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What People Are Saying About 

Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul . . . 

“This is a very smart book. It understands that no obstacle in life is hardy enough to resist a strong character, a valiant heart and a ready sense of humor.”

Eunice Shriver 
founder, Special Olympics,
 executive vice president, Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation 

“It is known that nothing is more important than persistence and perseverance. Unsinkable Soul is a moving read.”

James Redfield 
author, The Celestine Prophecy 

“Too many of us stuff our bodies and starve our souls. Now straight out of God’s kitchen comes Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul. I heartily recommend it for those who’ve learned that we cannot live by bread alone.”

Jack Anderson 
news correspondent 

“The search for inspiring, uplifting and challenging illustrations for the Sunday sermon has been made extremely easy through the wonderful stories in Chicken Soup for the Soul. The congregation always wants to know the source of the stories. These true-life stories are great encouragement to hungry souls.” 

Dennis G. Wood 
president, Purpose Ministries 

“My dreams were dashed at age eighteen; I was completely paralyzed by polio. I eventually achieved my dreams because of encouragement from people like the ones in Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul.”

Dan Miller 
motivational speaker and author, 
Living, Laughing and Loving Life! 

“Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul is a wonderful selection of inspirational stories. They tell how you can achieve a meaningful life with belief in yourself, in the greatness of people and the goodness of God.”

Ruth Stafford Peale 
chairman, Guideposts, Inc.

“Each story in Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul will be read with zest, pondered quietly, and used widely—a truly life-affirming accomplishment.”

Rabbi Earl A. Grollman, DHC, D.D.
 author, Living When a Loved One Has Died 

“Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul is a collection of short stories that are inspirational, heartwarming and profoundly meaningful. These anecdotes provide examples of the indomitable human spirit. Open your heart with this book and your life will be forever enriched.”

Dr. Nilufer P. Medora 
professor, child development and family studies 

“Thank you for Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul! Everybody goes through tough times sooner or later. This book shows how others made it and how you can too.”

Harold H. LeCrone Jr., Ph.D.
 psychologist and author, Striking Out at Stress 

“The stories in Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul are incredible! People need a well-balanced diet—this extraordinary Chicken Soup book meets that requirement resoundingly.”

Ronnie Marroquin 
 president, Rutherford Publishing, Inc.

“Here is a book that can give hope to those in search of hope, courage to those who need courage, and fresh insight into how to live every day to its fullest.”

Venita VanCaspel Harris 
author, Money Dynamics for the 1990s 
founder, VanCaspel & Company, Inc.



CHICKEN SOUP 
FOR THE 
UNSINKABLE 
SOUL 

Inspirational Stories of 
Overcoming Life’s Challenges 

Jack Canfield
 Mark Victor Hansen
 Heather McNamara 

[image: ]

Backlist, LLC, a unit of

Chicken Soup for the Soul Publishing, LLC

Cos Cob, CT


www.chickensoup.com



Introduction 

Un•sink•able Soul (un [image: 1]) noun. 1. Person who faces any challenge with hope, humor and heart. See stick-to-it-ness. See perseverance. See pit bull. See also victory.

Since the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book was released, readers continue to tell us that their favorite chapter is Overcoming Obstacles.

It’s no wonder. We all face obstacles—some are tiny hurdles that may trip us up for a time before we land on our feet; others loom like ominous clouds, sending even the bravest souls in search of shelter. How we handle these situations determines the course of our life; whether we will live with fear and anger or acceptance and joy.

We compiled Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul to help readers overcome the obstacles in their daily lives, whether they’re dealing with an emotional loss, battling an illness, experiencing the ups and downs of pursuing a lifelong dream, or trying to make themselves a better person.

From the humorous to the heroic, from the extraordinary to the everyday, each story emphasizes victory in spite of the odds. For instance, you’ll share in the triumph of a determined climber who scaled one of the world’s most challenging mountains despite being blind; a middle-aged woman who took a chance on a new career and became an award-winning columnist; a little girl with a stuttering problem who found her voice at a school pageant; and a young mother who was suddenly paralyzed but chose to embrace the positive over pity.

With each turn of the page in chapters like Taking the Challenge and Living Your Dream, you’ll find yourself amazed at how others have taken risks and kept their faith even when others told them, “It can’t be done!”

The chapters on Attitude and A Matter of Perspective will show you how to view life through hopeful eyes—to see a hurdle as a possible stepping stone to something great—and to appreciate the things you have.

You’ll come to realize the priceless value of unconditional support by reading The Power of Love and The Power of Support. We hope these stories encourage you to reach out to others when you need help and to open your heart to someone who needs a shoulder on which to lean.

And finally, Eclectic Wisdom proves that many times obstacles are our best teachers: They shine a light on our strengths; remind us of the areas we need to improve; show us to have faith in ourselves; and force us to accept things that are beyond our control.

We offer this book as a gift to you. We hope you find it an instrument of strength and a constant reminder that you do have the power to achieve your dreams.
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[EDITORS’ NOTE: John Callahan’s sense of humor is shaped in part by his being a quadriplegic, but also by his being an adopted child, having been educated in Catholic schools, and being a recovered alcoholic.] 
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1
 TAKING THE
 CHALLENGE

A ship in port is safe, but this is not what ships are built for.

Grace Hopper 



My Mother’s Greatest Gift

Optimism is a cheerful frame of mind that enables a tea kettle to sing though it’s in hot water up to its nose.

Anonymous 

I was ten years old when my mother was left paralyzed by a spinal tumor. Prior to that, she had been a vital, vibrant woman—active to an extent most people found astonishing. Even as a small child, I was awed by her accomplishments and beauty. But at thirty-one, her life changed. And so did mine.

Overnight, it seemed, she was flat on her back, confined to a hospital bed. A benign tumor had incapacitated her, but I was too young to comprehend the irony of the word “benign,” for she was never to be the same.

I still have vivid images of her before the paralysis. She had always been gregarious and entertained frequently. She often spent hours preparing hors d’oeuvres and filling the house with flowers, which we picked fresh from the gardens that she kept in the side yard. She would get out the popular music of that era and rearrange the furniture to make room for friends to abandon themselves to dance. In fact, it was Mother who loved to dance most of all.

Mesmerized, I watched her dress for the evening’s festivities. Even today, I remember our favorite dress, with its black skirt and midnight-lace bodice, the perfect foil for her blond hair. I was as thrilled as she the day she brought home black lace high-heeled pumps, and that night my mother surely was the most beautiful woman in the world. 

She could do anything, I believed, whether it was play tennis (she won tournaments in college) or sew (she made all our clothes) or take photographs (she won a national contest) or write (she was a newspaper columnist) or cook (especially Spanish dishes for my father).

Now, although she could do none of these things, she faced her illness with the same enthusiasm she had brought to everything else.

Words like “handicapped” and “physical therapy” became part of a strange new world we entered together, and the child’s rubber balls she struggled to squeeze assumed a mystique that they had never before possessed. Gradually, I began to help take care of the mother who had always taken care of me. I learned to care for my own hair—and hers. Eventually, it became routine to wheel her into the kitchen, where she instructed me in the art of peeling carrots and potatoes and how to rub down a good beef roast with fresh garlic and salt and chunks of butter.

When, for the first time, I heard talk of a cane, I objected: “I don’t want my pretty mother to use a cane.” But all she said was, “Wouldn’t you rather have me walk with a cane than not walk at all?”

Every accomplishment was a milestone for us both: the electric typewriter, the car with power steering and brakes, her return to college, where she earned a master’s degree in special education.

She learned everything she could about the disabled and eventually founded an activist support group called The Handicappers. One day, without saying much beforehand, she took me and my brothers to a Handicappers meeting. I had never seen so many people with so many disabilities. I returned home, silently introspective, thinking how fortunate we really were. She took us many other times after that and, eventually, the sight of a man or woman without legs or arms no longer shocked us. My mother also introduced us to victims of cerebral palsy, stressing that most of them were as bright as we were—maybe brighter. And she taught us to communicate with the mentally retarded, pointing our how much more affectionate they often were compared to “normal” people. Throughout all of this, my father remained loving and supportive.

When I was eleven, Mother told me she and Daddy were going to have a baby. Much later, I learned that her doctors had urged her to have a therapeutic abortion—an option she vehemently resisted. Soon, we were mothers together, as I became a surrogate mom to my sister, Mary Therese. In no time at all, I learned to change diapers, bathe and feed her. Though Mother maintained maternal discipline, for me it was a giant step beyond playing with dolls.

One moment stands out even today: the time Mary Therese, then two, fell and skinned her knee, burst into tears and ran past my mother’s outstretched arms into mine. Too late, I glimpsed the flicker of hurt on Mother’s face, but all she said was, “It’s natural that she should run to you, because you take such good care of her.”

Because my mother accepted her condition with such optimism, I rarely felt sad or resentful about it. But I will never forget the day my complacency was shattered. Long after the image of my mother in stiletto heels had receded from my consciousness, there was a party at our house. I was a teenager by then, and as I saw my smiling mother sitting on the sidelines, watching her friends dance, I was struck by the cruel irony of her physical limitations. Suddenly, I was transported back to the days of my early childhood, and the vision of my radiant, dancing mother was before me again.

I wondered whether Mother remembered, too. Spontaneously, I moved toward her, and then I saw that, though she was smiling, her eyes were brimming with tears. I rushed out of the room and into my bedroom, buried my face in my pillow and wept copious tears—all the tears she’d never shed. For the first time, I raged against God and at life and its injustices to my mother.

The memory of my mother’s glistening smile stayed with me. From that moment, I viewed her ability to overcome the loss of so many former pursuits and her drive to look forward—things I had taken for granted—as a great mystery and a powerful inspiration.

When I was grown and entered the field of corrections, Mother became interested in working with prisoners. She called the penitentiary and asked to teach creative writing to inmates. I recall how they crowded around her whenever she arrived and seemed to cling to every word, as I had as a child.

Even when she no longer could go out to the prison, she corresponded frequently with several inmates.

One day, she asked me to mail a letter to one prisoner, Waymon. I asked if I could read it first, and she agreed, little realizing, I think, what a revelation it would be to me. It read:

Dear Waymon, 
  I want you to know that I have been thinking about you often since receiving your letter. You mentioned how difficult it is to be locked behind bars, and my heart goes out to you. But when you said that I couldn’t imagine what it is like to be in prison, I felt impelled to tell you that you are mistaken.

  There are different kinds of freedom, Waymon, different kinds of prison. Sometimes, our prisons are self-imposed.

  When, at the age of thirty-one, I awoke one day to find that I was completely paralyzed, I felt trapped— overwhelmed by a sense of being imprisoned in a body that would no longer allow me to run through a meadow or dance or carry my child in my arms.

  For a long time I lay there, struggling to come to terms with my infirmity, trying not to succumb to self-pity. I asked myself whether, in fact, life was worth living under such conditions, whether it might not be better to die.

  I thought about this concept of imprisonment, because it seemed to me that I had lost everything in life that mattered. I was near despair.

  But then, one day it occurred to me that, in fact, there were still some options open to me and that I had the freedom to choose among them. Would I smile when I saw my children again or would I weep? Would I rail against God—or would I ask Him to strengthen my faith?

  In other words, what would I do with the free will He had given me—and which was still mine?

  I made a decision to strive, as long as I was alive, to live as fully as I could, to seek to turn my seemingly negative experiences into positive experiences, to look for ways to transcend my physical limitations by expanding my mental and spiritual boundaries. I could choose to be a positive role model for my children, or I could wither and die, emotionally as well as physically.

  There are many kinds of freedom, Waymon. When we lose one kind of freedom, we simply must look for another.

  You and I are blessed with the freedom to choose among good books, which ones we’ll read, which ones we’ll set aside.

  You can look at your bars, or you can look through them. You can be a role model for younger inmates, or you can mix with the troublemakers. You can love God and seek to know Him, or you can turn your back on Him.

  To some extent, Waymon, we are in this thing together.

By the time I finished Waymon’s letter, my vision was blurred by tears. Yet for the first time I saw my mother with greater clarity.

And I understood her.

Marie Ragghianti 
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The Ugliest Cat in the World

Weakness of character is the only defect which cannot be amended.

Francóis de La Róchefoucald 

The first time I ever saw Smoky, she was on fire! My three children and I had arrived at the dump outside our Arizona desert town to burn the weekly trash. As we approached the smoldering pit, we heard the most mournful cries of a cat entombed in the smoking rubble.

Suddenly a large cardboard box, which had been wired shut, burst into flames and exploded. With a long, piercing meow, the animal imprisoned within shot into the air like a flaming rocket and dropped into the ash-filled crater.

“Oh, Mama, do something!” three-year-old Jaymee cried as she and Becky, age six, leaned over the smoking hole.

“It can’t possibly still be alive,” said Scott, fourteen. But the ashes moved, and a tiny kitten, charred almost beyond recognition, miraculously struggled to the surface and crawled toward us in agony.

“I’ll get her!” Scott yelled. As my son stood knee-deep in ashes and wrapped the kitten in my bandanna, I wondered why it didn’t cry from the added pain. Later we learned we had heard its last meow only moments before.

Back at our ranch, we were doctoring the kitten when my husband, Bill, came in, weary from a long day of fence-mending.

“Daddy! We found a burned-up kitty,” Jaymee announced. 

When he saw our patient, that familiar “Oh, no, not again!” look crossed his face. This wasn’t the first time we had greeted him with an injured animal. Though Bill always grumbled, he couldn’t bear to see any living creature suffer. So he helped by building cages, perches, pens and splints for the skunks, rabbits and birds we brought home. This was different, however. This was a cat. And Bill, very definitely, did not like cats.

What’s more, this was no ordinary cat. Where fur had been, blisters and a sticky black gum remained. Her ears were gone. Her tail was cooked to the bone. Gone were the claws that would have snatched some unsuspecting mouse. Gone were the little paw pads that would have left telltale tracks on the hoods of our dusty cars and trucks. Nothing that resembled a cat was left—except for two huge cobalt-blue eyes begging for help.

What could we do?

Suddenly I remembered our aloe vera plant and its supposed healing power on burns. So we peeled the leaves, swathed the kitten in slimy aloe strips and gauze bandages, and placed her in Jaymee’s Easter basket. All we could see was her tiny face, like a butterfly waiting to emerge from its silk cocoon.

Her tongue was severely burned, and the inside of her mouth was so blistered that she couldn’t lap, so we fed her milk and water with an eyedropper. After a while, she began eating by herself.

We named the kitten Smoky.

Three weeks later, the aloe plant was bare. Now we coated Smoky with a salve that turned her body a curious shade of green. Her tail dropped off. Not a hair remained—but the children and I adored her.

Bill didn’t. And Smoky despised him. The reason? He was a pipe smoker armed with matches and butane lighters that flashed and burned. Every time he lit up, Smoky panicked, knocking over his coffee cup and lamps before fleeing into the open air duct in the spare bedroom.

“Can’t I have any peace around here?” he’d groan.

In time, Smoky became more tolerant of the pipe and its owner. She’d lie on the sofa and glare at Bill as he puffed away. One day he looked at me and chuckled, “Damn cat makes me feel guilty.”

By the end of her first year, Smoky resembled a well-used welding glove. Scott was famous among his friends for owning the ugliest pet in the country—probably, the world.

Slowly, oddly, Bill became the one Smoky cared for the most. And before long, I noticed a change in him. He rarely smoked in the house now, and one winter night, to my astonishment, I found him sitting in his chair with the leathery little cat curled up on his lap. Before I could comment, he mumbled a curt, “She’s probably cold—no fur, you know.”

But Smoky, I reminded myself, liked the touch of cold. Didn’t she sleep in front of air ducts and on the cold Mexican-tile floor?

Perhaps Bill was starting to like this strange-looking animal just a bit.

Not everyone shared our feelings for Smoky, especially those who had never seen her. Rumors reached a group of self-appointed animal protectors, and one day one of them arrived at our door.

“I’ve had numerous calls and letters from so many people,” the woman said. “They are concerned about a poor little burned-up cat you have in your house. They say,” her voice dropped an octave, “she’s suffering. Perhaps it should be put out of its misery?”

I was furious. Bill was even more so. “Burned she was,” he said, “but suffering? Look for yourself!”

“Here, kitty,” I called. No Smoky. “She’s probably hiding,” I said, but our guest didn’t answer. When I turned and looked at her, the woman’s skin was gray, her mouth hung open and two fingers pointed.

Magnified tenfold in all her naked splendor, Smoky glowered at our visitor from her hiding place behind our 150-gallon aquarium. Instead of the “poor little burned-up suffering creature” the woman expected to see, tyrannosaurus Smoky leered at her through the green aquatic haze. Her open jaws exposed saber-like fangs that glinted menacingly in the neon light. Moments later the woman hurried out the door—smiling now, a little embarrassed and greatly relieved.

During Smoky’s second year, a miraculous thing happened. She began growing fur. Tiny white hairs, softer and finer than the down on a chick, gradually grew over three inches long, transforming our ugly little cat into a wispy puff of smoke.

Bill continued to enjoy her company, though the two made an incongruous pair—the big weather-worn rancher driving around with an unlit pipe clenched between his teeth, accompanied by the tiny white ball of fluff. When he got out of the truck to check the cattle, he left the air conditioner on maximum-cold for her comfort. Her blue eyes watered, the pink nose ran, but she sat there, unblinking, in ecstasy. Other times, he picked her up, and holding her close against his denim jacket, took her along.

Smoky was three years old on the day she went with Bill to look for a missing calf. Searching for hours, he left the truck door open whenever he got out to look. The pastures were parched and crisp with dried grasses and tumbleweed. A storm loomed on the horizon, and still no calf. Discouraged, without thinking, Bill reached into his pocket for his lighter and spun the wheel. A spark shot to the ground and, in seconds, the field was on fire.

Frantic, Bill didn’t think about the cat. Only after the fire was under control and the calf found did he return home and remember.

“Smoky!” he cried. “She must have jumped out of the truck! Did she come home?”

No. And we knew she’d never find her way home from two miles away. To make matters worse, it had started to rain—so hard we couldn’t go out to look for her.

Bill was distraught, blaming himself. We spent the next day searching, wishing she could meow for help, and knowing she’d be helpless against predators. It was no use.

Two weeks later, Smoky still wasn’t home. We were afraid she was dead by now, for the rainy season had begun, and the hawks, wolves and coyotes had families to feed.

Then came the biggest rainstorm our region had experienced in fifty years. By morning, flood waters stretched for miles, marooning wildlife and cattle on scattered islands of higher ground. Frightened rabbits, raccoons, squirrels and desert rats waited for the water to subside, while Bill and Scott waded knee-deep, carrying bawling calves back to their mamas and safety.

The girls and I were watching intently when suddenly Jaymee shouted, “Daddy! There’s a poor little rabbit over there. Can you get it? “there. Can you get it? “


Bill waded to the spot where the animal lay, but when he reached out to help the tiny creature, it seemed to shrink back in fear. “I don’t believe it,” Bill cried. “It’s Smoky!” His voice broke. “Little Smoky!”

My eyes ached with tears when that pathetic little cat crawled into the outstretched hands of the man she had grown to love. He pressed her shivering body to his chest, talked to her softly, and gently wiped the mud from her face. All the while her blue eyes fastened on his with unspoken understanding. He was forgiven.

Smoky came home again. The patience she showed as we shampooed her astounded us. We fed her scrambled eggs and ice cream, and to our joy she seemed to get well. 

But Smoky had never really been strong. One morning when she was barely four years old, we found her limp in Bill’s chair. Her heart had simply stopped.

As I wrapped her tiny body in one of Bill’s red neckerchiefs and placed her in a child’s shoe box, I thought about the many things our precious Smoky had taught us—things about trust, affection and struggling against the odds when everything says you can’t win. She reminded us that it’s not what’s outside that counts—it’s what’s inside, deep in our hearts.

Penny Porter 



Small Soldiers

I intended to move my troops to a better location, not into the line of fire. As a twenty-seven-year-old single mother of four children, I tended to think of myself as a fearless leader of my brood. And, in fact, our life often reflected the austere setting of boot camp. The five of us were crammed into close quarters—a two-bedroom apartment in New Jersey—and we lived a life of self-deprived discipline. I couldn’t afford any of the niceties and luxuries other parents did, and aside from my mother, none of the rest of our family was involved in the kids’ lives at all.

That left me as commander in chief. Many nights, I lay awake on my bed, planning strategies to get more things for my children. Though my children never complained about what they lacked and seemed to bask in my love, I was continually on the alert for ways to improve their simple lives. When I found a five-bedroom apartment in a three-story house—the second and third stories belonging completely to us—I leapt at the opportunity. At last, we could spread out. The home even had a big backyard.

The landlord promised to have everything fixed up for us in a month. I agreed on the repairs, paid her in cash for the first month’s rent and the same in security, and hurried home to inform my troops we were moving out. They were excited, and we all camped on my bed that night, planning what we’d do to the new home.

The next morning, I gave notice to my current landlord and started packing. We loaded our boxes with the precision of a well-oiled machine. It warmed my heart to see the troops in action.

And then I realized my strategic error. I had no keys to the new house in hand, and when day after day of unreturned phone calls and fruitless searches produced no access to the house, I began to panic. I did some espionage work and called the utility company. They told me someone else had just requested new service for the same address. I’d been duped.

With a heavy heart, I looked at my children’s expectant faces and tried to find the words to tell them the bad news. They took it staunchly, though I fought back tears of disappointment.

Already feeling defeated, I faced even worse obstacles. Our lease was now up on our current apartment. I couldn’t afford rent on a new place because I’d paid so much for the house. My mother wanted to help, but children were not allowed in her small apartment. Desperate, I asked a fellow veteran fighter to help: a single mother of five who was struggling as much as I. She tried her best to be hospitable, but nine kids in four rooms. . . . Well, you get the picture.

After three weeks, we were all mutinous. We had to get out. I had no options left, no new orders to follow. We were on the run. I stored our furniture, stuffed our winter clothes in the back of our yellow Escort, and informed my small soldiers that we had nowhere to camp for the present time except in our car.

My sons, six and ten, met my gaze and listened intently. “Why can’t we stay at Grandma’s?” my oldest asked. That question was followed by several suggestions of others we should be able to stay with. In each case, I had to tell them the harsh truth. “People have their own lives, Honey. We have to handle this on our own. We can do this.” But if my bravado appeased them, it didn’t fool me. I needed strength. Where could I get help?

Knowing it was time to turn in for the night, I gathered up my troops, and we marched to the car. The children were calm and compliant, but my thoughts were engaged in fierce warfare. Should I do this to them? What else could I do?

Unexpectedly, it was my own troops who gave me the strength I needed. As we lived in our car for the next four weeks, showering at my mother’s in the mornings and eating at fast-food joints, the kids seemed to enjoy the odd routine. They never missed a day of school, never complained and never questioned my judgment. They were so certain of their commander’s wisdom that even I began to feel courageous. We could manage this! We parked in a different spot each night, well-lighted areas near apartment buildings. When the nights grew cold, the kids cuddled in the back seat that folded down into a bed, sharing body heat and blankets. I sat in the front, keeping watch between dozes and starting the motor every so often to run the heat.

When I had earned enough to afford rent someplace, I couldn’t find any apartments that would accept four children, so we checked into a hotel. It was like being on a fantastic furlough. We were thrilled, reveling in the heat, the beds, the safety. We sneaked in our rations to cook and learned to prepare savory meals with a two-burner hot plate. We cooled dairy items in the bathtub. (Hotels have lots of ice.)

Finally, many months later, the landlord of the promised house sent me a money order refunding all that was due me, with many apologies. I used the money to find us an apartment.

That was thirteen years ago. I’m sharing command now with a husband, and we keep our children in a wonderfully large house. Every morning, when I run the inspection on my troops—taller now, looking at me eye to eye—I think back on the horrible enemy of desperation that we fought and defeated together. And then I thank God for my small soldiers: a courageous, tough little crew who never stumbled in their frightening march. Their bravery was the stuff of the greatest of heroes.

Rachel Berry 



CALVIN AND H0BBES By Bill Watterson
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Journey Out of Silence

Nothing can stop the man with the right mental attitude from achieving his goal; and nothing on earth can help the man with the wrong mental attitude.

Thomas Jefferson 

My adventure began in October 1966, when Miss Neff, my occupational therapist, took me into her stale, windowless room. She was a thirty-year-old woman barely above five feet tall, but she could make a student who was labeled as uncooperative at the Dr. J. P. Lord School for the Physically Handicapped tremble in his wheelchair with fear. As one of them, I was scared to death when she came to get me for an unscheduled visit.

Then, I was labeled a horrible little boy who wouldn’t do what his therapist told him to do. I seemed rebellious because I was so uncoordinated: Even after years of physical, speech and occupational therapy, I still could not walk, talk or use my hands.

Sometimes I asked myself, Why should I make the effort? As Miss Neff told my parents, “We always try to do what we’ve done in other, similar situations, and if that doesn’t work, we look for something new.” But nothing—old or new—was working for me.

There I was, at any rate, being pushed by Miss Neff into her office when it wasn’t even time for my therapy. I was petrified! What had I done wrong this time? Had they finally given up on me? Was I getting kicked out of school? I felt like Daniel wheeling into a stuffy lions’ den.

Miss Neff parked me in front of her steel teacher’s desk, then she sat in her armless chair behind it. Instead of scolding me, as I had anticipated, she showed me some mimeographed diagrams of what looked like a large but poorly shaped slingshot that was rounded at the fork. It looked ridiculous to me. Then she showed me another diagram of a kid typing with this contraption on his head.

During that year’s teachers’ convention, Miss Neff— along with the school’s speech therapist, physical therapist and Mrs. Clanton, my new classroom teacher—attended another special school that was in Iowa City. At that school, they saw a student using a headstick to type his schoolwork.

“This is a headstick,” she said sternly. “It is not a toy or a weapon. We think that you will be able to use it if you want to, but it will be very hard work. And if I ever see you using it to poke somebody, I’ll take it away from you and set it on this desk. Understand?”

I nodded stiffly.

“Now,” she continued, “at the next PTA meeting, I will give your mother some directions for exercises to strengthen your neck. I suggest that you do them at home every day. I also suggest that you do them in the morning when you are fresh. It will be tiresome work, but you just might be able to do it.”

After Miss Neff lectured me, Mrs. Clanton who, unlike all my therapists, had not witnessed my many failures said simply, “I think you can do it. Do you?”

I nodded. My journey from solitary confinement had begun. Every day I did my neck exercises before going to school. After a family friend crafted me a homemade headstick to use, I practiced using it at school to turn the pages of a spiral-bound book; to point to words on an elaborate language board made by my speech therapist, and, of course, to do those lovely neck exercises. I cannot give you a day-by-day description of my first real taste of success. It was like a dream. Up until this adventure with the headstick, everything the therapist had tried on me had not worked because I was so uncoordinated that I gave up in frustration. But this was different.

Mrs. Clanton believed in me. If she’d said I could fly, I would have jumped off the Empire State Building without any reservations and flapped my spindly arms until I splattered on the sidewalk. She was a friend as well as a teacher. I still remember how she played baseball with my class to make up for an extremely dull recreation hour when we had to sit through an inaudible play. So I worked hard to please her, not minding the very few disappointments of this project.

My teacher and therapists thought that I was intelligent because they watched my eyes and facial expressions during my lessons. But as Mrs. Clanton told my parents, “We have no way of testing his knowledge of each of his subjects.”

The climax of this successful adventure came when Miss Neff put me in a straight-backed wooden chair with arms. She tied me in because I couldn’t balance on my own. She put the band with a stylus attached to it on my head. Then she pushed me up to an ancient black typewriter. I swear that typewriter was used by Thomas Edison. In fact, I thought then that he had made it himself, and still do!

Miss Neff told me to turn the old clunker on. To our surprise I did—quickly! She told me to type my name. I did. She told me to type the alphabet. I did! By this time, the speech therapist, the physical therapist and Mrs. Clanton had been called into the occupational therapy room to share in my victory over silence.

The people who were crowded into that stale, windowless OT room thought that my communication had gotten the best that it could have gotten. We were so wrong. Throughout the years my ability to communicate has been enriched and augmented by the computer age.

Although this adventure may be small compared with climbing Mount Everest or sailing the ocean on a raft, it was just as important. Through it God enabled me to conquer higher mountains and sail wider seas, now that he had helped me break the bounds of silence that held me for eleven years.

William L. Rush 



The Flight of the Red-Tail

When faced with a challenge, look for a way, not a way out.

David L. Weatherford 

The hawk hung from the sky as though suspended from an invisible web, its powerful wings outstretched and motionless. It was like watching a magic show until—suddenly— the spell was shattered by a shotgun blast from the car behind us.

Startled, I lost control of my pickup. It careened wildly, sliding sideways across the gravel shoulder until we stopped inches short of a barbed-wire fence. My heart pounded as a car raced past us, the steel muzzle of a gun sticking out the window, but I will never forget the gleeful smile on the face of the boy who’d pulled that trigger.

“Geez, Mom. That scared me!” Scott, fourteen, sat beside me. “I thought he was shooting at us! But look! He shot that hawk!”

While driving back to the ranch from Tucson along Arizona’s Interstate 10, we had been marveling at a magnificent pair of red-tailed hawks swooping low over the Sonoran Desert. Cavorting and diving at breathtaking speeds over the yucca and cholla cacti, the beautiful birds mirrored each other in flight.

Suddenly, one hawk changed its course and soared skyward, where it hovered for an instant over the interstate as though challenging its mate to join in the fun. But the blast from the gun put an end to their play, converting the moment into an explosion of feathers dashed against the red and orange sunset.

Horrified we watched the red-tail spiral earthward, jerking and spinning straight into the path of an oncoming eighteen-wheeler. Air brakes screeched. But it was too late. The truck struck the bird, hurling it onto the median strip.

Scott and I jumped from the pickup and ran to the spot where the stricken bird lay. Because of the hawk’s size, we decided it was probably a male. He was on his back, a shattered wing doubled beneath him, the powerful beak open, and round, yellow eyes wide with pain and fear. The talons on his left leg had been ripped off. And where the brilliant fan of tail feathers had once gleamed like a kite of burnished copper against the southwestern sky, only one red feather remained.

“We gotta do something, Mom,” said Scott.

“Yes,” I murmured. “We’ve got to take him home.”

For once I was glad Scott was in style with the black leather jacket he loved because when he reached for him, the terrified hawk lashed out with his one remaining weapon: a hooked beak as sharp as an ice pick. To protect himself, Scott threw the jacket over the bird, wrapped him firmly and carried him to the pickup. When I reached for the keys still hanging in the ignition, the sadness of the moment doubled. From somewhere high in the darkening sky, we heard the plaintive, high-pitched cries of the other hawk.

“What will that one do now, Mom?” Scott asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered softly. “I’ve always heard they mate for life.”

At the ranch we tackled our first problem: restraining the flailing hawk without getting hurt ourselves. Wearing welding gloves, we laid him on some straw inside an orange crate and slid the slats over his back.

Once the bird was immobilized we removed splinters of bone from his shattered wing, and then tried bending the wing where the main joint had been. It would only fold halfway. Through all this pain, the hawk never moved. The only sign of life was an occasional rising of the third lid over the fear-glazed eyes.

Wondering what to do next, I telephoned the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. When I described the plight of the red-tail, the curator was sympathetic. “I know you mean well,” he said, “but euthanasia is the kindest thing.” 

“You mean destroy him?” I asked, leaning down and gently stroking the auburn-feathered bird secured in the wooden crate on my kitchen floor.

“He’ll never fly again with a wing that badly injured,” he explained. “He’ll starve to death. Hawks need their claws as well as their beaks to tear up food. I’m really sorry.”

As I hung up, I knew he was right.

“But the hawk hasn’t even had a chance to fight,” Scott argued.

Fight for what? I wondered. To huddle in a cage? Never to fly again?

Suddenly, with the blind faith of youth, Scott made the decision for us. “Maybe, by some miracle, he’ll fly again someday,” he said. “Isn’t it worth a try?”

For three weeks the bird never moved, ate or drank. We forced water into his beak with a hypodermic syringe, but the pathetic creature just lay there staring, unblinking, scarcely breathing. Then came the morning when the eyes of the red-tail were closed.

“Mom, he’s . . . dead!” Scott pressed his fingers beneath the matted feathers. I knew he was searching, praying for a heartbeat, and the memory of a speeding car and a smiling boy with a gun in his hands returned to haunt me.

“Maybe some whiskey,” I said. It was a last resort, a technique we had used before to coax an animal to breathe. We pried open the beak and poured a teaspoon of the liquid down the hawk’s throat. Instantly his eyes flew open, and his head fell into the water bowl in the cage.

“Look at him, Mom! He’s drinking!” Scott said, with tears sparkling in his eyes.

By nightfall the hawk had eaten several strips of roundsteak dredged in sand to ease digestion. The next day, his hands still shielded in welding gloves, Scott removed the bird from the crate and carefully wrapped his good claw around a fireplace log where he teetered and swayed until the talons locked in. As Scott let go of the bird, the good wing flexed slowly into flight position, but the other was rigid, protruding from its shoulder like a boomerang. We held our breath until the hawk stood erect.

The creature watched every move we made, but the look of fear was gone. He was going to live. Now, would he learn to trust us?

With Scott’s permission, his three-year-old sister, Becky, named our visitor Hawkins. We put him in a chainlink dog-run ten feet high and open at the top. There he’d be safe from bobcats, coyotes, raccoons and lobos. In one corner of the pen, we mounted a manzanita limb four inches from the ground. A prisoner of his injuries, the crippled bird perched there day and night, staring at the sky, watching, listening, waiting.

As fall slipped into winter, Hawkins began molting. Despite a diet of meat, lettuce, cheese and eggs, he lost most of his neck feathers. More fell from his breast, back and wings, revealing scattered squares of soft down. Pretty soon he looked like a baldheaded old man huddled in a patchwork quilt.

“Maybe some vitamins will help,” said Scott. “I’d hate to see him lose that one red tail feather. He looks kinda funny as it is.”

The vitamins seemed to help. A luster appeared on the wing feathers, and we imagined a glimmer on that tail feather, too.

In time, Hawkins’s growing trust blossomed into affection. We delighted in spoiling him with treats like bologna and beef jerky soaked in sugar water. Soon, the hawk— whose beak was powerful enough to snap the leg bone of a jackrabbit or crush the skull of a desert rat—had mastered the touch of a butterfly. Becky fed him with her bare fingers. 

Hawkins loved playing games. His favorite was tug-of-war. With an old sock gripped tightly in his beak and one of us pulling on the other end, he always won, refusing to let go, even when Scott lifted him into the air and swung him around like a bolo. Becky’s favorite game was ring-around-the-rosy. She and I held hands and circled Hawkins’s pen, while his eyes followed until his head turned 180 degrees. He was actually looking at us backward!
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