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Foreword


Allowing Miracles


If you ask people to define what a “miracle” is, odds are a lot of them will describe an epic, Cecil B. DeMille movie moment, like Moses raising his staff to the sky as God parted the Red Sea or Jesus of Nazareth bringing Lazarus back to life four days after he’d been dead and buried.


These are the kind of larger-than-life miracles that are described in the Hebrew and Christian bibles—and in the scriptures of other religions, as well—stories that capture people’s attention big time. As far as defining miracles go, these dramatic, God-like moments are at the top of the list.


But the list doesn’t end there, thousands of years ago in faraway lands. Miracles don’t only happen to people we will never know who are long gone.


Today, we hear about all sorts of modern-day miracles. Everyone’s heard about the mother who, in a burst of adrenaline, can lift a 3,000-pound car to save her child pinned underneath. Recently, there was a story in the newspaper about a ninety-one-year-old woman in Poland who was dead in the morgue for eleven hours before coming back to life in a body bag, leaving doctors stunned.


In Chicken Soup for the Soul: Hope & Miracles — 101 Inspirational Stories of Faith, Answered Prayers & Divine Intervention, you will read about all sorts of miracles that happen every day to people you may know: A woman who takes ill while driving feels the hands of a deceased friend take over the wheel for her; A little girl badly burned in a campfire sees her burns heal overnight after a prayer vigil; A teenager hears a voice that tells her to take a walk outside, and it leads her to an area where she saves a woman’s life.


Some miracles of life are so common that people take them for granted. A baby coming into the world is a miracle, as is someone passing away and crossing to the Other Side. Every year when spring arrives and the trees in my back yard begin to bud, I’m amazed. To me, these small miracles are just as awe-inspiring as the larger-than-life ones of the old days and the modern ones we hear of today, and I’m grateful for each and every one of them.


The point is, miracles come in all shapes and sizes, and this book is filled with a wide variety of them. The personal stories you’ll read here about hope, faith, answered prayers and divine intervention are to me all about one thing—our connection to a higher power or divine source.


It’s a connection we all have, and recognizing that is the first step to allowing miracles, big and small, into your life.


In the work that I do as a psychic medium, that is the most important truth I try to convey. At my events all over the world, the question I’m most often asked no matter what country I’m in is: “How can I get a stronger connection with the spirit world and how can I do what you do?”


I always correct people who insist that I have a “gift.” I don’t look at it that way. I have an ability — it’s something I’ve had since childhood for as long as I can remember. But it’s an ability we all have to some degree, one that everyone can tap into and strengthen if they choose to. It’s all about noticing, embracing, and welcoming it into your life.


“There is an energy out there,” I explain to audiences, “and you are made of this energy. You can call it ‘chi’ or you can call it ‘prana.’ You can call it a higher power or you can call it ‘God’ or ‘Yahweh’ or ‘Allah.’ I don’t care if you call it ‘Sam.’ It doesn’t matter what you label it. It just matters that you acknowledge that this unseen energy is there.”


Once you make that connection, miracles await you like a new world awaiting discovery. When Christopher Columbus set out across the Atlantic Ocean, he didn’t know for sure what he would find. But he had to have hope and faith that a new world was out there in order to find it.


It wasn’t a blind faith, mind you. I’m not a fan of the kind of faith in which people believe everything they are told and don’t question anything. People are surprised when I describe myself as a “healthy skeptic” in my approach to life, but I am and always was.


So while I’m not a fan of blind hope, I am a fan of what I call “inspired” hope.


In this book, in the story “Never Walk Again?”, doctors tell eighty-nine-year-old Beulah Dobson that she won’t be able to walk after breaking her vertebrae in a fall. But she refuses to give up hope that she will, and her hope is not unfounded. She doesn’t lie in her bed waiting for an impossible miracle to happen. She senses the possibility of it and prays and works hard exercising, willing her feet to move a little at a time each day until she helps to make her miracle happen, until she walks again. She was hopeful, but also inspired.


Prayer is a way for us to invite divine intervention into our lives.


I pray every day, sometimes using a rosary but not always. In my book, Practical Praying, I talk about praying with intention. It doesn’t so much matter what prayer you say or if you get on your knees when you do it or walk the dog around the park as you do it. What’s important about the act of praying is that just in the doing of it, you are stating an intention to the universe, to the higher or divine source.


In “Jesse in the Sky” Scarlett Lewis prays with heartbreaking intention as she cries in a bathroom stall in the Orlando airport. When she leaves the airport, the answer to her prayers is written in the sky—literally.


Praying is like setting the Thanksgiving table before the guests come. When you say a prayer, you are welcoming the miracles into your house to sit at your dinner table. Prayer is a way for us to imagine the undiscovered land we hope to find before we even see it.


Maybe in today’s world, we don’t expect seas to part or water to turn into wine. But as this inspiring collection of stories shows us, we can hope for miracles when we need them. And sometimes, they arrive when and how we least expect them.


~John Edward
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Editors’ note: John Edward is one of the world’s foremost psychic mediums. His clientele has included people of the clergy, law enforcement agencies, and people from everyday life. For thirty years he has used his abilities to connect people with loved ones who have passed on—in private readings, at public events all over the world, and on his internationally syndicated talk shows, Crossing Over with John Edward and John Edward Cross Country.


He is the author of the critically acclaimed New York Times best sellers One Last Time; What If God Were the Sun; Crossing Over: The Stories Behind the Stories; After Life: Answers from the Other Side; Final Beginnings; Practical Praying: Using the Rosary to Enhance Your Life; Infinite Quest, and his most recent novel, Fallen Masters.
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Introduction


Divine Timing


Life calls the tune, we dance.


~John Galsworthy


Amy: Natasha and I are running late finishing this book. But we’re used to that. Because we’re writers, and perfectionists, and we always take on too much! I was always this way. I was even born sixteen days late according to my mother, but hey, perfection takes time, right?


Natasha: I, on the other hand, arrived in this world early. Minutes ahead of my twin brother, I was born on December 31st in the year The Beatles first appeared on Ed Sullivan, and two months premature of my March due date.


But that was the first and last time I’ve ever been early—or even on time—for anything in my life. Since my birth day, I’ve been late for school exams, family weddings, court duty, surgeries, flights to Paris, and interviews with A-list celebrities whom I kept waiting on their yachts, to the exasperation of all who know me, love me, or hire me.


“You’re cursed,” they tell me.


“Maybe,” I shrug. “But one day, I’ll be crazy lucky.”


Because if my rudimentary calculations are correct, at one point in my life when I least expect it . . . all my stars will align like never before, and in a sublime act of supernatural intervention saved up for that one moment, my tardiness will save my life.


Amy: It may sound like rationalization, but we both have great stories about times when being late, through some kind of divine intervention, actually saved lives.


Natasha: My theory begins with my grandfather on my father’s side, Stavro Shaumanduroff, who was famously late for a boat once.


It was the spring of 1912 and he was a handsome, strapping man of eighteen preparing to voyage across the ocean to America. The family had recently fled their home village of Smurdesh, Macedonia, after various invasions and uprisings. A relative of my grandmother, Vasil Chekalarov, was a fierce, legendary revolutionary until Greek troops captured him and chopped his head off, parading it through the village as a warning to others.


The family transplanted to Sofia, Bulgaria with a plan: Stavro would set sail for New York with a third-class ticket and two boyhood friends, work long hours there on a factory assembly line for several months, then return with pocketsful of coveted dollars.


The future of the family, his father told him, was in Stavro’s strong, Slavic hands.


Apparently, it was also at the bottom of his coffee cup.


Before the journey, his mother, Stoyanka, served her son some Typcko Kaфe, then peered into his drained cup to read the coffee grains settled on the bottom. The family gathered around as she squinted.


“Neh,” she said, shaking her head back and forth, pointing to the broken line of sludge in the cup. “Not good. Stavro, you no go this time.”


Her pronouncement caused an uproar. The Shaumanduroff women were respected for their fortune-telling abilities, but this was news no one wanted to hear. Never mind the coffee grinds, he was going!


Stavro took a train to Southampton, England, to meet his buddies and catch the boat. On the morning of April 10th, he stood on a dock looking up, up, up with eyes as wide as the donkey-cart wheels back in Smurdesh.


The Titanic was humongous, shiny and beautiful, and he couldn’t wait to get on her. But as the hundreds of passengers boarded the luxury liner, Stavro couldn’t find his friends; they had missed their train to Southampton. He waited until he heard the triple-blast horns at noon signaling final boarding, then raced to the boat with his father’s words ringing in his ears:


“The future of the family depends on you. You are our hope.”


He reached the vessel just in time to see the lines cast off and Titanic freed from land.


“You’re too late,” a dockworker said. By twenty minutes.


Amy: Later on in this volume, you’ll read about Natasha’s other grandfather, who also made it to the U.S. from Eastern Europe and brought his family over through a series of fortuitous coincidences and lucky breaks. I’m glad it all worked out since it has been such a pleasure putting together this collection of jaw-dropping stories with Natasha. She has shared many of her own stories in this book, and I think you’ll have trouble putting it down. I have come away from working on Chicken Soup for the Soul: Hope & Miracles even more convinced that there are good reasons for hope, that good things do happen to good people, and that our lives can be filled with miracles if we stay open to them.


Natasha: I’ve come away more convinced, too. And I have a second story of divine intervention to share! Let’s skip ahead sixty years to a cloudy fall morning in 1972 in the Windy City, one week before the U.S. Presidential Election. The mood in the Democratic campaign headquarters was somber. The Watergate break-in had happened a few months earlier but the young staffers, including my friend Jamie — a recent Columbia University grad—still knew that George McGovern stood no chance against Nixon.


Jamie’s job in the Chicago press office was to write news releases and distribute campaign schedule updates to the Woodward-and-Bernstein-types covering the election in their smoke-filled newsrooms. The Xerox telecopier transmitted copy at a speed of six minutes per page!


Once in a while, the twenty-two-year-old was given top-secret assignments. Like the time he was instructed to fetch a list of grocery items and hand-deliver them to McGovern’s hotel. The list included a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, Hershey bars, and an orange (the senator had a cold, he was told, off the record).


On the night of October 29th, the staffers worked especially late. With Marvin Gaye and The Temptations playing in the background, they stuffed envelopes until their fingers ached and it was well past midnight. Jamie got back to his apartment, set his alarm for 6:30 a.m. so he could catch the 7:20 a.m. train, and passed out. Every morning he took the same train on the Illinois Central commuter line. He picked it up at 53rd Street and rode it along Lake Michigan past Soldier Field football stadium.


That morning, Jamie’s alarm clock didn’t go off. He overslept until 8 a.m., then rushed to get ready . . . turning on his clock radio to the all-news AM station WBBM as he got dressed. That’s when he heard:


“. . . .breaking news . . .in what may be the worst train wreck in Illinois history, one commuter train rear-ended another at approximately 7:40 a.m. this morning near the 27th Street platform, killing dozens and injuring hundreds of passengers . . .”


It was Jamie’s train. The final death tally was forty-five with over 300 injured. The crash occurred two stops and twenty minutes away from Jamie’s apartment.


Amy: And now let’s advance the calendar again, to the afternoon of December 21, 1988, when the phone rang and I learned that my father’s flight home from London, Pan Am flight 103, had mysteriously crashed in Lockerbie, Scotland, only thirty-eight minutes after taking off from London’s Heathrow Airport.


My father worked in London part-time and was flying home that day to join the family for Christmas. With one phone call, everything changed for us. Of course, we were filled with dread, but it all seemed so unbelievable that I rushed to reassure my mother and grandmother, who were panic-stricken, that we really didn’t know anything yet.


Our only hope was that my father was somehow not on the flight. Remember back then, when you could miss your flight and use your ticket on a later flight or even on another airline?


But if my father had missed the flight, why hadn’t he called us to tell us that he was okay? After all, it was already nighttime in London.


We left messages on the answering machine at my father’s house for hours but there was still no word. We grew increasingly worried, but I held onto a little hope. After all, we were the family that was always late!


Finally, when it was very late in London, my father called us to report that he had missed the flight and gone out to dinner, with no idea that his flight had crashed and that his horrified family was waiting for news back in New York. Dad had finally noticed the blinking light on his answering machine and listened to our increasingly frantic messages. He was very shook up when he learned that all 259 people on his flight were killed, along with eleven people on the ground. He came home a couple of days later and we had quite a meaningful Christmas that year. We were all counting our blessings, and I have valued every day with my father since then.


We were relieved to learn as well that Pan Am 103 was not full, meaning that some other poor soul didn’t take my father’s place on standby. Dad’s seat remained empty, so humanity was up one that night!


Natasha: Good thing we’re both from a family that’s always late. As we’ve said, lateness can be divine. A little more than a decade after your father’s missed flight, my former roommate, Alessandra, was pacing back and forth in her Upper East Side loft in Manhattan.


The babysitter was supposed to arrive at 8 a.m. to look after Ale’s eight-month-old son, but she was twenty minutes late and Ale was anxious. She was the CEO of the family-owned shipping company and because they had offices all around the world, it was crucial she be downtown at her desk every day by 8:30 a.m. to field incoming calls from various time zones.


When the apologetic sitter arrived, Ale raced down five flights in her high heels and ran to catch the express subway going south. Her office on the 46th floor at One World Trade Center had magnificent views of the Statue of Liberty and the Hudson River.


She got off the subway just before 9 a.m., stepped onto the platform, and smelled smoke. Without any hesitation, Alessandra immediately crossed the platform and got on the train going north, back home to her baby. She had no idea that the first plane had hit her office tower less than ten minutes earlier. But she’d smelled smoke here before—in ’93 when terrorists planted a bomb that detonated. So when she smelled smoke, she smelled trouble. She got out of there on one of the last subway trains running. A few minutes later, the second plane hit.


A sinking ship, a train wreck, and two acts of terrorism—all narrowly missed. You can call it coincidence, luck, or fate. We prefer to think the odds are with us that we each get one fabulously epic and divine intervention in our lifetime that saves us.


We plan to be fashionably late for ours.


~Natasha Stoynoff and Amy Newmark
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Messages from Heaven
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Jesse in the Sky


When love is lost, do not bow your head in sadness; instead keep your head up high and gaze into heaven for that is where your broken heart has been sent to heal.


~Author Unknown


Since the day my six-year-old son Jesse was killed, I’ve prayed a million prayers. I’ve prayed that there is a heaven and that Jesse is there playing with his favorite rubber ducks. I’ve prayed that his brother, J.T., and I would survive our broken hearts and smile again. And I’ve prayed, over and over, that the world become a less violent, more loving place.


Jesse was murdered on December 14, 2012, when a young man shot his way into Sandy Hook Elementary school in Newtown, Connecticut, and opened fire—killing six adults and twenty children, Jesse included.


My little boy was a hero in his final moments. When the gunman’s rifle jammed for a few seconds as he stood in the first grade classroom, my sweet Jesse yelled to his classmates hiding in the bathroom across the room: “Run! Run now!”


His last words saved their lives, but he couldn’t save his own. The young man with the rifle was blocking Jesse’s escape path and a moment later, he shot my boy in the head as my son faced him.


Jesse’s act of bravery doesn’t surprise me a bit.


Every night in his bubble bath, he would surround himself with superhero ducks and his collection of toy soldiers — “my army men,” he’d call them—lining them up along the porcelain tub’s edge. On Saturday afternoons, he’d go “on patrol” at our farm. First, he’d get in uniform: his green army helmet and camouflage-patterned snow boots. Then, he’d stick his water pistol in his waistband and go stand guard by our front gate, pacing back and forth, ready to squirt harmful intruders who dared approach.


He wanted to keep us safe and happy. That’s the part of Jesse that called out to his classmates to run, and it’s the part that answered my prayer one day when I was on my knees in grief.


Some people say we can receive “signs” from our loved ones who are on the “Other Side” after they’ve passed—and I believe it.


Since Jesse’s been gone, J.T. and I and the rest of the family have been comforted by dozens of little “signs” from him—flickering lights when we call out his name or notes we’ve found in Jesse’s handwriting when we’re desperate to hear his voice. Some may think these signs are coincidental, but we feel they are much more than that. To us, it’s Jesse saying hello and letting us know he’s watching over us. They are little, intimate moments that we recognize—we don’t need big billboards in the sky to let us know he’s there.


But one day, that’s exactly what we got.


About two weeks after the shooting, J.T. and I had to get away. The grief in our town was so all-consuming that we were drowning in it. We boarded a flight to Orlando in hopes that a few days in the warmth would help us begin the healing process, if that was even possible.


On the flight south, we had more signs from Jesse. When I tried to listen to different genres in the in-flight music selection, the songs kept skipping to a favorite of Jesse’s — and then, one for his mama who was a teen in the Eighties—Rick Springfield’s “Jessie’s Girl.” I sat back in my seat with a big smile, ecstatic to hear from my boy and, as always, hungry for more signs that showed he was with me.


Arriving at the Orlando airport, I checked my iPhone. I’d sent a text hours earlier to a psychic I’d recently met, detailing the signs I’d been getting from Jesse and asking for her input.


Her response devastated me: Maybe Jesse is lingering here and not moving onward because he wants to make sure you and J.T. are okay. Spirits do that sometimes.


I didn’t want J.T. to see my distress, so I told him, “Wait for me at the car rental, I’ll be right back.” I raced to the ladies room, locked myself in a stall, and burst into the most gut-wrenching tears I’d cried so far—and that’s saying a lot. I was horrified that I’d lost my boy, and in such a tragic way. Now was I keeping his spirit from moving onward due to my own selfishness? Was Jesse hanging around in some kind of limbo just to give his mother the signs I had come to depend on?


I cried even harder at this possibility, and I knew what I had to do. Jesse had been unselfish and brave in his final moments, and I had to be that now, too.


“Jesse, you’ve been so precious,” I said aloud, “to send us such sweet messages to comfort us and let us know you’re okay. But you have to listen to your mama now. We are going to be okay —J.T. and I. You can go to Jesus now, do you hear me, sweet boy? Go to Jesus, we will be okay. Always know how much I love you.”


I dried my tears and returned to J.T., giving him a big hug.


“Everything’s going to be all right now,” I told him, and we hopped into the rental car and sped off down the highway. We’d only been driving for a few minutes when I saw it.


High up against the open blue sky, a small plane was soaring across. It had just spelled out something in smoke:


JESSE & JESUS. TOGETHER FOREVER.


Except the “J” in “Jesse” was backwards — the same way Jesse used to write his name.


Was I imagining this? I looked over at J.T. and saw him looking up. Did he see it, too?


“Mom, look!” J.T. yelled, excited. “Jesse’s with Jesus!”


We pulled over to the side of the road and sat in awe and silence, staring at the sky. Then J.T. quickly took some photos of the message as it began to dissipate.


We were stunned. What a miraculous affirmation, I thought. I had no doubt that Jesse heard my tearful plea in the bathroom stall, and was telling his mama not to worry, that he was fine and indeed, in the arms of Jesus.


Jesse! Thank you, thank you, thank you! And thank you, Jesus . . . please take good care of my sweet boy!


I had no idea who the skywriting pilot was and I never attempted to find out. To me, it would be no less of a miracle if I solved that mystery. Only a handful of people knew where we were flying that day, and our departure time had changed three times due to bad weather, so how could anyone have timed a skywriting message to appear at the exact moment we were driving down the highway?


Nearly two years after we got our message in the sky, a friend read an article in the Miami Herald about two Christian pilots in Florida who started a “sky ministry” and used their bright-yellow crop duster, dubbed “Holy Smoke,” to write inspirational messages to people at 10,000 feet. On a clear day, you could see their Jesus writings from thirty-five miles away.


“God is the one strategically putting those messages there,” one of the pilots was quoted as saying, “we’re nothing more than the pen. These are God’s love letters to his children.”


I have yet to call and confirm if the Holy Smoke pilots were the ones who wrote my Jesse message, but I will someday.


Until then, I consider whoever was up in the Orlando sky that day a messenger from heaven and Jesse. He was God’s helper, answering my prayer when I needed it the most.


~Scarlett Lewis with Natasha Stoynoff
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Embracing a Second Chance


The most important thing in illness is never to lose heart.


~Nikolai Lenin


It was the end of July and Orlando was hot and humid. We sighed with relief as we settled into the air-conditioned three-bedroom rental. Lorenza and I claimed the master suite, his mother and sister, Michele, unpacked in their adjoining studio, and our young son asked, “Is it time to eat?” He grabbed his favorite toy and disappeared into the bedroom he would share with my mom.


Summer heat didn’t bother Christopher. He was elated to be on vacation with his aunt and both grandmothers. Summer break would soon end, but entering the sixth grade was the least of his concerns. We were close to the theme parks, so all he could think of was a fun-packed week.


While my husband returned the luggage cart to the lobby, Michele and my mother-in-law studied a pile of slick travel brochures. Mom joined me in the kitchen to prepare dinner and we talked about our itinerary. We would spend two days at Disney’s Animal Kingdom, shop for souvenirs, and attend a dinner theater. The rest of our time would be spent leisurely relaxing around our resort.


That night, everything changed. Everybody else slept as I tried to doze off, but that wasn’t an easy task. It had been two years since I was diagnosed with aortic stenosis. Up to then, I was unaware that I had a congenital heart defect. My cardiologist forecasted two more years until open-heart surgery, but lately I had noticed a discernible change in my condition. I propped myself up on a mountain of pillows to breathe easier, but I could still hear congestion in my lungs. How would I navigate the amusement park without collapsing? I moved to a wide bedside chair, elevated my feet on the ottoman, and leaned back against a pillow, thinking I’d rent a scooter.


The next morning, I knew I couldn’t go with my family. My feet were swollen, I felt breathless, and I was spitting up blood. “I’m staying here,” I told them, refusing to ruin their day with the details of my night.


“No, Momma!” my son said with disappointment. “I want you to come!”


I squeezed his arm gently. “I need a nap, son . . . maybe another day.”


“Are you sure? We can go tomorrow.” My husband studied me, concern evident in his eyes.


My ever-vigilant mother was determined to take care of me. “I’ll stay with her. Take Chris to the park and have fun.”


I gave my husband a kiss, then my son. “Don’t worry. I’ll rest today, and we’ll go to dinner tonight.”


I hid my tears until they walked out the door. I was discouraged about giving up time with my family, but I was even more distressed about what I had discovered by surfing the Internet on our laptop. I was experiencing the warning signs of congestive heart failure.


When we returned home, I made an appointment with my cardiologist. Lorenza sat beside me in the examining room, holding my hand. I had told him my suspicions, but I hoped I was wrong. I still had not resigned myself to the prognosis because I’d felt pretty normal until recent months. The symptoms had manifested slowly and I’d adjusted my life accordingly. Except for driving my son to and from school, I stayed home most days and I had gradually curtailed my normal routine.


Following an echocardiogram, Dr. Moore joined us. “The valve has narrowed so much that it’s severely obstructing blood flow. I’m referring you to a surgeon.”


“When will that be?” Lorenza asked.


“As soon as possible.”


I cried.


The doctor gave me a consoling hug. “You’ll feel better after surgery.”


I should have been hopeful but I felt fearful and anxious instead. I was frightened that I would die. That possibility sent my mind reeling. Even though I knew I had no choice, and that I certainly wouldn’t survive without a new heart valve, my anxiety got the best of me. I remembered what I’d been through years earlier when I had gallbladder surgery. Would surgery be painful? They’d have to stop my heart! How could this be happening to me? My father had died from cardiac arrest when he was fifty. Would I die young too?


We discussed all the possibilities with Christopher because it was unfair not to tell him what everybody else knew. “Daddy and I need your help now,” I told him. It’s amazing how little kids will step up when necessary. He assisted his dad with household chores without complaint. Lorenza did all the cooking. They were always loving and tender, and I needed their comforting words more than ever as I fought depression. My mother had moved to Florida the year before to be closer to my little family. While I knew she wanted to be by my side through this turmoil, I also realized she had come to help take care of our son while I was sick . . . and in case I didn’t make it through surgery.


I wanted Chris to remember our time together fondly. We went to movies, we packed picnic lunches, and one day we drove to St. Augustine Beach where Lorenza parked on the hard sand so I could watch my guys swim in the ocean.


We went to my mother’s house one Sunday for dinner. By then, I was overwhelmed. No matter what my husband and mother said to calm my nerves, it was never enough. I prayed fervently, asking God to take all of it away from me. I wanted a miracle.


I went out on the porch and immersed myself in that peaceful moment as a bald eagle swooped over the marsh. It was high tide, my favorite time of day. “Help me, God. Tell me what to do.”


I was surprised by what I heard but I recognized the message immediately. “I never had a chance. You do.” My dad had died more than thirty years before, when heart procedures weren’t so advanced. At that moment, I realized I had been selfish—so self-absorbed that I hadn’t acknowledged that a mechanical valve was a gift. I had an opportunity to live a longer, more fulfilling life.


I walked back into the house and announced, “I am ready for heart surgery.”


Mom and Lorenza were astonished. I smiled, knowing they were puzzled yet relieved.


My husband embraced me. “What happened?”


“God told me I’ll be okay,” I answered. “I’m going to get well now.”


The morning I went to the hospital for surgery, Chris woke up early and surprised his dad with a breakfast omelet prepared in the microwave. “I’m taking care of him,” he said proudly.


That day I felt serene and hopeful. When I said goodbye to him at the door, he gave me a gigantic hug. “I’ll see you soon, Momma.”


I was so proud of my little man, and I was no longer fearful of leaving him. “I’ll call you tonight, son, when I wake up,” I promised.


And I did.


~Claudia McCants
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A Feather from Heaven


Death is not extinguishing the light; it is putting out the lamp because dawn has come.


~Rabindranath Tagore


After I got the call from my sister in Florida that our mother was in intensive care, I was on a plane within the week. I knew she was very ill—double pneumonia, congestive heart failure and anemia due to internal bleeding some-where —but Mom had battled most of these health issues before and had triumphed. Nearly eighty-one, she was our family’s indomitable Energizer Bunny. So when the pulmonologist broke the news that our mother was not going to make it, my brother, sister and I were stunned and heartbroken.


I looked down at my vibrant, funny, bossy, inexpressibly lovable mom and wondered how anyone so alive could be terminally ill. There she was, hooked up to beeping machines and wearing a CPAP with the highest saturation rate of oxygen available. But unlike the other patients in ICU, she was her usual silly self, making faces, teasing the nurses, joking and laughing.


Even after the doctor had explained the dire prognosis to her, her irrepressible attitude didn’t falter. “You know,” she told us, “I would’ve thought that hearing I was going to die would make me a basket case, but strange as it seems, I’m really at peace about this.” We, her children, of course, were not. “Don’t cry,” she said, wiping our tears. “I know where I’m going after all. Heaven’s going to be wonderful.” We did our best, but heaven seemed so far away.


Throughout her days in the hospital, Mom had a positive spirit that became infectious. She entertained and inspired family, friends, neighbors and beloved members of her church; each visitor was treated to her off-the-wall sense of humor and uplifting faith. As long as her pain was kept under control, she was the sassy, often hilarious life of the party. The rules in the intensive care unit limited callers to two at a time, but there were rarely less than six in Mom’s room. The wonderful staff, captivated by this high-spirited, anything-but-ordinary patient, smiled and looked the other way.


One afternoon, Mom’s best friend and longtime comrade-in-shenanigans, Janet, came for her daily visit. She brought her twelve-year-old granddaughter, Kimberly. Janet and Mom tossed insults and droll comments back and forth as Kimberly and I alternately laughed and rolled our eyes. After a few minutes of this though, Janet grew serious and handed Mom an envelope. “Here, I brought you something,” she said. “Open it and read the note.”


Mom smiled, drawing out the folded sheet of paper, and began to read out loud a lovely little poem about angels. “Oh, that’s sweet,” she said, when she finished.


“Now, look in the envelope,” Janet instructed. Pulling it open, Mom peeked inside and chuckled. “It’s a feather!” She held the tiny white plume up for us to see. “Must have been a small angel, huh?”


Kimberly and I laughed.


Janet, smiling through suddenly teary eyes, leaned forward and grabbed Mom’s hand. “Listen, you—this feather is important. When you get to heaven, I want you to send it to me to let me know you got there.”


Mom laughed. “You don’t want much, do you? Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”


During the week to come, our family and Mom’s dearest friends stayed close by her side, treasuring every second, cherishing every wisecrack, every laugh, every tender, reassuring hug. Each of us was imprinting on our hearts the moments spent with her.


Much too soon, however, the day came when I had to return to Portland. Saying goodbye was agonizing. How could I leave knowing I wouldn’t see her again? Mom though, with her unshakable faith, hugged me and whispered, “I love you. This isn’t goodbye, sweetheart, it’s see you later.” My last memory of my mother is of her grinning her irresistible grin and blowing me kisses through her oxygen mask.


Early the following Monday morning, I got the call: surrounded by her children, grandchildren and dearest sister and brother, Mom had slipped gently from their arms into God’s.


On Tuesday afternoon, my phone rang; it was Janet. We had been checking in with one another throughout the weeks leading up to Mom’s death, so I assumed she was calling to see how I was doing. Instead, her voice brimmed with excitement. “I have something to tell you,” she said. Intrigued by her unexpected tone, I asked, “What’s up?”


“My granddaughter, Kimberly, stayed with me last night,” she said. “We finished watching a movie and were just sitting there on the sofa, when I looked over and saw Kimberly’s arm go up in the air. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ I asked her. She turned to me and held out her hand, ‘Grandma, look!’ ”


Janet’s voice dropped to an awed whisper. “It was a little white feather, Tina. Right out of thin air!”


My arms broke out in goose bumps and I smiled as I pictured my mother entering Heaven, pointing to the nearest angel’s wings and saying, “Hey, I need to borrow one of those feathers!”


“Oh Janet,” I said with a lump in my throat. “She made it! I never doubted that she would, but what a sweet miracle you’ve been given—we’ve all been given. Thank you, Lord.”


Janet sniffled back, “Amen Tina, Amen.”


~Tina Wagner Mattern
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Find Your Rainbows


God puts rainbows in the clouds so that each of us—in the dreariest and most dreaded moments—can see a possibility of hope.


~Maya Angelou


I always enjoyed the magic of seeing a rainbow. I was mesmerized by the vibrant colours and the allure of the promised pot of gold at the end of it. Truth be told, I never realized there was much more to rainbows than what meets the eye.


But rainbows can also be a sign. They have the ability to be a sign of hope as well as a gateway connecting us with our precious loved ones who have passed.


My difficult journey of loss started when my beautiful daughter Maddie was diagnosed with bone cancer when she was only twelve. She began the greatest battle of her life. With incredible courage she fought as hard as she possibly could, but after three years, her warrior body was ravaged beyond repair. Knowing she would soon die, Maddie’s mission became to take care of us as we dealt with her impending death. She used her precious energy to ensure we would not suffer after she was gone. Her father, my husband, had lost his battle to ALS when she was only six. Although only a child then, she was like an old soul, sensitive to the grief and struggle Stephen’s death had brought to our family.


At age fifteen, she courageously proclaimed her gratitude for the life that she had. She told us she was not afraid to die. Her final message to us was, “I love you but you must promise me you won’t be sad when I’m gone. I will be okay.” She truly became our hero. Soon after that brave conversation, Maddie passed away in my arms.


I didn’t believe I had the strength to go on, but I had to for the sake of my eleven-year-old son. I searched in vain for answers. Why Maddie? She was so young and so kind. I was debilitated by grief and I needed some kind of continuing connection with my daughter. I begged her to send me a sign, to assure me she was okay.


The messages started to come right away, first to Vicki, Maddie’s best friend. Vicki kept all her friends’ phone numbers on little sticky heart notes on her bedroom wall. The day after Maddie passed away Vicki entered her room and found a sticky heart note that had fallen off the wall and was lying by the bed. She flipped it over and her heart skipped a beat when she saw Maddie’s name and number on the note! She couldn’t believe it. Maddie was saying goodbye to her. The next day she put the heart in Maddie’s casket, her way of letting Maddie know that she understood; they would stay connected.


Then one day my niece Teela sent me this e-mail: “After Maddie left us I had a dream. I saw her in a rocking chair. I asked her what she was doing here; she was supposed to be dead. She told me it was a mistake! She hadn’t gone anywhere and was still with us. I sat down and put my head in her lap and cried. She just repeated over and over that everything was going to be all right, that it was a mistake, she was still with us! She sent this message to help me stop being so sad.”


Although I tried my best to be positive, I had a few emotional meltdowns where I would question myself and my decisions. What if I could I have done something different to save Maddie? On one particular occasion I came across an old homemade Mother’s Day card from Maddie. It read, “Mommy, I can’t think of anything you could have done better. You are the world’s greatest mom!” It was as if she somehow knew these words would one day heal my wounds.


On the first anniversary of Maddie’s death, our family and friends gathered around her grave to celebrate her life. We released 100 coloured balloons into the sky. Laughter and small talk filled the air till we heard a gasp, then more gasps. Someone pointed upward; we looked up and followed the balloons’ path in the sky. We were stunned to see two beautiful rainbows above us. It was a cloudless sunny day, so where did those rainbows come from? We watched the balloons dance up and through the rainbow archway. It was as if heaven opened its gates to receive them. After all, the cemetery was called Gates of Heaven. I knew Maddie was sending me a sign and I could hear her voice whispering in the wind, “It’s okay Mommy, I’m okay.”


We have received many letters and stories from people about dreams and signs they’ve received over the years from Maddie. She is still held close in all their hearts. We lovingly named this phenomenon “The Magic of Maddie.”


Recently, Maddie’s beloved dog Winston, a neurotic roly-poly Pug, passed away. He was old, diabetic, and had been having seizures. He was in distress so my son Derek and I took him to the veterinarian’s clinic and were with him when he took his last breath.


I couldn’t bear going straight home without Winston so I asked Derek to take a walk with me. It was a hot summer’s day so we headed to the beach. I kept telling Derek, “I need a sign.” I needed some comfort.


Derek consoled me, “Mom, it’s alright. Don’t worry. Maddie will take care of Winston.”


I was too upset to listen. “Derek, we need a sign, I wish Maddie would send us a sign, like she did last time!” I looked up in the sky, expecting to see a rainbow, but all I saw was the bright afternoon sun.


Derek was patient but hungry and went to a kiosk to buy French fries for lunch. Then we sat on a blanket by the water. I lay back on the blanket and looked up at the sky. My heart raced at what I saw. I tapped my son frantically on the shoulder. “Do you see what I see?” I exclaimed in shock.


Derek’s head followed my gaze, his French fry frozen in mid-air. “You mean that big rainbow above us?” he said. He saw it too. Thank God! I was not losing my mind! I stared at the rainbow for the longest time, wanting to memorize every detail. Without a doubt it was a sign from Maddie. She was saying, “Got him, Mom. Winston is okay too!”


I’ll never look at a rainbow the same way again. They are powerful symbols that affirm our bonds cannot be broken, not even in death. The universe is always sending us signs. No matter how difficult life gets, these signs, like rainbows, are gifts that remind us we never lose our connections to the people we love. Keep your faith, open your heart and look up, way up. Find your rainbows!


~Sharon Babineau
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The Last Dance


You can dance anywhere, even if only in your heart.


~Author Unknown


My parents married on June 27, 1942 in a beautiful stone church in upstate New York. The bride was seventeen, the groom twenty. After promising to love and to cherish until parted by death, they danced at the reception. They kept these promises and continued to dance for seventy years.


During their courtship and their entire married life they enjoyed big band music. They were beautiful dancers, commandeering a dance floor with style and grace. We kids grew to love the sound of Glenn Miller and Tommy Dorsey, conjuring up images of our parents gazing into each other’s eyes as they glided across the floor.


I was the oldest, followed by my brother Terry and three sisters Judy, Gail, and Joni. We grew up in a house filled with love and a strong sense of family. The radio was always playing music and at the first strains of Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood” or “Sentimental Journey” our parents rolled the living room rug back and we sat cross-legged on the sofa to watch the magic happen. The hardwood floors of the farmhouse became a grand ballroom as we watched them move as one. Each of us grew up loving music of all types and dancing of all styles.


Tragedy struck in 1976 when our brother Terry was killed in a horrible accident. He was thirty and left behind a young wife and three-year-old daughter.


Having suffered rheumatic fever and subsequent heart damage as a child, Mom was beginning to have cardiac problems. Three months after Terry’s death, our mother had her first open heart surgery at age fifty. She recovered from surgery without a single complication in spite of grieving the loss of her only son.


She had heart surgeries again in 1992 and 2002, and Dad was her devoted caregiver. By her side day and night, he was her dance partner and referred to her as his Princess.


In spite of health issues, Mom and Dad’s dancing days weren’t over. Their love for big band music continued, but they could only hold each other and sway in time to the music. They both longed to twirl around the floor as in earlier years, but settled for the gentle swing and sway.


When my father, who had always been the hearty one, got sick, we steeled ourselves. The doctors at Duke Medical Center diagnosed aortic stenosis and at the age of ninety, Dad had open-heart surgery. For two days, Mom didn’t leave his side. She looked drawn and pale. We knew Mom was tired, but we didn’t know she was starting to have kidney failure.


On the third day of Dad’s post-op recovery, eighty-seven-year-old Mom was hospitalized. Our hearts were heavy. It was the end of an era. Despite the seriousness of each of their conditions, the Lord was not done with them. Their love and devotion would show the rest of the family the meaning of the words “for better, for worse, in sickness and in health.”


A week later, both parents, weak and tired, were discharged to my sister Judy’s home. Timing was critical for the surprise we planned. I had arrived with Mom and gotten her settled in bed when Judy came through the door with Dad. With her assistance, he headed for the bedroom.


Judy steadied Dad as he paused, gazing at Mom in their bed. He bent over and kissed Mom on the cheek. “Is it really you, Princess?”


She reached up with her hand and cupped it around his head. “Yes, it’s me. Are you really here?”


He answered by getting in bed with her. They nestled into each other’s arms as Judy and I stood in the doorway crying. We didn’t know how long we’d have either of them, but we knew we’d do our best to keep them together.


Six weeks later, Mom had a setback and died after a few days in the hospital. The family was devastated. It was as if we had the wind knocked out of us.


Living without her was a struggle for Dad. They had been married seventy years. A year after Mom’s death, Dad fell ill and began his downward spiral. Two months later, as he lay dying, he turned to me and announced in a weak voice, “I’m going to be with your mother for our anniversary on June 27th. We are going on a cruise and we’ll dance to big band music.”


It was one of the last conversations we had. He passed peacefully the evening of June 26th, right on schedule for their anniversary the next day.


Mom and Dad were both cremated. They requested that their ashes be combined and spread on my brother’s grave and then be committed to the waters in front of our summer vacation house. We honored their request, but added touches we thought they would both love.


For the entire four-day weekend we honored their memory. We gathered as sisters and our husbands along with Terry’s widow, experiencing the closeness that our parents had instilled in us.


Having combined Mom and Dad’s cremated remains, we returned them to a heart-shaped biodegradable box provided by the funeral home. We sealed it shut with superglue, as directed, preparing for a water burial.


On a beautiful sunny day in early September, we left the dock in two kayaks and a fishing boat, slowly moving into the deeper water of the Bay. Our youngest sister Joni paddled one of the kayaks, our brother-in-law Jeff accompanied her in the other. The rest of us were in the boat. Mark turned the stereo system on and big band music played. Strains of “Moonlight Serenade” followed by “Sentimental Journey” wafted across the water.


Gently resting the container on the gunwale of the boat, each sister placed a hand on the heart-shaped box for the last time. We said a prayer as we prepared to commit our parents’ ashes to the body of water that they loved so dearly.


Joni, sitting low in her kayak, received the box and reverently placed it in the water. It began to sink in exactly four minutes, as the directions said it would. We watched until it sank out of sight. “Sentimental Journey” was into the chorus.


Suddenly, two identical whirlpools rose to the surface side by side and moved in perfect syncopation across the surface of the water toward the main house. All of us watched in stunned silence as tears streamed down our faces. We looked at each other and said, “Did you see that?”


Dad had told me they were going on a cruise and would be dancing to big band music. He was absolutely right. At that moment, each one of us knew it was a sign from our beloved parents, a joyous sign of a couple in love gliding across the surface of a new dance floor in their last dance.


~Nancy Emmick Panko
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A Note from Heaven


Grandmas hold our tiny hands for just a little while, but our hearts forever.


~Author Unknown


I can still remember the feel of her hand the last time I held it. She lay very still in my mother’s bed, her kidneys failing. My thumb lovingly stroked her thin translucent skin. Her old wrinkled hands told a lifetime of stories: of cradling her children and grandchildren, preparing hearty warm Thanksgiving and Easter meals, skillfully handling dental tools, crocheting and tatting yarn into beautiful lace and flowers, and rubbing the sore back of a frail husband. I smiled as I saw the soft apricot nail polish on her long right thumbnail. Only yesterday I had knelt at her feet, oiling her dry legs and giving her a manicure. She was so proud of that long nail, holding it up and smiling, and with a wink, warning me not to file it down too much.


It was time to go back to Boston, to say goodbye forever. “I love you Gram, more than I can say. Mom will take good care of you,” I whispered into her ear. I rested my head against her shoulder, gently embracing her with my arm across her chest. How do you let go? How do you pull away when you know it will be the last time? I memorized the pattern on the bedspread tucked around her, the sound of her breathing, the feel of her touch, the smell of her Estée Lauder perfume. I wanted to keep those memories with me for a lifetime.


Two weeks later, 1,000 miles away, I received the call. “Gram is in heaven,” my mother said softly. Tears filled my eyes.


As the days unfolded, my mother asked me if I would sing at Gram’s funeral. I was honored, agreeing to do anything I could to help make this easier for her. I set aside my own grief to prepare the hymns, the music that would comfort all of us.


After my flight back, I walked into the house and felt drawn to the room, the bed, and the place where I had last held her hand. The same pattern on the bedspread, the same quiet now filled only with the sound of my own breathing. I knelt on the floor and gripped her pillow and breathed in, searching for a little bit of the familiar Estée Lauder perfume. But there was none and I wept.


Seeing my despair, Mom quietly came over and slipped her hand in mine, leading me into another room where a shrine of sorts had been set up in my grandmother’s memory. The green marble urn containing her ashes sat on a table surrounded by her red rosary, the faceted beads worn by years of prayerful touch. There were pictures of Jesus welcoming someone to heaven and lovely images of Gram in healthier days. I stood quietly taking it in.


The funeral went as well as could be expected. I made it through the emotional hymns, keeping myself together, and doing what had to be done while my mother cried her tears of loss and gratitude. After the service, I rode in the car with my dad and uncle to the store where we shipped my grandmother’s ashes to Chicago to be buried next to my grandfather. My uncle and I added a single rose next to her urn before the box was taped shut.


As I flew home I watched the palm trees and beaches shrink below me as we soared over the sparkling ocean water. I felt closer to Gram, to heaven, as we slid through the white clouds.


Walking into my house, I set my luggage down and was greeted by gentle hugs from my family. As everyone dispersed, I headed downstairs to be alone.


Suddenly in the quiet of the basement, I felt overwhelmed. I fell to my knees near a closet under the stairs where I kept boxes of old photos and mementos waiting to be sorted someday. It’s the kind of place where you could not put your finger on something even if you wanted to. There is no rhyme or reason, just cards, negatives and photos thrown in random boxes for “someday.”


My grief bubbled to the surface at last and all the goodbyes poured out on the floor in my tears. “I miss you so much, Gram,” I sobbed out loud, bringing my hands to my face. As the pain of missing her filled my heart, I called out to God, “I know she is happy being with you in heaven, and I wouldn’t want to take that away from her, but I miss her so much . . . .” I cried as I had never cried before.


Suddenly, an unexpected wave of complete, warm peace moved through my body from head to toe like a wave. I sat up on my knees and caught my breath. My shoulders relaxed as I brushed the tears and damp hair from my cheeks. I heard a whisper: “Reach into the closet.”
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