly guidance. Why did I feel so confused?


Instead of talking things out with Mom, I slept on my worries. A deep sleeper by nature, I rarely remember my dreams. But that night, the answer to my concerns came to me so vividly I still can recall the dream sequence some twenty years later.


Right away, I knew I was looking in on heaven. There was a babbling brook, a lush green meadow, and bunnies happily hopping in the tall grass. In front of the brook sat my dad, happy and relaxed in his favorite cardigan sweater. To Dad’s right sat Uncle Bud, a favorite relative who had passed away just a month after Dad. Instantly, I felt a palpable sense of peace. Everything was right in their world, and I awoke knowing everything would be fine in mine, too.


I couldn’t explain it, but I felt a new sense of calm. I knew Dad was okay with Mom moving on. I could feel it in my bones.


Since heaven — and my dad — came to me in a dream, I was able to dance at my mom’s wedding a few months later and open my heart to her husband Harry, a man my future children would call Grandpa. I never would have imagined learning to love a stepdad, but Harry, a man of deep intelligence and even stronger moral character, shared my deep faith and commitment to family. He attended my girls’ concerts and birthday parties, ate their homemade applesauce at preschool, and welcomed them to his dairy farm, where they fed calves, chased kittens, and snapped beans. When my older daughter hit the “terrible twos,” Harry presented me with a book of parenting tips. When I had my first story published — in a Chicken Soup for the Soul book — he not only attended my book signing but also invited several of his friends.


But by far, the best thing Harry did was love Mom with his whole heart. He gave her the happiest years of her life. Together, the two of them laughed, loved, and lived each day to the fullest. They made each moment count.


Nobody can ever replace my dad. But because of a dream delivery of peace and clarity, my heart was opened to a man who became my mom’s greatest love, a grandfather to my children, and a supportive sounding board as I raised my girls.


Heaven came to me in a dream.


I’m thankful I heeded its message.


— Stefanie Wass —
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Dad, your guiding hand on my shoulder will remain with me forever.


~Author Unknown





It always takes me a few minutes to realize that it is happening again.


As always, sweat is dripping down my cheek, and my breathing is fast. The weather is perfect. I’m on my bike, pedaling furiously up a steep climb, smiling and laughing despite the effort.


I know he’s there, even before I look. As I near the top of the climb, I finally give in to the urge to turn and look behind. Dad is there, two or three bike-lengths behind. If he weren’t so exhausted from the effort, I know his smile would be as wide as mine. Just as he’s about to catch his breath enough to say something, I jar awake.
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