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We dedicate this book to our good friend Julie Isaac (@WritingSpirit), the “godmother” of this book and our previous collection of stories on this topic, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Dreams and Premonitions. Thank you, Julie, for introducing Amy and Kelly to each other in a most synchronistic and magical way.
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Introduction


It was 2015 and I’d taken on so many creative projects that I felt like a juggler who was dropping balls left, right, and center. As I tried to keep up with my deadlines, I felt I was letting everyone down. I found myself snapping at my husband, yelling at my mother, slamming doors on my sister, even exploding at my dogs for giving me a look that implied they wanted more from me than I could give them.


And then I had a dream, and everything changed for me.


In my dream, I’m walking into a dark, unfamiliar living room and a terrifying alien with menacing eyes jumps out from behind a couch. She has flowing dreadlocks and a Medusa look. I gasp in fright . . . until I realize there is something familiar about her.


“Don’t I KNOW you?” I say.


She is thrown off by my question — disappointed her scare tactics aren’t working on me. Then, it dawns on her . . . she knows me, too.


Our hearts melt as we realize how much we know and love each other — dear friends reunited after a long time of no contact. With this recognition she begins to soften and morph before my eyes into a soft, crystalline blue alien . . . with the sweetest upside down teardrop-shaped head. Her beauty is so stunning I can barely breathe.


This version of her is completely the opposite of the monster she showed herself to be just moments before. The love she now beams at me feels alien, but also comforting, as if I’m floating in a warm bubble bath.


When I journaled about this dream I struggled to find the words to describe the profound feeling of peace it gave me. The only word that came close was “fleece.” The dream left me feeling like I was surrounded by the softest, most cushiony baby blanket . . . protected from harm and cradled in love . . . a shock absorber to keep my life smooth amid all the chaos and stress in my waking reality.


My dream was a gift from my subconscious sleeping self to my awake self. It revealed to me how I had been “alienating” people when I really had a deep desire to connect and love. Reconciling these conflicting needs felt impossible until this dream came to my emotional rescue. Now I had my cushiony, soft fleece to protect me as I navigated my impossible deadlines, and I could do so with joy instead of stress.


Shortly after this dream, I found myself on the phone with Amy Newmark, my co-author and publisher for this book and for our previous book, Chicken Soup for the Soul: Dreams and Premonitions, which was about to be released at the time of our call.


Over the year that I’d worked with her, most of our conversations revolved around practical matters pertaining to our book. I never shared my daily dream report with her. I’m not sure why, but that day I decided to share my “Blue Alien” dream with Amy.


As the dream slipped out of my mouth, I immediately wished it hadn’t because all I heard was silence from her end of the line. I guessed she was figuring out how to break our contract and run as far away from me as she possibly could.


You see, here in Southern California, conversations about aliens and fringy, “new age” topics are normal. But, Amy, being from the more conservative East Coast . . . I thought, Now I’ve done it . . . I’ve alienated Amy . . . she’s going to write me off.


To my surprise, during the very long silence that followed, Amy was actually texting me a photograph of her bright blue car’s personalized blue license plate that read ALIEN in blue letters.


What? Why? You live in Connecticut! What are you doing with a blue license plate on your blue car that says ALIEN in blue letters?


She proceeded to tell me that there’s a running joke in her family that she is an alien. She said that one day twenty years earlier, when she and her family were sitting around the kitchen table, her seven-year-old son, Mike, asked her, “Mommy, what are we?” She knew what he was asking: He had heard his friends talking about their parents’ religions and diverse backgrounds.


But Amy spontaneously assumed a serious demeanor and said, “Mike, I think you and Ella are old enough to know the truth.” It sounded like she was about to tell them they were adopted. Mike later told her that he was excited that he might not be biologically related to his annoying five-year-old sister.


“Your father is Catholic . . . and I am an alien. So, you are half Catholic and half alien.” The kids’ mouths were hanging open.


She continued to improvise: “In alien families, there is a marker person in each generation so that all the aliens will be able to recognize each other. My father’s name is Allan, and that name is spelled almost like ‘alien.’ In my generation, I am the marker since my initials are ALN and if you say A-L-N really fast it sounds like ‘alien.’ Ella, your middle name is Anne. If you say ‘Ella Anne’ really fast, what does it sound like? It sounds like ‘alien.’ ”


By then, the children had caught on to the fact that she was kidding. But, she had started a wonderful new family tradition with her kids, even ordering that ALIEN license plate from the Connecticut DMV. Soon, everyone at the elementary school knew that Mike and Ella’s mom drove the “AlienMobile.”


My jaw would not come off the floor at her telling me this story. What a bizarre coincidence!


Now, with my Blue Alien fleece, no matter how intimidated I might be by people or deadlines, I feel the warmth and comfort of my dream . . . further strengthened by that synchronicity with Amy, who represented one of those people and one of those deadlines that used to intimidate me. Synchronicities, which I interpret as being in the right place, with the right people, at the right time, doing the right thing, are another focus of my work, along with premonitions and all those other unexplainable, but life affirming things that happen to us if we just keep our minds and eyes and ears open. We cover all of them in this new collection of Chicken Soup for the Soul stories, and I am so excited to present them to you.


As I write this introduction, my eyes are blurry and swollen from the tears I’ve shed reading the final 101 stories that we chose from the thousands of submissions for our book. These are tears of awe, inspiration, and gratitude, because each of these stories is a dramatic reminder that we live in a friendly universe in which miracles abound, no matter what hardships we may endure.


Some of these stories are even ones that I personally experienced! You’ll read Amanda Lee’s story, for example, about her preteen son, Andrew, who was desperate to meet his skateboarding idol on a trip to Los Angeles from Australia. In a city of four million people, because of his strong intent (and a little help from the angels in the city of angels) he ran into his hero in a most magical and unexplainable way, and I had the privilege of being there to watch it happen.


No matter what your religion or spiritual path is (or even if you don’t have one) you will be convinced through reading these stories that there is more going on here on Planet Earth than our five senses report. After her husband passed away, Loreen Broderick was desperate to make her husband’s special pasta sauce for her grown children for Christmas dinner. The handwritten recipe was nowhere to be found until, just in time, the family dog woke her at 3:30 a.m. What was that folded piece of white paper at her feet? The recipe.


These 101 stories of dreams, premonitions, synchronicities, and the unexplainable also demonstrate that magic happens when we listen to the still, small voice within, even if it diverts us from our original plans. The detours we take are divinely orchestrated and lead us to the most incredible people, places, and situations. In “Destined to Detour,” Ferna Lary Mills shares how after losing her best friend to a drunk driver, and moving to another state, she found her car inexplicably sputtering and stopping on the side of the road. It sputtered and stopped intermittently for miles until it finally gave out at a gas station in the middle of nowhere. Who did she find there, watching the place for “just a few minutes for his brother,” but her friend’s father, renewing a connection that had been lost for years.


When we pay attention to these mysterious navigation nudges, whether in waking life or in dreams, we can not only avert disaster, but we find love, happiness, fulfillment, joy, and even . . . hidden treasures. You’ll read about Patricia Miller, whose grandmother led her through her dreams to find a gorgeous crystal chandelier left behind in a box in the back of a dark cellar — just days before the house was scheduled to be torn down. And you’ll find plenty of love stories in this collection. Prepare to be wowed by Jake Aller’s story. He dreamt of a beautiful Asian girl for more than eight years, even joining the Peace Corps and moving to Korea in his quest to find her. She finally appeared in front of him one day, after he had been in Korea for many years, and they fell in love instantly. Jake’s still married to the girl in his dreams, thirty-five years later.


I’ve learned that the solutions we seek and the miracles we’ve been praying for occur most often when we listen to the GPS that comes from our own consciousness. One of the themes particularly close to my heart in this book is the occurrence of a dream or vision that gives hope to survive (and even thrive) after the devastating loss of a loved one. Aurora Winter’s young husband died suddenly of a heart attack right in front of her, and she understandably had a hard time moving on until two years later when she received a dream where her late husband asked her “Three Questions” that transformed her, and gave her a new lease on life. Grieving people from around the world caught wind of her dream, and to date, Aurora has coached thousands of people from “Heartbreak to Happiness.”


In addition to being entertained by these stunning short stories of premonitions, dreams, and miracles, one of the benefits of reading this book is the fact that it is a “wake-up call” to live the life you were meant to. No story illustrates the awakening power of a dream more than Judy Dykstra-Brown’s. She dreamt of a woman approaching her in a bar, throwing a drink in her face, and hitting her on the head with the glass, as she shouted, “Wake Up!” As jarring as that dream was, Judy changed her life on a dime and is no longer living a safe distance from the creative life she always longed for, but is now truly pursuing her passion.


So, you may be reading this, thinking, That’s great for those lucky people who have premonitions and remember their dreams, but I’m not that kind of person!


My response to you is this: The wisdom of your subconscious communicates with you all the time, whether you are asleep or awake, whether you listen or not. You might want to pay more attention now, to your daytime premonitions and intuition, and to your nighttime dreams — maybe even get a dream journal and write down those dreams the moment you wake up before they fade away.


Surprising as it may seem, even ordinary people can have these extraordinary experiences, as evidenced by the stories in this book from people who thought “it would never happen” to them! All that ability is inside you, whether it seems strange to you or not. As I like to say, “It’s our personal power that is most alien to us.” The stories in this book will help guide you to using that power!


~Kelly Sullivan Walden


[image: image]





[image: Images]





[image: Images]



Divine Intervention
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Miracle at the Oscars


Pregnancy is a process that invites you to surrender to the unseen force behind all life.


~Judy Ford


I sat in the limo next to my husband, Sebastian, nervously adjusting my navy blue sequined gown and staring out the tinted window. Hollywood Boulevard looked like a slow-moving river of limousines. Spectators pushed against the chain-link fences at the sidewalk edge. Some screamed for us to roll down the windows. Others held signs that said, “God hates you.” The crowds thickened as we neared the Kodak Theatre. Finally, the limo stopped, and the doors opened. “This is it,” Sebastian whispered. “We’re at the Oscars.”


It was the final event of a long awards season for Sebastian’s first documentary film, but for us it was the beginning of a season of miracles.


Walking down the red carpet was a miracle in itself. I grew up in Bulgaria under communist rule, five of us in a one-bedroom apartment that had no hot water or central heating. I was eighteen when, after the fall of communism, I watched my first Oscars. And here I was now, nearly twenty years later, walking into the Kodak Theatre, my family in Bulgaria gathered in front of the television hoping to catch a glimpse of me among the stars at the Academy Awards ceremony.


I remember when Sebastian, an author and war journalist, first told me that he wanted to bring a camera on his next trip to Afghanistan. He was going to make a documentary about the American soldiers in one of the remote outposts there. Tim Hetherington, an acclaimed international photojournalist, joined him a few months later. Their film, Restrepo, won the Grand Jury Prize for a documentary at the Sundance Film Festival in 2010 and was now nominated for an Academy Award. The four of us — Tim, his girlfriend Idil, Sebastian, and I — flew out to Los Angeles for a week of parties and events that culminated with Oscars night.


The trip to Los Angeles was a much-needed distraction from our six-year battle with infertility. We had done countless intrauterine inseminations and six in-vitro cycles before finally resorting to using donor eggs. But that failed, too, just two months prior to the Oscars. It had been our last hope.


Restrepo didn’t win an Oscar, but we returned to New York with a far greater prize than the gold statuette of a bald man. A home pregnancy test two weeks later confirmed the miracle. After all of the treatments and invasive procedures, we had gotten pregnant naturally.


Miscarriages are common in the first trimester, and with our history, we didn’t want to get too excited. But as the weeks went by and the pregnancy progressed normally, I allowed myself to believe that perhaps it was finally happening for us. At seven weeks, we cried as we heard the baby’s heartbeat at our reproductive endocrinologist’s office. Everything looked good, and he released us into the care of an obstetrician. We sighed with relief. We even began indulging in speculation about the gender of the baby. If it were a boy, we joked, we would have to name him Oscar.


The Academy Awards ceremony was the final event of a three-year project that had begun with Sebastian and Tim embedding with the American soldiers in a remote outpost in Afghanistan. While we were in Los Angeles, going from one awards party to another, the Arab Spring was in full swing. Sebastian and Tim felt restless. Before we had even returned to New York, they’d begun formulating their plan to cover the civil war in Libya. As the time neared, I felt the familiar tug before Sebastian went to a war zone. But something was different this time. I was pregnant, and all I could think about was the life growing inside me. I felt so protective of it that I couldn’t possibly excite myself by putting up a fight, arguing that going to Libya was dangerous.


I didn’t have to. Sebastian decided to stay with me. He didn’t want to take chances either and jeopardize the prospect of finally becoming parents. We’d waited for a baby for so long and would do anything to protect it.


We were excited to go to our first appointment with the obstetrician. Finally, we had joined all other pregnant couples. “Now is the moment of truth,” the doctor said as he inserted the magic wand that would project a black-and-white image of the uterus onto the screen. Sebastian held my hand as we both looked expectantly at the ultrasound machine. The doctor kept adjusting the wand, trying different angles. “I’m not seeing the heartbeat,” he said finally.


I stared at the screen. Sebastian was crushing my hand in his. I kept staring at the little, dark blob that was to be our baby, as if by sheer will I could wake it up, and we’d suddenly see the flicker of a heartbeat. But the image remained brutally still.


It was the first sunny, warm day of the year. Sebastian and I walked silently from York Avenue to Central Park where we sat on a bench, gutted with grief. Around us, children ran, birds sang, and the forsythia bushes bloomed bright yellow. The heartless excitement of spring was around us.


A week after our visit to the obstetrician, I had a D&C procedure to remove the dead fetus. Back from the hospital, I crashed on the couch, looking forward to a long, dreamless sleep after the anesthesia. The phone rang. Sebastian answered it, listened for a moment, and hid his face in his hands.


Tim had been killed in Libya.


The days and weeks that followed were a blur. At Tim’s funeral, I cried inconsolably. Together with Tim, I was burying — if not a child — the promise of one. Tim’s girlfriend Idil sat in front of me. As I noted her heaving shoulders, pangs of guilt pushed through the mountain of grief inside me. Guilt that I was sitting next to my man, my hand sweating inside his, while Idil sat alone at the edge of the church pew.


I couldn’t know for sure, but had Sebastian gone to Libya with Tim, he would have been on the same street, in the blast radius of the same mortar that had killed Tim and another photojournalist, Chris Hondros.


What if I hadn’t gotten pregnant when I had?


Eight weeks after the miscarriage, the doctor called me with the results of the genetic report. The pregnancy had been doomed from the moment of conception because of a rare chromosomal abnormality.


I never conceived again. Not even with medical intervention. But that new life Sebastian and I had created in Los Angeles had lasted just long enough to protect my husband from losing his own.


~Daniela Petrova
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A Divine Delay


You are not just waiting in vain. There is a purpose behind every delay.


~Mandy Hale


The plan was to drive five hours from the Napa Valley to a northern coastal town for a little weekend vacation. I had invited my best friend, Paula, to take that weekend trip with me. The day before our departure, she called to say that she wouldn’t be able to make the journey because she had been asked by her boss to attend a meeting the very evening we were supposed to leave. I told her we could just pack the car and take off when her meeting was over.


I waited in the car while the meeting we assumed would take one hour stretched into three. When Paula finally came out, she only opened the car door long enough to say, “I’m so sorry.” That’s when her boss stuck his head out the door and asked her to come back in. At that point, a thought struck me: God must be delaying us for a purpose.


When Paula returned fifteen minutes later, profusely apologizing, I told her not to worry. We started out on our big adventure, but before we even reached the “Thanks for Visiting” sign at the end of town, we both decided that we should get an ice cream cone. We pulled into the last open ice cream stand and went in to order.


“Oh, I’m sorry, but we just turned off the machine! But I’ll turn it back on,” the cheery waitress said. We waited twenty minutes for that ice cream to get hard enough to put into a cone. Paula and I just looked at each other.


When we were finally back in the car and on our way, we were stopped at a train crossing . . . by a very, very long train.


“What is going on?” Paula moaned.


“God is delaying us, Paula,” I responded happily.


An hour from our destination, Paula had fallen asleep, and I was driving on the deserted freeway. Well, deserted, except for the one car in front of me in the slow lane, going very, very slow. I pulled into the passing lane, and as I passed the car, I heard it go putt, putt, putt. Then it pulled over to the side of the road.


THIS is why I delayed you, I heard. Turn around and help. I felt this so strongly that I simply obeyed without hesitation. Paula woke up while I was turning the car around and asked me what I was doing. I explained and she complained, but I was determined. I pulled up beside the broken down car.


“Do you need some help?” I shouted across Paula to the young man, now standing on the side of the road.


“Yes! I ran out of gas. I didn’t think anyone was going to come by!”


Paula crawled into the back seat, giving me “the eye” before she did. The young man sat in the passenger’s seat. We chatted and then I asked him his name.


“Andy Lane.”


Okay, that sounded familiar. “My last name is Lane, too! What’s your mom’s name?”


Puzzled, he said, “Mae.”


I took a deep gulp. “What’s your dad’s name?”


“Doug.”


At that point, I screamed, slapped him on the back, and pulled the car over.


“I’m Stan Lane’s daughter! Our fathers are brothers!”


Because of a divorce in their family, I had last seen this cousin when he was a year old. He was now eighteen. I turned on the car light, and we looked at each other . . . yup, we were both Lanes.


We were both astonished by this encounter! It encouraged Andy, and gave him some much-needed faith that God was watching over him.


Some plans just need to be set aside for the greater one.


~Brenda M. Lane
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The Most Perfect Timing


Impossible situations can become possible miracles.


~Robert H. Schuller


Things were not going well at all. I was laid off from my job and the next day my teenage daughter broke her foot. Then, when I took my children to the playground, my two-year-old ran in front of my daughter on the swing and got hit by the heavy boot on her foot.


He was laid out flat, but he finally got up and wanted to play again, so I thought at least that was going to be okay!


Unfortunately, when we got home, he asked if he could go lie down. That was weird.


He went to bed and tossed and turned and moaned. He finally got back up and said he couldn’t sleep. Then he threw up. It was pink.


I called his doctor, and he advised me to go to the closest pediatric trauma center. Three doctors converged on my daughter to grill her on what happened. She was terrified. I knew why they were doing it. If there was a chance we were beating up this kid, they didn’t want to give me a chance to coach her on what to say. But I watched a piece of her childhood float away, knowing this moment would be one of the most traumatic moments of her life.


They did some scans and told us my son had massive internal bleeding. I started to feel faint.


“But it was just a playground accident. How can this have happened?” I said.


They looked at me with pity and could only offer this: “These things sometimes happen.”


They decided we needed to go downtown to the medical district where there was a pediatric hospital better equipped to deal with internal bleeding. They were going to take him by ambulance right away. I would have to take my other three kids home, find someone to watch them, and then race downtown to the hospital.


For two days, my son fought a fever and did not so much as sit up. I thought he was dying. My father, whom I had not spoken to in years, showed up for comfort. I needed him.


Finally, on the third day, my boy sat up. His fever had broken. Relief all around! They sent us home, telling us to come back in a month to make sure the bleeding had stopped.


The next month, we were all smiles when we came back. My son was happy, awake, alert, energetic and back to his old self. He was fine.


We did the scans and were told we’d get the results in two days. A friend of mine advised, “Good news comes slowly.” So I comforted myself that waiting would be a good thing.


The next morning, however, the doctor called. “Are you sitting down?” he asked. What they had thought was massive internal bleeding was actually a cancerous tumor on his kidney. It was about the size of a small melon. They’d have to remove it and what remained of the kidney. “There’s a ninety percent survival rate, so that should be a relief,” he told me. They would be expecting us at the hospital and we should go right away.


My whole world disintegrated. My ears started ringing. I fell to my knees and sobbed.


We got to the ER, and my son, feeling fine, was happily running up and down the hall through the chairs. Parents holding feverish, rash-covered children scowled at me for being there with a well child when their kids were obviously sick.


My kid was about to leave with one less organ. But all those parents saw was a family cutting the line for no apparent reason.


We stayed overnight, as they were going to do the surgery bright and early in the morning. I recited a prayer I always say when I’m worried about my kids. “Dear God, please send your very best guardian angels to watch over and protect my child.” I’ve said it before first days of school, plane flights, slumber parties, and any time I’m feeling anxious about my kids facing something without me. But this was the biggest thing we’d ever faced.


The next morning, as we prepared for surgery, a man sat down in front of me. He was French. He said, “Listen. Your surgeon is the very best surgeon you could have possibly hoped for. He specializes in this rare tumor, and he’s here. In Houston. At this hospital. You’re very lucky. But he’s worried about this one. So he called me. Because I’m the very best anesthesiologist. I’ll be watching over your son through the entire surgery. So think of me as . . .” he looked up for the right word, “his guardian angel.”


I felt a blast of endorphins as I turned to look at this man.


“What did you just say?”


He laughed. “His guardian angel.”


At that moment, I knew my baby was going to be okay. God had sent two of his very best guardian angels to look after him. Then I thought back. If my daughter hadn’t broken her foot, she wouldn’t have hit my son with her boot. We wouldn’t have found his tumor for a few more years, and by then it might have metastasized all over his body. Because I was laid off the day before my daughter broke her foot, I could get unemployment and take time off to care for my son after his surgery.


The good luck continued. I got a new job shortly thereafter, and a year later my son was declared cancer free.


Everything happened with the most perfect timing. Ever since, I’ve made sure to list every single thing I’m grateful for when I pray.


~Heather McMichael
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Purely Providential


With each new experience of letting God be in control, we gain courage and reinforcement for daring to do it again and again.


~Gloria Gaither


I awakened with a smile on my face. Sunbeams danced across the bedroom wall. “Wake up, sleepyhead!” I said. “It’s the first day of our vacation!”


John reached over, enfolding me in his strong arms. “I had the strangest dream,” he said. “We were driving along a country road, and every sign we spotted had the number 39 on it!”


“Hmmm . . . that is kinda strange. Maybe it was something you ate!” Tossing my pillow in John’s direction, I headed off to the kitchen to start the coffee. Several minutes later, we were sipping the hot beverage while John Googled driving directions.


“We’ve actually got our choice of two routes to the camping site we’ll be staying at tonight. We need to decide which one.”


Suddenly, John gasped. I looked up from the list I’d made of provisions I’d already loaded in the RV the night before.


“Take a look at this!” I hurried to the computer, leaning over John’s shoulder.


“This is the shortest route, which would get us there before dark. But now take a look at this other route!” It was my turn to gasp as I spotted the number 39 posted all along a mountain highway.


“Guess we know which one we’ll be taking! What can it mean?”


Silently, we studied each other’s puzzled expression as the printer noisily hummed away.


An hour later, we were officially on vacation, wreathed in smiles.


The ride was pleasant as we listened to soft music and pointed out various points of interest along the way. The warm sun caressed my face, and I nodded off to sleep, awakened much later by John’s soft whistle.


“Route 39 coming up!” With each mile, the traffic increased.


“Looks like we made a mistake,” I murmured, spotting a bustling town up ahead.


Colorful shops lined the busy highway, including several restaurants and a daycare center. For years, I’d been a professional caregiver. Early childhood education was my passion. “Lord, be with the children there,” I whispered, as I often did when I spotted a daycare center. Suddenly, I spotted something darting out the front door of the establishment. A little girl, no more than three, ran out into the busy, oncoming traffic. Frantic and sobbing, she weaved her way between cars. No one seemed to notice.


“John, pull over there!” I cried, pointing toward a parking lot and then flinging myself out the door. I raced after the toddler, scooping her into my arms as she lost her lunch down the front of my white sweater.


“It’s okay, sweetie! I’ve got you now. It’s going to be okay!” I held her closer as traffic suddenly came to a halt. We made our way safely back inside the daycare center, greeted by two hysterical adults.


“Do you have any idea what could have happened to this child?” I exclaimed.


Tears formed in the director’s eyes as she apologized over and over. The child offered her arms to the woman, and I relaxed somewhat. A policeman arrived, and John and I answered his questions, leaving our contact information if needed.


With grateful hearts that all was well with the little girl, we climbed back into our “home away from home,” anticipating the continuation of our journey. But before we started the engine, there was something more important on our minds.


Clasping each other’s hands, we bowed our heads, thanking God for being our Savior, for being Divine . . . for sending John dreams about Route 39.


~Mary Z. Whitney
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Angel on Board


An angel can illuminate the thought and mind of man by strengthening the power of vision.


~St. Thomas Aquinas


Little voices chattered in the back seat — a mix of nonsense, songs, and the unique communication that occurs between young children that only they understand. The day was bright and sunny, and the usual traffic was moving along the four lanes headed south on California Highway 101.


For this young mother at the wheel, it was a good day so far — no one was fighting or crying yet. I pushed the “On” button, flooding the red-and-white Suburban with music. I always liked to sing along. Sometimes, the kids would try to join in, kicking their little feet or clapping their chubby hands in time to the funky beat of the music that characterized Marin County in the early 1980s. We were headed to the medical clinic for a well check for one of the kids. Life was good.


Motherhood had always been my fondest dream, and I was acutely aware of that little slice of time that makes up the tender years of one’s children. I knew my good fortune, and I cherished it. The only unease that lurked below this happy surface had to do with their father; our relationship was not good. But today I didn’t want to think about any of that.


All three of my children were delightful in their own precious ways. The oldest and youngest had always been easygoing; they ate heartily, nursed to sleep, and slept well. The middle child was different. I couldn’t put my finger on quite what it was, but she had some kind of connection with the unseen, even as an infant. If ever I happened to open even one eye while in my bed (in a separate room), she knew I was awake and cried or called out to me. She was very “tuned in,” you might say, and had a unique way of being in the world.


As we cruised along with the traffic, this middle child piped up with a question. “Mommy, where do we go when we die?”


Oh, my! Quickly, I asked myself, What are my beliefs on that? And how to explain them to a three-year-old in a way she might understand? The kids went to Sunday school and were learning something about the concept of God. They said prayers every night with me. But I wasn’t really prepared for questions about death.


“Well, honey, you know how you learn about God at Sunday school? When we die, many people believe we go to heaven to be with God.”


“Oh, that’s good,” her cheerful little voice replied. “Because we’re going there right now!”


My hands froze on the wheel. My heart stopped. What can she mean? I checked my speed and carefully applied the brakes. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw it: a blue car careening across three lanes of traffic, heading right for us. I hit the brakes harder, and the vehicle roared across our lane, just in front of us! I heard the squealing of tires and watched pieces of black rubber fly through the air.


The orderly lanes of traffic were now a confused jumble of vehicles, each trying to avoid a crash. Everything screeched into slow motion as drivers carefully made for the side of the road or continued bravely on their way. The distressed vehicle came to rest in the middle median, stopped by the large oleander bushes. Miraculously, no cars had collided with it or with each other.


If I had not braked when my daughter spoke up, the out-of-control car would have broadsided us at high speed. I shuddered at the thought, at the tragedy our lives could have become in that lightning flash of time. Deep breathing helped me regain control, but I kept a tight grip on the wheel.


How are the kids? I glanced in the rearview mirror. They continued to chatter and play, buckled safely in their car seats. Then my foresighted daughter caught my eye and gave me what can only be described as a knowing smile. We had a guardian angel on board that day!


Did she have a special connection with God and the angels? Or was she herself the angel? All I can say for sure is this: That was not the only day when, as a small child, she received a message from God.


~Sallianne Hines
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A Dreary Saturday


I would maintain that thanks are the highest form of thought; and that gratitude is happiness doubled by wonder.


~G.K. Chesterton


Even though I loved watching the Snorks cartoon series on Saturday mornings, I loved candy even more. The bank handed out Dum Dums lollipops, so I always wanted to go to the bank with my mom.


However, for some reason, one dreary Saturday morning I refused to go the bank with my mother. I kicked. I screamed. I threw the biggest fit I could. My mother wasn’t going to make it to the bank before it closed, so she had to make a decision. She would only be gone for fifteen minutes, maximum. What could happen in fifteen minutes?


She took my little brother and rushed off to the bank, and for the first time in my eight years, I was home alone. It didn’t seem like a big deal. I sat back down in front of the television, but something drew me to the back window. I went into the dining room and looked into my back yard. The gray sky opened up and it poured. As I watched the rain hit the water in our family pool, a sudden and violent jolt took me by surprise. To this day, I’m still not sure what it was.


I gathered my bearings, and something inside told me to get dressed and ready to go. I ran upstairs to my room and flung open my dresser drawer. I grabbed the most accessible pair of sweatpants and put them on under my nightgown. My mother was still in the habit of dressing me, so picking out what to wear wasn’t on my mind. I just knew I needed pants. After that, I needed shoes. My fuzzy bunny slippers would suffice. After I was dressed to my best ability, the same voice inside told me to watch out the window for the police.


I stood in my family room’s front picture window, waiting and watching. Maybe three minutes passed until I saw the brown sheriff’s vehicle come flying around the corner and onto my street, complete with lights flashing. I went to the front door and was coming out before the sheriff had even put the car in Park.


My brother met me halfway to the car and told me, “We were in a crash, and Mommy’s hurt.”


All I could say was, “I know.”


I walked to the car, opened the door, and crawled into the sheriff’s back seat. I can’t imagine how much my behavior must have puzzled the officer. How could I have known? We didn’t have a cell phone back in 1987. I rode quietly in the back seat while my younger brother sobbed in the front.


Once we arrived at the accident scene, the ambulance was waiting, and paramedics were still getting my mother stabilized. A kind police officer handed my brother and me each a stuffed teddy bear. I hugged mine gently as I saw my mother in the ambulance, lying on the gurney in a cervical collar. The police officer lifted my brother into the ambulance, and just before he lifted me, I saw my mother’s small, four-door sedan. She had been rear-ended by a lifted Jeep, the kind built for off-road fun. The force of the impact crushed the trunk, and the Jeep, having a higher clearance, ran up onto the back end of my mother’s car. The damage was severe, but my eyes were transfixed on the back seat — or what remained of it. It was crushed. If I had gone, either my brother or I would have been in that back seat, and one of us would have been crushed and most likely killed.


Someone or something saved me that day, and I continue to be grateful thirty years later.


~Heather M. Cook
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Black Dog


What seems to us as bitter trials are often blessings in disguise.


~Oscar Wilde


As we lowered the skinny body of what had been my big, fluffy, platinum-blond dog, Woofie, into his grave, I erupted in primal sobs. I didn’t know a dog could make her way so deeply into the center of my heart and soul. I swore I’d never have another dog again . . . I didn’t think I could live through the heartache of losing another one.


Six months later, I was invited to speak at a conference in New Mexico — state slogan the “Land of Enchantment” — spearheaded by our dear friends George and Sedena Cappannelli. To sweeten the pot of an already sweet opportunity, they offered my husband and me the opportunity to stay in their lovely guesthouse for the weekend. How could we resist?


We drove the long but scenic fourteen hours from Los Angeles to Santa Fe. We arrived the night before I was to speak so we could experience the acclaimed mythologist, author, and storyteller Michael Meade.


He strutted onto the stage with a conga drum. The lights went dim, and a faint spotlight found him. He told us a story in rhythm with his drum. I was transported back in time to a grassy field, starry sky, and open fire. He mesmerized us with this raspy, staccato fable (allow me to paraphrase):


There’s an old woman . . . as old as time . . . long, gray hair . . . lives in a cave . . . with her black dog sitting by her side . . . all day and night . . . she rocks in her chair and weaves . . . the most beautiful weave you’ve ever seen . . . blending all the fabric of time and space from the far reaches of this universe . . . She’s been weaving since the beginning of time . . . and it’s now almost finished . . . and it’s beautiful.


Just a few stitches left, and it will be perfect . . . but she can smell the aroma of her hearty stew that’s been brewing in a pot in the back of her cave . . . All that weaving made her hungry . . . She lays her weave down on her rocking chair while she hobbles to the back of her cave to feast on her delicious stew.


While she’s enjoying her feast, her black dog sniffs around at her weave, and begins playing and pulling on the string with his teeth and paws . . . it’s a toy, a game, it’s having a great old time . . . and by the time the old woman returns to her rocking chair, the entire weave — the one that has taken millions of years to perfect — is completely destroyed.


So, what does the old lady do? She sits back down in her rocking chair, picks up her needle and pieces of string, and resumes her weaving.


He paused dramatically, stopped drumming, and asked the audience point blank:


Who is your black dog?


Who or what in your life gets in the way, just when everything is going perfectly? Just when everything is exactly the way you want it, just when you’re at the finish line of an important plan or project, when you’re so close you can taste it?


Everyone has a black dog.


Is it a person, an injury, a political leader, a parent, a child, your job that rips it all into shreds?


And you might think it strange, but be grateful for your black dog.


When something is perfect, in Latin, it also means finished. Complete. Done. No more. If the old lady had finished her weave, it would mark the end of time, perhaps the end of the world, and maybe the universe, for that matter.


Thank God for the black dog — that troublemaker, saboteur, nuisance we blame for our problems. But, in fact, if we looked at the situation differently, we’d see that it’s the black dog that keeps us in the game, that triggers our passion, keeps us going, engages and challenges us to be more creative and alive than we ever were before.


I was in tears as we drove through the high desert with the sky brightly lit by more stars than I’d ever seen. I thought about the legions of “black dogs” that lined my path. I saw so many of what I deemed horrible interruptions to my life’s “perfect” path: almost getting the starring role in a TV series back in my acting days — subverted by a producer who wanted a relationship with me I wasn’t willing to have; nearly adopting a child who mysteriously died the day before the adoption would be finalized; and the business deals my husband had been involved in that would have made us a fortune — sabotaged by a person or situation that was a “black dog” in disguise.


We made it “home” to our guesthouse situated amid red rocks and cacti, and our friend/host George yelled out to us, “Welcome home. Hey, don’t be scared of the BLACK DOG sitting on your porch. She’s a stray. She has been hanging around the guesthouse for the past few weeks. We don’t know where she came from, but she’s friendly.”


Sure enough, a beautiful, shiny Black Lab was sitting on our porch, waiting for us, with her pink tongue out and tail wagging.


George was right. She was friendly. I asked her to sit, and she sat. I asked her to shake, and she lifted her right paw to shake my hand. I asked her to lie down, and she did. After fumbling with the keys, we opened the door, and she walked right in like she owned the place. I had a few bites in a “doggy bag” left from dinner that I fed her. She seemed very happy.


We slept that night with the black dog curled up in a ball on the rug right next to our bed.


Without going through all the details, suffice it to say, Shadow has been our dog now for the past six years. And as adorable and loveable as she is, true to the “black dog” story, she has been a force of destruction in our lives as well. She refuses to be left alone, and we’ve nearly gone broke paying for “doggy day care” every time we want to go on a date or out of town. She’s made the interior of two of our cars look like Freddy Krueger and Edward Scissorhands had a fight inside.


But, on a positive note, she’s also managed to rip my heart open in a whole new way. Despite the challenges that come from our black dog, Shadow, I love her with my entire heart and wouldn’t trade her for all the perfectly well behaved dogs on the planet.


My dear friend and world-class fusion artist, Rassouli, is famous for saying: “There can be no creation without destruction. Destruction always precedes creation!”


About a month after Shadow entered our lives, my stepdaughter, Meesha, was moving into a new apartment that did not allow dogs. She asked if her dog, Lola (a Chiweenie — half Chihuahua, half Dachshund) could live with us.


Before my heart had been opened by Shadow, I would have never been open to such a proposition. Add to it the fact that my stepdaughter and I had a strained relationship at that point.


But with my now opened heart, I surprised myself by responding, “Why not? Let’s take her. She’ll be a playmate for Shadow, and it will help Meesha — a win-win all around.”


Lola and Shadow, despite being an “odd couple,” are the best of friends. In fact, I could not imagine Shadow without Lola, or Lola without Shadow.


Little did I know the ripple effect of embracing our black dog into our lives would be the catalyst for my stepdaughter becoming a wonderful part of my life and a healing balm being released throughout my husband’s family. Where there once was anger and resentment, there is friendship and warmth . . . and it all started with the unexplainable trail of coincidences (synchronicities) that all led back to our black dog.


Every day, I hug her big, fluffy black self, and she reminds me not to cry over the near-perfect plans I weave that get thwarted. Instead I embrace the “black dogs” that life brings me as the source of untold blessings in disguise.


~Kelly Sullivan Walden
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Dreams of Yesterday


Timing in life is everything.


~Leonard Maltin


Over the years, I have met many people through my family, neighbors, church, and various workplaces. Some I have been lucky to keep in touch with or run into once in a while. Many, like Dorothy, a former boss, I haven’t seen in years. That is why I was totally surprised to dream about working for her.


She had been one of my supervisors when I was a young administrative secretary working in our local school district. A vivacious, no-nonsense executive, she was highly organized and managed a department of twenty-six employees for a large company. Even though she had a husband and several children, she also volunteered her time as the president of the district school improvement team. The district team was comprised of two parent volunteers and the principal from each school. They met once a month with the superintendent at an evening meeting. As her secretary, it was my responsibility to reserve the boardroom, schedule the set-up of tables, chairs and equipment, and record the minutes.


The officers of this team also attended a second night meeting to discuss and plan the next month’s agenda. Most of them worked a full-time job, too, so it was not unusual for each of us to bring something to eat while we worked. For Dorothy, it involved quite a few more hours because she personally visited many of the schools and was frequently invited to attend special school assemblies and events. But she loved students and education, and often insisted, “This is a fun job to me.”


Dorothy and I looked forward to the monthly meetings. She would always try to present an interesting and informative program highlighting students, teachers, curriculum, and administrators. She gave me the responsibility of selecting a group of students to perform or present their talents in music, art, drama, and academics. At the end of the workday, we always felt fortunate to work with so many talented people. Even though Dorothy was my supervisor, she had also been a mentor and a friend.


In my dream, she stood down the hall from my cubicle quietly observing me. I was busy taking directions and answering questions from my main boss, who was meticulous and a workaholic. After she left and went back to her office, Dorothy came to my desk and whispered in my ear, “Bravo. If you learn to work for that person successfully, you will be able to work for anyone on the planet.”


I must admit that, after all these years, she was absolutely right. Several nights later, I dreamed about Dorothy again.


This time, we were at one of our meetings where a high school song-and-dance group of about sixteen students performed. They were a favorite of everyone in the community. After a long meeting about graduation requirements, Dorothy and several of the parents invited me to meet them at a local restaurant for pie and conversation. We had such a good time. Everything was in vivid detail and seemed so real, even after I woke up.


As I wondered why I kept dreaming about a former boss whom I hadn’t seen in fourteen years, I got ready to go grocery shopping with my husband. When he drove our car into an open parking space, I looked over and could not believe my eyes. In the car next to me, Dorothy was backing out. Without thinking, I quickly opened my door, ran to the back of our car, and put up my hand for her to stop. Rolling down the driver’s side window, Dorothy asked, “What did I do wrong?”


“You didn’t do anything wrong. Do you remember the secretary you had many years ago as the president of the school improvement team?”


Looking at me closely, she smiled in recognition and said, “I do remember you because you were one of my best secretaries.”


Leaning into her car window, I gave her a little hug and told her, “And you were one of my best bosses.”


We reminisced a few minutes until a truck pulled up behind her and honked. Then we held hands and reluctantly said goodbye. Going into the grocery store, I couldn’t help but marvel at the fact that I had just seen Dorothy again after all these years. Even though she looked the same, I rationalized that if I hadn’t dreamed about her, I might have missed her.


I didn’t dream or think about Dorothy again until a couple of months later. In the Sunday paper, I was shocked to read in the obituaries that Dorothy had died. It didn’t seem possible. When I had seen her, she was in good spirits and didn’t look sick.


At her funeral, the minister told us that Dorothy and her family had known for a while she was ill. To celebrate her illustrious life, the family held an unforgettable service. On a big screen they shared many cherished pictures of her as a child, teenager, bride, young mother, grandmother, and friend to hundreds in our community. We laughed at the funny stories told about her, and we sang her favorite songs as a child and as an adult. Reciting the Lord’s Prayer before leaving, tears of gratitude blurred my vision because I now knew in my heart that heaven had arranged our final farewell in that parking lot.


~Brenda Cathcart-Kloke
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The Lifeguardian Angel


The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out to meet it.


~Thucydides


I put the youngest of my four children down for bed. Whew! Abby was a handful. At eighteen months old, she was a bundle of youthful energy. Everything fascinated her. Earlier that day, she had been toddling through the fresh cut grass chasing a tiny butterfly.
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