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Introduction


Whenever we condemn, we cloak the world in pain.

~Hugh Prather



I’ve read tens of thousands of personal, revealing stories from our writers during the twelve years I’ve been doing this job, and I’ve come to understand that forgiveness is an essential key to happiness. Why is forgiveness so important? It’s because of the emotional weight we carry when we don’t forgive.

I always think of those resentments and disappointments that we carry in our hearts as if they were sewn onto a heavy cloak. Imagine that cloak is covered with your collection of bad experiences, and you feel it pressing down on your shoulders as you try to move through life.

Now imagine that you’ve shrugged it off and that cloak has fallen behind you. It’s lying on the ground, with all those bad things attached to it, but you’re light and free and you’re walking away from that heavy garment, moving forward toward the rest of your life. You’ve left the past in the past — where it belongs — and now you have a bright, warm, welcoming road ahead of you.

Lynn Sunday describes that process in her story, “You Take Him with You.” She was so angry with her ex-husband that she felt her blood pressure shoot up every time she thought about him. She thought about him too often and talked about him all the time. Finally, her best friend said, “You might as well still be married to the man. You take him with you wherever you go.”

That’s when Lynn realized that the only person she was hurting was herself. There she was, living in a prison of her own making through her anger, and yet the man she resented was happily living his new life. That happens all the time; we realize that we hurt only ourselves through holding on to resentment and anger, while the other party — the person we think is in the wrong — is blissfully unaware of the whole situation!

Lynn decided to forgive the father of her sons. She says, “I felt light and buoyant, as though an emotional weight had been lifted off me… Nothing really changed except me, but that seems to have made a world of difference in my life.”

Lynn finally moved forward, without her ex constantly invading her thoughts. But we have plenty of stories in which forgiveness brought people back together, too. I bet you’ll say “What took you so long?” when you read them.

In “There for Each Other” Lauren Magliaro describes how her father and his younger brother were estranged for many years, not even talking to each other when they attended family functions. But when Lauren’s father was hospitalized with a life-threatening brain aneurysm, his brother showed up to help, and whatever had transpired between them was put in the past. Lauren’s father recovered, and the two brothers enjoyed twenty more years together, which was not only life-changing for them but for their families.

One of the best ways to find forgiveness is to put yourself in the other person’s shoes and try to understand his or her motivation and circumstances. In the story “No Fault,” Christy Heitger-Ewing tells us that her mother tried to commit suicide by taking pills. She was saved, and the family rallied around her to help her. When she did it again six weeks later, and succeeded, Christy felt abandoned. How could her mother deliberately leave her?

Christy says, “For several months, I remained steadfast in my righteous indignation… Then one night I saw a news segment on suicide that caused me to re-evaluate Mom’s actions. Up until this point, I’d been drowning so deep in my own grief that all I could see was how Mom’s death affected me. I hadn’t stopped to consider what she must have been feeling.”

She began attending a support group and came to realize that her mother was in agonizing emotional pain and that it wasn’t her fault that she died. As Christy sees it, “She didn’t choose to become afflicted by a chemical imbalance that messed up her brain any more than a cancer patient signs on to have cancer cells ravage her body.” Christy was able to stop feeling hurt and instead feel gratitude for the forty-six years that she had with her mother.

We have lots of stories about parents in this book—parents who disappointed their children in some way. It’s not easy being a parent and we’re not perfect, so there are bound to be misunderstandings. Paul Lyons wrote his story, “Pop,” about how he misinterpreted his father’s guidance and support as criticism many times. It was only when Paul grew up that he realized his father was actually trying to compliment and encourage him. Paul was one of seven sons, and his father did his best. Sometimes his backhanded compliments came across as insults, especially to a sensitive teenager. And sometimes his attempts to guide his seven sons — a difficult job — were heavy-handed. Paul eventually understood that his father always had the best of intentions.

And that’s when Paul decided that as much as he wanted his father to apologize, so too did Paul need to apologize to his father, for being so angry with him for all those years. Paul says, “I began seeing past the slights I kept collecting to realize that this man — a stranger to me for so many years — was my biggest ally. Dad was never against me; the world was not against me. My world was dark because I kept turning out the light.”

Paul apologized to his father and then needed to forgive himself as well. There is a Chinese proverb that says, “Gold cannot be pure, and people cannot be perfect.” Many of us are quick to forgive other people, but we are hard on ourselves. And that’s another topic in our book: self-forgiveness. I’ve always thought there was something rather illogical about excusing other people’s transgressions but holding yourself to a higher standard and deeming yourself unworthy of forgiveness. You’ll read more about this in our book — the importance of giving yourself the same benefit of the doubt that you would give to someone else.

Giving each other the benefit of the doubt is a key theme in the book. So many disputes can be avoided when we don’t expect each other to be perfect, and when we don’t hold onto the past. As you read the stories in this collection, you’ll go deep inside the lives of people who came back from everyday disputes, disappointing family relationships, and terrible transgressions — abuse, deliberate malfeasance, and even murder. They describe how they were able to put even the worst experiences behind them so they could climb out of their dark holes, shed those heavy cloaks of anger and resentment, and stride forward unencumbered on the road to a bright future.

Basically, if you stay angry you create more anger, and you carry it with you. Imagine walking around with that little bit of anger inside you at all times. Isn’t it obvious that bit of anger would color all your experiences and somehow throw a shadow over all your interactions with people? No one likes hanging out with someone who is negative. It’s not fun, and it feels bad.

We aim to help you find that open road and that joy in living again. I know that all of us are better people as a result of working on this book, and I hope you’ll find it as life-changing as we did. So dive in and shed that heavy cloak as you meet all the wonderful role models in these pages.

— Amy Newmark —

Editor-in-Chief and Publisher

Chicken Soup for the Soul

August 13, 2019
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There’s no other love like the love for a brother. There’s no other love like the love from a brother.

~Astrid Alauda



My father is funny, smart, hardworking and loving. He taught me to drive, throw a baseball, and fish. One other thing my dad’s good at is holding a bit of a grudge. For most of my teen years, he didn’t speak to his younger brother, although they were at many family functions together.

I was never sure why my dad was so angry with my uncle in the first place. But they spent many Christmases, Thanksgivings and Easter Sundays seated at opposite ends of the table. It was simply something that we all accepted at the time.

When I was nineteen, I got a call in my college dorm that my dad was having serious medical problems. My mom and grandmother picked me up in the middle of the night so I could be there the next day when he was scheduled to transfer to a better hospital. I didn’t sleep that night, not a wink. I tossed, turned and was almost delirious when we arrived at the hospital early the next morning before the transfer.

That morning, as my mom and I walked down the hallway of the hospital, we could see straight into my dad’s room. A tall man wearing a stylish suit stood over my father’s bed with his back to us. Casually, my mom remarked how nice it was for the doctor to come by to see my dad so early in the morning. But through my sleepless fog, something about the scene struck me as odd. The man with his back to us was standing very quietly and still, looking down, but he was holding both of my dad’s hands in his own. Not typical doctor behavior.

I stopped cold in my tracks and whispered softly to my mom, “That’s not a doctor.” I knew right away it was my uncle. But, little did I know, I would continue to reflect on that quiet moment for decades. And it would be the beginning of something truly wonderful.

The hours and days that followed were some of the most trying of my young years. My dad had had a brain aneurysm and ended up in the hospital for quite a while. My uncle stayed with my mom and me the entire time. He forced me to eat, bringing me healthy snacks and making sure I actually ate them even though I had no appetite. He gave me his mobile phone, a novelty at the time, to check in with my best friend. He supported my mom as she tried to stay strong for me. Honestly, I don’t recall him leaving our side once through the entire ordeal. When I think back on those uncertain days, I remember two things: being scared, and my uncle by our side.

Thankfully, my dad pulled through beautifully. He didn’t even need surgery. Somehow, the brain aneurysm healed itself. I don’t have much medical knowledge, but it always seemed like a miracle. The other miracle was my father’s new relationship with his brother. He couldn’t hold a grudge anymore. Not only had my uncle helped him but he had helped my mom and me get through the hardest days of our life. It was the true definition of a clean slate.

After that, my dad and his brother became as close as can be. It was incredible to watch them get to know each other again, and become the best of friends. We got to know him, his wife, and his three amazing sons. Eventually, my dad even went to work for my uncle.

Years later, when I was pregnant with my son, my uncle offered me a job where I could work from home so that I wouldn’t have to leave my son in daycare. Being a stay-at-home mom was my dream come true, and he made it possible. It is still one of the greatest gifts anyone has ever given me.

Four years ago, my uncle died tragically at the age of fifty-eight. I can’t even put into words the great loss our family has experienced through his passing. Though devastated at the loss of his brother, my dad was there for my uncle’s wife and three grown sons, the same way my uncle had been there for me and my mom two decades earlier.

I miss my uncle every day, especially seeing him and my father together. They always reminded me of the importance of forgiveness, and that all things are possible with love. I’m thankful they had twenty good years together, and I’m so very grateful that I have this story to tell.

— Lauren Magliaro —
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Forget what hurt you, but never forget what it taught you.

~Shannon L. Alder



I could never forget fifth grade, the most miserable time in my school career. That was when Barb started bullying me, the shyest, quietest girl in the class.

“Bully Barb” began with small, annoying acts such as hiding my pencil case. Soon, she escalated into name-calling and other daily insults and torments. She managed to convince most of the class to tease me, too. Until then, I’d liked school and had been a good student. My teacher’s only complaint was that I didn’t participate in class, being too shy to raise my hand even when I knew the answer.

Now I dreaded going to school. I developed suspicious stomach-aches and other fictitious ailments. When my parents asked me what was going on, I admitted that Barb was bullying me.

They spoke to the teacher, who lectured the class about getting along with each other. For a while afterward, Barb bided her time. Then she sneakily started her bullying tactics again, and my misery returned.

In the last week of school before summer vacation, she did the worst thing ever. During morning recess, she crept up behind me and threw a handful of itching powder down my back. Feeling a sharp, burning pain, I couldn’t help screaming.

I marched back to the classroom, grabbed my schoolbag and took the bus home all by myself.

“What on earth happened?” my mother asked, shocked to see me coming home mid-morning.

“It’s that horrible girl, Barb! I’m never going back to that school again!” I sobbed furiously.

Wisely, my mother let me stay home for the last few days of school. After the summer vacation, she insisted that I be placed in a different sixth-grade classroom than Barb.

The next year, my father got a new job, and we moved to a different city.

Eventually, I grew up and became a teacher. I couldn’t forget Barb, and I watched for any signs of bullying in my classroom, especially when it came to the shy, quiet students.

As the years passed, a good friend who was a therapist suggested that I try to contact Barb and let her know what she’d done to me.

“Maybe she’ll ask you for forgiveness, maybe not. But then you might be able to move on,” she pointed out.

Thanks to our school’s alumni association, it was surprisingly easy to find my old nemesis. Barb was now living in an upscale town only ninety minutes away. I sent her an e-mail and asked if she remembered me. Her reply, which came quickly, astounded me.

Barb wrote in a very friendly tone. Of course, she remembered me, she said. She recalled that I was good at story writing and that my father, who came to pick me up from school, had a moustache.

It seemed unbelievable that, after all those years that I remembered Barb’s nastiness, she didn’t recall a single negative incident. In fact, she sounded as if she’d been my best friend!

Then she went on to tell me about her life. She and her mother had moved away when she was sixteen. There was no mention of her father at all. Was that why she remembered my father so clearly? Could it be that she’d been jealous of me? Was that the reason for her bullying? The idea seemed incredible. Barb had married, given birth to a daughter, and then divorced. For many years, she lived with her elderly mother, who passed away recently at the age of ninety. Barb was now growing accustomed to living alone.

Before contacting her, I wondered if Barb would admit to any of the terrible things she’d done to me. Would she ask for my forgiveness? Since she had no recollection of any of it, there could be no apology. Suddenly, my hostile feelings toward her disappeared. No longer did I feel the need to dredge up her malice in fifth grade.

All those years of resentment melted away like snow in the sunshine. Though Barb was totally unaware of it, I found myself forgiving her, feeling almost sorry for her. I realized then that my friend had given me the best advice. Finally, I felt free.

— Monica Anne Levin —
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We cannot destroy kindred: Our chains stretch a little sometimes, but they never break.

~Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné



Most of my childhood memories of my father include watching him as he sat at his desk, typing away on his typewriter for hours almost every night. He dreamed of publishing a novel. He worked tirelessly on it for years. It was a serious, unsentimental novel, much like my father, who was a serious, unsentimental man. Or so I thought.

Despite being fearful of my father, I could not help but be fascinated by his never-ending typing. Dad used his index fingers to type, and he typed very loudly. Peck, peck, peck emanated constantly from his corner of the family room.

Although I was a generally obedient child, I morphed into a teenage hellion. While I was busy rebelling against my overly protective parents, my father continued working on his novel. Between heated arguments, he and I ignored each other. Looking back, I believe this was how it had to be for us. During this time, I fell in love with the written word, but never shared this new passion with Dad. His peck, peck, peck was just background noise to me during those teenage years.

When I was twenty-two years old, my father and I had a monumental argument that led to my dramatic departure from his house. I refused to return for another four years. And during those four long years, I did not utter a single word to him.

While I was on this self-imposed sabbatical from my father, my career progressed nicely. My life appeared to be pleasant and stable. And yet, I often dreamed about my father, feeling melancholy and empty when I awoke. Eventually, my mother shared with me that he frequently cried in his sleep, fretting about my absence. Given that he was an outwardly unemotional man, I did not know how to react except with disbelief. I wanted to return to him, but he and I were worlds apart, at least in my mind. It seemed like we could not coexist peacefully.

Still, I was completely torn. Throughout my twenties, I did some extensive soul-searching. Finally, I had a stunning breakthrough: My father and I were actually the same! Both of us were strong-willed and proud and, most importantly, we missed each other dearly. I realized it wasn’t his job to be the person I wanted him to be. It was my job to love and accept the person he was. These epiphanies led to a miraculous and long-awaited reconciliation with Dad that shocked everyone. Our silent war was finally over after four emotionally excruciating years.

He never asked me why I drastically changed my attitude toward him. He just took me back into his open arms without asking for even a semblance of an explanation — just what one would expect a loving and forgiving father to do. To be honest, at the time, I didn’t know if he had forgiven me or I had forgiven him. But looking back, I realize that we had forgiven each other.

During the golden years of his life, we had a wonderful time together. Eventually, he started to talk to me about his novel. Peck, peck, peck became a newly comforting sound to my ears. But I still never talked to him about my love for writing. Mostly, I felt I had to “forget” about writing to pursue a more practical career. Or perhaps I feared I would never be as talented a writer as he was. After all, the last thing I wanted to do was to disappoint my father.

As I grew closer to Dad, I thought I knew everything there was to know about him. Little did I know about the surprise he would leave me.

When I was thirty-two, he passed away right before Father’s Day. After the funeral, I was organizing his belongings when I found a very old manuscript that I did not recognize. As I began to read it, I realized that it was an extremely romantic account about my mother, a love letter so to speak, written by my father! I was in shock as I read his beautiful words. Was the hopeless, sentimental romantic who wrote this letter actually my frequently stern, serious father? I could not believe it, and neither did anyone else.

My mother had little recollection of this letter, which led me to suspect that I was the first person to read it. It was as if my father had let me in on his life’s secret so that we could continue our relationship even after he had left. I missed him even more.

One of the biggest ironies of my life is that I understood my father better in death than I did when he was alive. The way I see it now, this love story between Dad and me happened exactly the way it was meant to. For most of my life, I didn’t really understand him, and when I was ready to truly know and appreciate him, he was gone. But in his absence, Dad left me a hidden treasure in the form of a romantic account, a love letter, about my mother so that I could discover the man that he was underneath.

Perhaps I was meant to find his letter later in life so that he could inspire me to write again. Dad passed away before realizing his dream of completing his novel. However, I know in my heart that he is sitting right next to me, finishing his novel as I type these very words. I can hear the peck, peck, peck — the sound of my father, the secret hopeless romantic.

As an aspiring screenwriter, I have been taught to tell my stories in the classic three-act structure of most films. When I look back at my relationship with my father, I realize that our relationship played out just like a classic tale of forgiveness. In Act 1, I misunderstood him. In Act 2, I fought him. But in Act 3, I loved him.

— Kristen Mai Pham —
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Find the love you seek, by first finding the love within yourself. Learn to rest in that place within you that is your true home.

~Sri Sri Ravi Shankar



On the day the movers arrived to dismantle our home, the piano was left behind. “Get rid of it,” my wife said. There was no space for the piano in our new lives.

It was a dark brown spinet with a sticky, middle C. I couldn’t even tell you the brand because, at some point, the manufacturer’s metal label became dislodged and was lost. The piano had been with us for the entirety of our marriage. We lugged it across twenty-two years, four states, and the birth of two children.

One spring afternoon in our home outside of Boston, we asked our daughters to join us in the living room. Olivia, sixteen, and Claire, fourteen, sat on the piano bench with the wobbly leg and my wife Katherine and I on the sofa across from them. Claire absent-mindedly examined a few strands of her long, brown hair for split ends, and Olivia placed her fingers on the piano keys.

“Daddy, Play ‘Malagueña,’ ” Olivia said. It was her favorite piece.

“Perhaps,” I said while clearing my throat, “after our family meeting.”

When I was a child, I begged my mother to allow me to take piano lessons and she demurred. Many of our neighbors had pianos in their living rooms, shiny, black baby-grand situations with gold and silver framed photographs artfully arranged on top. Here was a photo of a family on the outer banks of North Carolina, everyone in khaki shorts and white button-down shirts. There was a photograph of the mother resting her chin on a hand, looking wistfully into the middle distance. Someday, I hoped, my own family would be in those frames, and I at the piano, with strains of Brahms and Beethoven channeled through the deft touch of my fingers.

Mom and I struck a deal. I would pay for the lessons with the earnings from my newspaper route, and I could commence only after I played football for one season. I sensed the reticence in the words she left unsaid: boys play sports, not the piano.

“I want you to know that I love you,” I told my daughters at the start of our family meeting, “and your mother too.” My wife furtively glanced at me and then at the girls, nodding her head that yes, this was the truth. My daughters both looked up then, the serious tone shifting their emotions from indifference to concern.

“Is someone dying?” Claire asked.

The spinet was a castoff, unused by a family friend. We had it moved into our home on Latham Road in Greensboro, North Carolina. As a youth, I spent hours at the piano, my fingers striking and memorizing the black and white keys while Mom tended the rose garden in the back yard. When the final measure drifted through the air, I’d wipe my brow and glance through the screen door. Mom would be looking off into the distance as if she heard something in the music that I could not.

I became a piano performance major in college and fell in love while listening to Liszt’s Sonata in B minor. The piano notes cascaded through the open windows of the music building and tumbled through the long green corridor of oak trees shading the front campus. The music called to me, and so I stood outside of the practice room, waiting for the person who produced such beauty to emerge.

“Nobody’s dying,” I replied to Claire. “But here’s the thing.”

Katherine moved to sit next to the girls and placed her arms around each of their shoulders. I studied their faces. Claire had her mother’s strong chin, and Olivia had in her eyes the look of vulnerability I saw in mine. I took a mental photograph, and tucked it away, as if someday I might rummage through the attic in my mind and pull it out again, to see them as they were before.

“I’m the same person today that I was yesterday,” I said, “but now I want you to know something — I’m gay.”

The girls fidgeted and then looked at their mother.

“I don’t understand,” Claire said.

“Your father is gay, sweetie,” Katherine said, squeezing Claire’s shoulder as if repeating the phrase might make it more understandable.

Katherine and the girls left long before the movers ever arrived. They were unable or unwilling to watch our lives divided and packed-up. My pile consisted of just a few artifacts — Katherine’s unwanted items steeped in too many painful memories. They returned to Virginia and moved into a small three-bedroom house and I into an apartment in Waltham, Massachusetts. Katherine needed her support system back home, she told me, and I was too racked with shame to argue. There was no room in my tiny basement apartment for the piano, and it took up too much emotional space for the girls’ new home.

After the movers left, I wandered the house, lingering by the doors of my daughters’ empty bedrooms, and then stood by the piano. Whenever Claire had a tummy ache, we had this ritual. I would pour her a glass of soda and rub her feet. She would then sit next to me on the bench and rest her head on my shoulder. I opened a window to let in a cool autumn breeze, sat down at the piano and played Debussy’s “Girl with the Flaxen Hair.” It was Claire’s favorite, and in that vacant house where the wind danced with the curtains, it echoed.

I knew his music, that boy from college who played Liszt before I knew his face. He was tall with dark brown eyes and wavy, auburn hair. Before he opened the door of the practice room, I’d already fallen for him. We became friends. We played Mozart’s “Fantasia in F minor for Two Pianos,” my refrain answering his, a statement through music that I could not produce in words.

I fell in love with him, but our relationship was doomed. My fear of eternal damnation prevented me from returning his affections. However, something inside of me had changed. I came out to my mother, but she pushed me back into the closet. This time the words were spoken out loud: “Boys like girls, not other boys.” The world would never alter, and so I had to. I left college and my dream of becoming a concert pianist behind, but the piano remained.

When Katherine asked me to get rid of the piano, I placed an advertisement to sell it on Craigslist. I received only a few replies: a man who would wire a great deal of money into my checking account if I provided him with my account number, someone who could take the piano off my hands if I paid him, and a woman who was seeking companionship.

After I moved into the basement apartment, it was the music of life that I missed the most, the trill of the girls’ laughter and tears, the percussive opening, closing and sometimes, slamming of doors, and the chords from the old, brown spinet with the sticky middle C. I created an online dating profile to fill the void, and after a few tragic encounters with other men, I met a father named Paul.

On our first date, when the waiter led us to our table, Paul placed his hand on the small of my back to guide me. He was tall, kind and good-looking, the soccer dad, next-door type who did not recognize how handsome he was. He pulled out three crisp photographs of his children from his wallet and laid them down on the table with a snap. I pulled out my tattered school pictures of Olivia and Claire and placed them next to his.

A couple of months into our relationship, I was watching him stir green beans and butter in a red plastic bowl when it struck me that I could watch the way Paul’s fingers gripped that spoon for the rest of my life. He led me into his living room, pulled out his piano bench and said, “Play for me.” Our children’s photos found a home together on the top of his piano.

When all efforts to sell the old, brown, spinet piano fell through, I asked a co-worker, Greg, if he would like it, offering to give it to him.

“My son wants to take piano lessons,” he said, “maybe now’s the time.”

On the day after the movers dismantled my old life, Greg showed up with a white pickup truck and pulled up to the front porch. We rolled the piano through the house and hoisted it onto the truck. We sat there on the front steps, wiping our brows and drinking a couple of beers. Overnight, a storm had swept through, and that morning, the autumn sunlight dappled the maple leaves yellow. I told Greg why my marriage had ended.

“I think my son might be gay,” Greg confided in me. “It’s okay. I just don’t want life to be hard for him, y’know?”

Greg smiled, but his brow was furrowed, and he tilted his head as if to say, sorry, no offense. “No offense taken,” I assured him. He was a stoic New England guy, solid as White Mountains granite.

“You can’t change who your son is,” I replied, “and life would be harder for him if you tried.”

It was one of the most difficult lessons to learn. But, years after my world changed, I watched Mom dance with Paul at our wedding to a song without words, sweetened by a resolution of forgiveness and acceptance.

I watched Greg pull off. The piano weighed the truck down, and the tires dug trenches into the softened earth. Just as I was about to run down the steps to help push, he kicked it into gear and waved his hand through the open window. The piano shuddered a final chord, and then it was gone.

— William Dameron —
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Sometimes a thing needed opening before closure was found.

~Hugh Howey



Water from our raincoats pooled at our feet as we situated ourselves in a small conference room at the public library. Gazing out its glass wall, I wondered why my father had selected this location for our proposed reconciliation. The fishbowl effect of the room seemed to scream, “No privacy here!” Perplexed, I eyeballed him across the table.

“I meet here with my Alcoholics Anonymous sponsors. It’s free, it’s quiet, and we aren’t likely to bump into nosy neighbors here. Best I could do,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and shifted in my rigid chair.

“Shall we dive right in to discussing the letter then?”

In response, I held up my hand and closed my eyes. I had requested this meeting, but now that it had come, I felt myself panicking.

“Is everything alright? Do you not want to do this?” my dad asked.

“I’m okay. I just need a minute.”

“Well, I got your letter and your list,” he said. “And when I got it, I was pretty hurt.”

The list to which my father referred was more of a catalogue of all my unhappy memories. Given that I was the nineteen-year-old daughter of a recovering alcoholic, it was long. Each entry documented the pain, neglect, and letdowns I had endured.

“I didn’t mail it to hurt you, Dad.”

And that was the truth of the matter. I had written the letter three months earlier during a retreat near the Shenandoah National Park in Virginia. While on retreat, I thoughtfully completed the introspective exercises and sought serenity in the forest. But when stress continued to smother me, I sought out the priest leading the retreat for advice. I spent hours with him, unburdening my soul. When I found I could cry no more, he challenged me to take control of my life.

“You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself,” the priest told me, “and move forward in life. Take time to tell your father about your pain. Then, whether your father feels the need to make amends or not, you need to work to forgive him. You do this, not to excuse his behavior, but to guarantee it no longer holds power over you.”

Appreciating the wisdom of the priest, I resolved to confront my father. But my father was terrifying; I simply could not do it face-to-face. Instead, I sent him a letter. In it, I listed every unhappy memory I could recall. I explained that these were the open wounds keeping me from joy. He could help me heal, I told him, by helping me find a happy memory to cancel out each unpleasant recollection.

Back in our windowed library room, my father set the list of grievances on the table between us.

“I’ve always loved you, Nini. I hope you know that.”

I grabbed the list off the table and felt instant disappointment. He was supposed to write something in response to each of my items, but more than half of the entries remained blank. Exasperated, I turned to my father for an explanation.

“I did the best I could, Nini.”

“Well, this hardly seems like an A+ effort, Dad,” I retorted.

“I meant in life. In parenting…”

I was gobsmacked.

“Seriously, Dad? How could my childhood possibly have been the result of you trying your best?”

“Look, Nini, I know it is hard for you to believe, and maybe when you are older you’ll understand better, but I honestly thought, given the circumstances, I was doing the best I could.”

“Given the ‘circumstances’? Really, Dad?”

“Nini, please just stop. I messed up. Big time. Multiple times. I’ll own up to that. And, as evidenced by your letter, I clearly didn’t cope with my issues as well as I thought I did. I’ve talked to you about this before. I have talked to you about how I became an alcoholic. I’ve tried to help you understand that when I was going through everything, I just kept sinking deeper and deeper into my whirlwind of self-loathing. And clearly, I became overly focused on my own unhappiness. I was so focused on my own problems that I didn’t even know half of this stuff on your list happened. You hate me for stuff I have no memory of doing!”

At this, he began crying.

The word “pathetic” came to mind as I sat watching him cry. This man, who, throughout my life, had been intimidating, aggressive and controlling, suddenly seemed fragile and vulnerable. He was broken. I’d lived through his battles with his inner demons, but had never realized how deep his wounds were.

“I wish I could go back and change things, Nini. But I can’t. Life doesn’t work like that. And that’s the hell I have to live with every day — knowing that I screwed up, and that you, your mother, and your brothers all had to pay the price for it. I can’t change any of it. All I can do is own it, apologize for it, and promise to do better. I hope you’ll give me the opportunity to try.”

At that, we fell into silence, each looking down at the table between us.

It seemed abnormal to let go of nineteen years of pain in a single moment, and yet I knew that, before I left the library, I would. I had always feared my father, but having revealed his own fragility and self-hatred, my father ceased to be my tormentor and adversary. As a vulnerable, lonely individual seeking love, I could relate to the flawed, broken, and profoundly sad man who met me in the library that day. We could each be stronger, I decided, if we could support one another.

“Dad?”

He met my gaze.

“I can’t say it’s okay because it isn’t. None of it. But I want you in my life. I’d like us to get along. So, I’ll promise to work with you to create enough happy memories to wipe out this list if you promise to work really hard to do that with me.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

At that, he came bounding around the table.

“Yes. Yes, I promise! Can I hug you?”

I let myself become enveloped awkwardly in his arms.

After some time, we dropped the embrace and agreed that we should probably get going. We slipped into our raincoats and made our way out of the library. As we stepped out into the night, I reconsidered the rain. The same cold and dreary weather now filled me with hope. The rain, it seemed, was a symbolic cleanser, wiping our slates clean.

— C. Goodheart —
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Grudges are for those who insist that they are owed something; forgiveness, however, is for those who are substantial enough to move on.

~Criss Jami



The woman speaking to me at the basketball game looked vaguely familiar. She said, “Joe? Is that you?”

“Marci?”

“It is you!” she exclaimed, smiling broadly. “Gosh, it’s good to see you again!”

It was good to see Marci, too. Off and on during the past few decades, I’d wondered about her. I almost tried to track her down a few years ago after talking to a mutual friend who had indicated that the 1980s had been pretty rocky for Marci. So bumping into her at the basketball game was, at the very least, fortuitous.

We spent a few minutes catching up on the business of our lives: kids and careers, spouses and houses, education and recreation. (It’s always a little disconcerting to see how few words are required to summarize twenty years of living.) We played a little “Have you seen…?” and “Did you know…?” And we reminisced about the good old, bad old days.

Then Marci grew quiet for a moment, looking out over the crowd milling about the concession area. “You know, Joe,” she said, “I’ve always wanted to tell you… how… you know… how sorry I am for the way I treated you.”

I squirmed. One does not like to remember when one has been unceremoniously dumped.

“It’s okay,” I said. “No big deal.” At least, I thought to myself, not anymore.

“But I was such a jerk,” she continued.

Yes, you were, I thought. “We were both pretty young,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “But that’s no excuse for…” She hesitated, and then continued. “It’s just always bothered me, remembering how mean I was to you. And I’ve wanted to tell you that I’m sorry. So… I’m sorry.”

The smile on her face was warm and sincere. And there was something in her eyes — it looked a lot like relief — that melted any vestiges of icy resentment that may have built up within me during the years since she had slam-dunked my heart.

“Okay,” I said. “Apology accepted!” Overcome by the sweetness of the moment, I reached an arm around her shoulder and gave her a quick hug. Just then, the crowd erupted with a huge cheer, and Marci and I both returned our attention to the game. By the time I looked over to where she had been, she was gone. But the warm, wonderful feeling of our brief exchange was still there and continues to this day whenever I think about it.

We all bear wounds — some slight, some not so slight — that have been inflicted upon us by others. The healing balm of forgiveness can soothe a troubled conscience and bring peace to an injured soul — even years after the fact.

Even at a basketball game.

— Joseph Walker —
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Hanging on to resentment is letting someone you despise live rent-free in your head.

~Ann Landers



One afternoon, I was flipping through the movie channels on my TV, and I spotted Reese Witherspoon. She’s one of my favorite actresses, so I decided to watch for a minute. Reese’s character was having coffee with friends, and one of them told her she needed to move on and let things go.

“I love my grudges,” she said. “I tend to them. Like little pets.”

I burst out laughing. The line painted such a great mental picture of someone literally feeding her grudges and past hurts so she could keep them alive forever. It was hilarious.

That night, I was talking to my friend Sarah who works as a special-education teacher. I’d resigned from teaching a decade before, but I had also worked with children with special needs. I’d taught preschool-aged children with special needs for eight years. We were commiserating about how often special-education teachers are made to feel like their work matters less than teachers who work with typical kids. Much of this attitude revolves around standardized test scores. Because my students had special needs and were too young to take the state test, I was especially targeted by this attitude.

“The principal of my school made me feel like I was just a baby-sitter,” I said. “One time, when the paychecks were being handed out, the principal’s and mine got mixed up. When I handed it back, I joked that I’d love to get paid what she does. In front of several other teachers, she said, ‘If the school district paid you my salary for the job you do, I’d laugh my head off. They may as well give the cafeteria workers a six-figure salary.’ I just stood there, unable to believe she’d insulted me in front of everyone. I couldn’t think of anything to say in response, so I just ran to my classroom and cried.”

“I’m so sorry that happened to you,” Sarah said. “She was completely out of line.”

“I know,” I said. “As I cried in my classroom, my hurt and embarrassment turned to anger. I began to think of all the things I should have said to her, if only I could get that moment back.”

She nodded. “I think everyone does that. We replay that moment in time in our head, but we have the perfect comeback in our mind to put that mean person in her place.”

“It feels good to do that, even if it doesn’t really teach that person a lesson.”

She was quiet for a minute. “How many years ago did that principal say that to you?”

“Like, thirteen years ago. No, fourteen.”

“Diane, I know that lady really hurt you. She made you feel unimportant, like the vital job you were doing was insignificant. I know that hurts because it’s happened to me, too.” She looked right at me. “But that experience happened fourteen years ago, and you’re still talking about it, still replaying it in your mind.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Diane, I’ve heard that story more than a dozen times. Every time we talk about my job, you tell me what that terrible principal said to you. Is it possible that you’ve never gotten over that? That you’ve never forgiven her?”

I sighed. “She never asked me to forgive her. Besides, it’s not as though it’s impacting my life. I don’t still see her. I don’t even live in the same city anymore.”

“Did you like being a special-education teacher?”

“I loved it.”

“But when you reflect on your teaching days, what’s the first memory that comes to your mind? Do you remember the look on a student’s face when he finally got a concept you’d worked on for so long? Do you think of your students’ parents, who adored you and appreciated everything you did for their children? Or do you remember that awful Friday morning in the office when that awful principal said that awful thing to you?”

My shoulders slumped. “That awful thing. That’s what I remember.”

“You’ve allowed that woman to tarnish your memories. You were a great teacher. You made a difference. But when you look back on those years, you feel shame and regret that you didn’t stand up for yourself.”

“You’re right,” I said, wiping tears from my eyes. “I loved teaching, but I recall that moment in the office more clearly than any in my classroom.”

“That’s got to change. You can’t let one mean comment color your view of those years.”

I remembered the TV show that morning. Was I like Reese Witherspoon’s character, tending to my grudges instead of letting them go?

I had to admit that I was. But until that moment, I never realized that it was harming me. I’d thought that since I was no longer in contact with that principal, I didn’t need to forgive her. I’d thought I could just replay her awful comment in my mind, but that my perfect imaginary comeback made everything all right.

But the truth was, that day had made me feel differently about being a teacher. I’d always been proud of what I did, but her comment took that away from me. I felt devalued, and worse still, she’d devalued my students.

And after all these years, even after I’d left the classroom to be a stay-at-home mom, her words made me feel insignificant, like my work had no value.

I’d given her words power over me by re-living them so many times through the years. But no more.

I made a list, writing down the name of every student I could remember. Then next to his or her name, I wrote something I’d taught that child.

Jamie had spoken his first word in my classroom. We’d been doing a puzzle, and I’d asked him what sound a cow makes. I’d cried when he said, “Moo.”

I taught Shelby how to put on her shoes. It might not sound like a big deal now, but to her worn-out mom, it was huge.

The list spanned multiple pages. With each entry, I remembered that my time in the classroom had mattered. It had made a difference.

I forgave that principal — not because she asked for it, but because I wanted to be free to remember my days in the classroom, not that one awful moment in the office.

— Diane Stark —
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Incredible change happens in your life when you decide to take control of what you do have power over instead of craving control over what you don’t.

~Steve Maraboli



People tell us that growing up poor can be a character builder for later years. That may be true, but it’s a lesson not realized until time and circumstances have turned for the better. However, until that lesson is realized the transition can be a bitter pill to swallow.

As the oldest of three children, I never had any hand-me-downs to wear like other poor kids. Instead, Mom acquired my wardrobe from generous neighborhood mothers. Imagine the fun other kids had when they saw me wearing their discarded clothing. It definitely wasn’t a self-esteem builder.

Perhaps my biggest challenge came from Charlie. He came from an upper middle-class family I considered wealthy at the time. I had very little, so it was easy to be envious of someone with anything.

As far as I was concerned, Charlie’s primary mission as a youth was to taunt me for my lack of social status. It was a task he would enjoy throughout our childhood. During those years of Charlie’s persecution, I slowly learned to hate. I hated Charlie for making my life miserable, but I also hated myself for not being able to change my situation.

But situations do change, and America is indeed a land of opportunity. That opportunity came after high school when I enlisted into the U.S. Navy during the Vietnam War. The Navy made me a social equal for the first time in my life, and the GI Bill gave me a college education.

Hard work and a few lucky career choices eventually elevated me into middle-class America. Couple that with a wonderful bride and child, and I found myself living the American Dream.

One beautiful summer afternoon, my buddy Gallagher and I celebrated Friday with a delicious ribeye from Jackson’s Steak House. That is when I realized that my life had changed forever. For the first time in almost twenty years, I saw Charlie. Not only did I see him, but he spoke to me. I could tell he didn’t recognize me, but I surely recognized my childhood tormentor. His words were brief, but I’ll never forget them. He said, “Sir, what kind of dressing would you like with your salad?”

The tables had turned. Charlie was calling me “Sir.” While hundreds of inappropriate responses raced through my mind, I could only give a two-word reply: “Blue cheese.”

Gallagher could tell from the expression on my face that something was up. After filling him in on all the circumstances, Gallagher insisted I use this occasion as payback for all the misery inflicted by Charlie so many years ago. As much as I wanted to taste the sweet flavor of revenge, I refused to do it. I wouldn’t put another person through what I had gone through as a child. It was time to put childish things behind me and embrace the new opportunity that life had given me.

Without realizing it, sometime during the past twenty years I had forgiven Charlie for those years of childhood pain. I left him a good tip and I didn’t say one word about recognizing him.

— Raymond C. Nolan —
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Don’t ever underestimate the power of forgiveness. I’ve seen it free people. I’ve seen it lift burdens that had weighed them down and kept them from moving on.

~Buffy Andrews



The image of that staircase never left my mind. It had been forty years since I graduated high school, but the staircase haunted my memories. The concrete steps led up to the Smiley Building. I climbed those steps several times each school day to get to math class or visit my locker.

Boys would sit on both sides of the staircase, rating the girls as we walked by. They’d call out a number between 1 and 10. If they thought a girl was really ugly, they barked.

Every time I walked up or down those stairs, the barks, woofs, and laughter rang in my ears.

“Just ignore them,” my mother advised. And I did. On the surface. But inside the painful message that I was ugly burrowed deep into my soul.

Eventually, I graduated, got accepted to college on the West Coast, and left small-town Colorado behind me. I earned a degree in Communications, launched a rewarding career as a writer and teacher, got married, and raised two amazing boys. But when I looked in the mirror, the doubts returned.

Then I got an invitation to my fortieth high school reunion. “Why would you want to go back there?” my brother asked. “I thought you didn’t like high school.”

I didn’t, but I wanted to go back and tell those boys off. I wanted to tell them how hurtful and unkind they were. And I wanted to show them they were wrong. I had a husband, a family and all the things they’d made me feel I wasn’t worthy of.
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