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A Special Foreword

by Jack and Mark



For us, 101 has always been a magical number. It was the number of stories in the first Chicken Soup for the Soul book, and it is the number of stories and poems we have always aimed for in our books. We love the number 101 because it signifies a beginning, not an end. After 100, we start anew with 101.


We hope that when you finish reading one of our books, it is only a beginning for you too—a new outlook on life, a renewed sense of purpose, a strengthened resolve to deal with an issue that has been bothering you. Perhaps you will pick up the phone and share one of the stories with a friend or a loved one. Perhaps you will turn to your keyboard and express yourself by writing a Chicken Soup story of your own, to share with other readers who are just like you.


This volume contains our 101 best stories and poems about that special and often mysterious bond between mothers and daughters. We share this with you at a very special time for us, the fifteenth anniversary of our Chicken Soup for the Soul series. When we published our first book in 1993, we never dreamed that we had started what would become a publishing phenomenon, one of the best-selling series of books in history.


We did not set out to sell more than one hundred million books, or to publish more than 150 titles. We set out to touch the heart of one person at a time, hoping that person would in turn touch another person, and so on down the line. Fifteen years later, we know that it has worked. Your letters and stories have poured in by the hundreds of thousands, affirming our life’s work, and inspiring us to continue to make a difference in your lives.


On our fifteenth anniversary, we have new energy, new resolve, and new dreams. We have recommitted to our goal of 101 stories or poems per book, we have refreshed our cover designs and our interior layout, and we have grown the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, with new friends and partners across the country in New England.


How often have you seen a teenage girl pretend to be perturbed, but secretly smile, when she is told that she acts or looks just like her mother? This new volume includes our 101 best stories and poems about mothers and daughters from our rich fifteen-year history. We chose stories written by mothers about their daughters and stories written by daughters about their mothers. They all celebrate that special, sometimes magical, relationship between mothers and daughters.


We hope that you will enjoy reading these stories as much as we enjoyed selecting them for you, and that you will share them with your families and friends. We have identified the 32 Chicken Soup for the Soul books in which the stories originally appeared, in case you would like to continue reading about motherhood and families among our other books. We hope you will also enjoy the additional titles about families, parenting, and women in “Our 101 Best Stories” series.


With our love, our thanks, and our respect,
~Jack Canfield and Mark Victor Hansen
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The Magical Bond



The truth is that when one woman gives birth to another,
to someone who is like her,
they are linked together for life in a very special way.

~Nancy Friday
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The Club



My mom is a never ending song in my heart of comfort, happiness, and being. I may sometimes forget the words but I always remember the tune.
~Graycie Harmon


The doctor cuts the umbilical cord at birth, but I believe it remains an invisible connection throughout the lives of both mother and child. In utero, the cord that joined my mother and me flowed with blood, rich in food and oxygen. After birth, my mother provided me with emotional and spiritual sustenance. When my mother died and our connection was severed by her removal from the physical world, I floundered. I felt displaced and disoriented. There are still times, years later, when I feel deprived and bewildered without that invisible cord in place to nurture and nourish me.


I recall the day my mother joined the club. I was eleven and had come home from school for lunch. That day, as with many days that preceded it, I had been followed home by two girls who teased and taunted me every step of the way. I was crying by the time I reached my door and I needed my mother. I rushed blindly into the kitchen and fell into her arms, sobbing and trying desperately to tell her how hurt I was. I saw my father and wondered why he was home in the middle of the day. I then looked up into my mother’s face and saw it streaked with tears and contorted with her own misery. I thought, Wow, she is really upset about the teasing, too!


My father broke the silence and announced, “Your grandmother died this morning.” Only after I joined the club years later did I begin to comprehend the wrench she was feeling that day at lunch. The cord to her mother had been cut, and she was struggling to breathe on her own for the first time.


I have heard that time heals all wounds. I do not believe this. The person who has lost a limb never stops missing the arm or leg that is gone, but somehow time permits that person to cope eventually with the loss. The cloud of grief that isolates, suffocates and blinds us will lift.


I was a mother of two when my mother died. There have been three babies born since, and sometimes the pain of not being able to share the smallest and most insignificant moments that I know she would understand paralyzes me briefly, and I feel angry and cheated.


My mother is physically gone, but she still sustains me. A glance at an old photograph, the sight of her handwriting on a recipe card or the remembrance of a moment long ago can evoke a memory so powerful and vivid, I swear sometimes I can hear her calling my name. Her obvious presence in my five children continues to inspire and motivate me even when I am tired, lonely and scared. One’s meticulous attention to detail, another’s smile and another’s unflagging optimism resurrect her when I need her the most.


My mother has not left me, even though the cord has finally been cut, and I have joined the club I never knew existed.


~Susan B. Townsend
Chicken Soup for the Mother & Daughter Soul
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Replicas



The moment a child is born, the mother is also born.
She never existed before. The woman existed, but the mother, never. A mother is something absolutely new.
~Rajneesh


After one last agonizing push, my baby is here. All I can see are bright red, squirming legs and feet as one doctor passes her to the next, and she disappears amongst the teal green clothing of the medical personnel.


I try to see what is happening over on that table under the light, but it is impossible from my angle. But my mother is here.


“Oh, she’s beautiful!” she tells me, and grabs my hand.


I believe my husband is in shock. He stands behind the nurses and doctor staring in disbelief at our little creation.


Seconds later, a bundled up little person is placed in my arms. And now, for the first time, I look into the face of my daughter, a perfect, innocent human being who has never been exposed to hate, sorrow or cruelty. To my surprise, she isn’t crying, but is making a sound somewhere between a hum and a coo. Whatever it is, it sounds beautiful to me. Her eyes are dark and round—she has my eyes!


As my eyes meet the tiny replicas of my own, “Oh my gosh” are the only words I can mutter before I begin to cry.


She looks like an angel. A tear drops from the tip of my nose and lands on her bright pink cheek. She blinks.


“Sorry,” I whisper as I wipe my tear from her cheek.


Her skin is so soft; it feels like velvet. Her hair is tinged with blood and looks dark from the wetness.


Caught up in this serene moment, I have forgotten my husband and mother at my side. They both have tears in their eyes.


I look at my husband and say, “This is our baby.”


He kisses my forehead.


My attention is once again directed solely to this miracle in my arms and the rest of the world disappears again. Her eyes are looking about now, and her tiny lips are slightly moving as if she is trying to tell me a secret. Her little nose is covered with tiny white bumps that look as if God carefully placed them there. A little hand emerges from the white blanket. It is a bit purple and oh so tiny. With my index finger, I stroke her palm. She grasps my finger and holds on tight. My heart melts. She looks at me again.


“Hi,” I say, with a big smile.


“Honey, we’ve got to run a few tests and give her a bath. I’ll bring her right back,” a nurse says out of nowhere.


“Okay,” I say with a sigh.


I look back down at my daughter and say, “I love you, Summer.”


The nurse carefully takes her from my arms. As she is leaving the room, I watch the blanket move from the wiggling of my baby’s feet.


Minutes later, my mother and I are alone in the room. She hugs me all at once, and I notice she has tears in her eyes.


“There is no love like the love you have for your child,” she says, looking into my eyes, replicas of her own.


“I know,” I say, and smile.


~Melissa Arnold Hill
Chicken Soup for Every Mom’s Soul
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Missing Pieces



Children and mothers never truly part
Bound in the beating of each other’s heart.
~Charlotte Gray


When I got pregnant at seventeen, the circumstances could not have been worse. The father was a thirty-eight-year-old police officer. He was furious at the news of “my” problem. Life at home with an alcoholic parent and abusive stepparent was lonely and precarious.


Childishly, I tried to ignore these facts. I crocheted small pink blankets (I knew the baby was a girl) and scoured yard sales for tiny dresses and parenting books, determined to be a “good” mother. My daughter would be loved, and I, at last, would have someone to love me.


Reality reared its ugly head. Nights I didn’t work were spent in my car or at a movie to avoid my parents’ drinking and the fighting that ensued. Finally, I could no longer push away the thought that tormented me: My child could not live like that. The mere thought of bringing her into that house made me physically ill; the idea of losing her broke my heart. My only other family was a grandmother who refused to have anything to do with me once she found out I was pregnant. There was no way to escape with the baby. There was no place to go.


But there was a way out for her.


Not surprisingly, my OB/GYN knew an attorney with clients waiting for a baby. His clients had enough money to smooth out any obstacles in a child’s life. He met me at a pie shop, carrying a sheaf of papers for me to sign. I had no idea what they said, tears blinded me and I was sure I was going to throw up. Obediently, I signed every place I was told to. He paid for my pie and left.


Hours after I delivered, the new parents arrived at the hospital. “No need for you to hold her,” said the nurse, whisking the baby from me.


Alone in the hospital room, I called my mother. Angry at being deprived of the welfare check the baby would have “entitled” us to, she told me never to come home and hung up. Somewhere in the plastic hospital bag that contained my clothes was my worldly fortune of thirteen dollars and twenty-eight cents.


The parents stopped by my room the next day. They were smiling and happy, just popping in for a quick visit to let me know they were grateful and in a hurry. Then they were gone, taking my daughter to a better life.


In desperation, I called a coworker who took me in. That night, I stood in the shower, watching the water, blood, milk and tears swirl down the drain and wishing the rest of me would go, too.


But the heart lives on hope. No matter what those papers had said, I was convinced I would see her again. Clinging to that, I let time propel me forward. The bleeding stopped, the milk dried up, the tears slowed and hardened into a lump that settled in my chest.


The loving logic that forced the “right” decisions for my child did nothing to heal the shambles of my heart. The loss remained with me, a discreet open wound that bled quietly, steadily through the years.


Life went on. I went to work, married, had five more children and, eventually, divorced.


The children have always known they have an older sister. Although they watched me send out information to reunion organizations and conduct searches on the Internet for her, they never knew that I choked inside whenever someone asked how many children I had. The socially acceptable lie, “I have five,” brought a wave of grief every time it left my lips.


“My” children are seventeen, twelve, eleven, ten and eight. At thirty-seven, my life appeared rich and full. So, how do I make sense of the fact that I have lived with a hole in my heart these many years, that nineteen and a half years ago I swallowed my screams and they still echo inside?


Since the birth of my first child, a shadow person accompanied me, an infant who grew through the years, a blurry outline with a face that I could not see, a face I was sure I would recognize if given the chance. She stood just out of sight at every birthday or holiday and as I dried dishes or washed my face. And she took from me any sense of completeness, for she held a piece of my heart.


Every year on November 27, her birthday, I wrote her a letter and then threw it away. I wondered and grieved. Before she turned eighteen, I registered with every adoption reunion service. Perhaps she would not want to find me; maybe she didn’t know she was adopted. Maybe she knew and would hate me forever. So I waited, with the knowledge that any phone call, any knock on the door could heal my heart or break it again. Worst was the thought that I might wait forever.


On April 19, we were leaving for church. The flag on the mailbox was raised, which was odd for a Sunday. Inside lay a small piece of lined paper torn from a notebook.


“Lizanne S.: The daughter you gave up for adoption, Aaron [sic], is looking hard for you. Her number is….” A North Carolina phone number followed. Below that was printed a man’s name and a local phone number.


Sure that this was a cruel hoax my first reaction was grief and fury. In tears, I called the local number. The writer lived on the same country road as we do. All he could tell me was that a young woman had called him from North Carolina, saying she was my daughter and that she could not find my phone number. So she pulled up listings for all numbers on the same road and began calling them to ask for help in contacting me.


I was stunned. My stomach knotted as hope and fear battled within. The six of us continued on to our church in complete silence.


Our service had guest musicians that day. We sat down as a woman’s clear voice began the first song: “I will never forget thee, I will never forsake thee.” In the instant her words hung in the air, my fear and doubt vanished.


There was no answer at the Charlotte number, so I left a message on the answering machine. I waited for two long hours before the telephone rang. “Mom…” the voice said hesitantly, “Mom,” and she began to cry. My daughter had found me.


Over the next hours, we boosted profits for AT&T and the makers of Kleenex. Her summer break was four days away, and she would leave for a month-long internship in Central America in nine days. Unable to wait so long to meet her, I was on a plane from Portland to Charlotte the following day.


During the interminable flights and layovers, I sifted through years and memories, searching for the pieces she would care about, weaving a chain of my life to give her.


Erin stood, tall and blond, at the gate, holding a teddy bear and balloon. Hugging and crying, we held on to each other, trying to make up for almost twenty years in one fierce embrace. Over the next few days, we talked, laughed, hugged, stared at each other and cried more. Piece by piece, we filled in details of the shadowy picture we had of each other.


We share the same coloring, fierce competitive drive and anger at any injustice. Both of us have cold hands and feet, skin that burns at the first ray of sun, and an addiction to caffeine. Given an option, neither of us believes in mornings that start before ten. Currently, each of us is enrolled in a Spanish class, studying law and spending time weight training. However, the saddest commonality is the core of hurt, the sense of incompleteness and the “missing piece” in our hearts.


For the last month that I carried her, when I knew I would lose her, I grieved. And that was part of the legacy she carried away. No legal paper could sever that tie.


Erin has a good life with parents who love her and have given her everything money could buy. She is happy and healthy. For that, I am grateful.


This summer she is spending time with me and her newly found siblings. Her five brothers and sisters are ecstatic, stunned, confused and sometimes, I suspect, a bit jealous. So they talk about it, ask questions and adapt, throwing open their hearts to a stranger who has always held a place in mine. I watch them play and wrestle together, a jumble of arms, legs and giggles. Late at night, I creep down the hall and watch her sleep.


As she fills out the application to transfer from college in Charlotte to Oregon State, I can feel my heart relax. For nineteen and a half years, I have held my breath, held my loss, held my tears. Now, I can let it all go.


All our lives are better now that we can share them with each other. The core of heartache is gone. Our shadows have faces—familiar, tear-streaked, laughing faces. The search for the missing part of us is over.


~Lizanne Southgate
A 6th Bowl of Chicken Soup for the Soul
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The Look



It happens to the best of us. We plan for a baby, and for a few blissful months that is exactly what we have—a soft and usually sweet-smelling baby who looks adorable in eyelet and ribbon and who endearingly dampens the shoulders and laps of those enslaved by the dimpled wee knuckles and the gentle gurgles. That’s how it all begins.


At some point, however, the baby who we had planned for, all sweetness and light, becomes a person with complex thought processes and with means of expressing herself. This is something we had not planned for.


A few days ago, I answered a question from my daughter with what I thought was a terribly clever and witty remark. I turned to see the reaction from my beloved and was met with The Look. Those of you who have never had the unique privilege of living with a nine-year-old girl may not be familiar with The Look (this may be viewed as a sexist remark, but I find that my daughter is ever so much more accomplished at giving The Look than my son).


The Look involves a slackening of the jaw, a downward tilt of the head and a 180-degree roll of the eyes. The Look is often accompanied by a forceful exhalation of breath indicating: a) disgust, b) disbelief, c) exasperation, d) embarrassment, e) all of the above. The Look occurs more frequently in public, where the youngster must never be seen to approve of anything the parent does, says, likes, thinks or is.


And so I had been fixed with The Look. It was meant, of course, to indicate the extreme disapproval of the actions of the parent (me) on the part of the child (my daughter). It was meant to whip me into line, to check my inappropriate behavior, but I thought it was really quite funny. My laughter brought on another Look and the icy comment, “Not amusing, Mother.”


Now the child’s grandmother finds this is all very humorous. She sarcastically says that things will only get better. She says she can hardly wait until my daughter turns thirteen. She says she is most delighted to see that the Ultimate Mother’s Curse (“I hope you have a child who is just like you!” which was first cast over me when I was, perhaps, three) has finally come true. The child’s grandmother offers no sympathy. Instead, she laughs gleefully and begins to point out the many ways in which my daughter and I are alike.


I fix her with The Look and try to pretend she’s not my mother.


~M. M. English
Chicken Soup for the Mother & Daughter Soul
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The Bike Trip



My mother’s life was one huge story, and a major chapter was “the bike trip.” In 1956, my mother, June, rode a three-speed Schwinn from New York City to California, not because she wanted to be a wild girl, not because she wanted to prove anything, but because she wanted to see the Pacific Ocean.


As a child, I’d sit on my mother’s lap and say, “Tell me the stories.”


And she’d start with the beginning: about how she couldn’t afford a plane ticket or a train ticket to see the country, so she decided to ride her bike. About her girlfriends thinking she was crazy; girls didn’t do those things; it was unsafe. About convincing a Girl Scouting friend, Teri Foster, to ride across with her. “We didn’t really think we’d do it, riding bicycles across the country! But then Schwinn sponsored us, and then the Today Show heard about us, and then we had to. It was a lark, really, something to make my friends laugh, and now here we were, two girls on bicycles wanting to ride to California.”


“What did you have to pack?” I said, leaning back into her.


“I didn’t know what I’d need, so I brought along a little of everything.” And she’d describe how she packed a bathing suit, cocktail dress, high heels, pearls, some shorts and shirts, red lipstick and a Bible. “A bathing suit for hot days, an old wool sweater for cold and always my saddle shoes because they were the best. They held up in the heat, stayed warm in the rain and still looked nice at the end of the day.”


She still has them.


“But why’d you bring a cocktail dress and high heels?” I asked, and this would always make her laugh, make her pull out red lipstick from her shirt pocket and smear it on her lips.


“Back then, you couldn’t go out to eat in shorts or sandals. You dressed for dinner, and we were invited out quite often. By cowboys, businessmen, but usually preachers from the local churches. We were celebrities.”


There was no talk about fear or worries about the unknown. She simply got on her bike and rode. She didn’t have an itinerary, no specific route, other than pointing her bike west and riding.


“They didn’t have motel chains back then, so we just asked farmers or preachers, mayors or policemen if we could sleep in city parks, front yards or barns.” The towns they passed through called them “celebrity girl cyclists” and they were given keys to cities, parades and new tires. “Sometimes we got to sleep in an extra bedroom of a kind person, but usually we requested camping under the stars. We had our sleeping bags and always made a campfire. We invited anyone who passed by to sing Girl Scout songs with us.”


She sang in hoedowns in Colorado, and was a chambermaid in the Grand Canyon “when money got low. I didn’t have a credit card, and there were no ATMs back then for money.” And she talked about the West being some place dyed in red and rock, with sunsets that held the sky.


My favorite part was watching her face when she talked about California. “We finally got there; we were set up on blind dates. Guess who my date ended up being?” she’d always ask, and I’d always answer loudly, “Dad!” They were married three months later.


I came along six years after that.


And always, I craved being inside her stories. I wished to run my fingers over the edges of the Rockies, along the glowing yellow fields of Iowa, wished to splash inside the ponds of New England under stars. I wanted to touch her life, know her inside this special place she called her “adventure of a lifetime.”


As I grew older, I stopped sitting on my mother’s lap, listening to the old stories of her three-speed, her bicycle bell, the steak and Manhattan dinners in her cocktail dress, that ride across the country. I had other things on my mind, places to go, people to see and didn’t have time to listen to her past. I moved away from home after college and traveled in my Chevy Malibu, this lime green dream of a car that held six and went fast, always on the highway. I had my life, or so I thought, until trips back home were filled with worries: Dad with another stroke, Mom counting her blood pressure pills, organizing doctor visits and falling asleep in her old rocking chair, the one that held us together when I was a child. I’d go into the garage where her dusty bike leaned and ring its rusty bell, the old flag still hung lopsided from the handlebars.


On one trip, I found her journal, and I sat with the deteriorating pages, closing my eyes after reading her descriptions of sunsets, early morning hill climbs, cowboys wrangling broncos, aspen trees in fall, how she rode each hill with a friend in mind. And I became her journey. I was the celebrity girl cyclist in her words. I held that journal tightly in my hands and decided then that I needed to go. I would ride my bike across the country.


But no one wanted to go. Friends, coworkers, cousins shook their heads at me, called me loony. “Take a car!” “You’ll be run off the road!” “Why do you want to waste time doing that?” they said. It took me three years to find someone to go with me. I met Brian at my brother’s house, this man with curly hair and green eyes who played a guitar and had a dream to ride across the country on a bicycle. When I found out he knew bike maintenance, we had to get married. We started our life together making plans not for children but for bike routes, bike gears, tires and high-performance Lycra. It was all so very romantic.


In 1996, Brian and I started off on our trip, packed for fifty-five days of riding on 24-speed Schwinns. We’d trained for months up mountains in Utah, up and down elevations that would leave us spent and excited at the same time. We didn’t know if we’d have our jobs when we got back from the trip, we had nothing saved in the bank, we had mortgage and college loans to pay for, but it didn’t matter. We had credit cards. We were ready to go.


Mom was there for the first day of our trip. Of course she had comments.


“Why are you wearing all that rubber stuff?” Mom asked. “I didn’t wear that when I went.” We were standing in Rockefeller Plaza after our appearance on the Today Show with Bryant Gumbel, for our send-off. People walked past us in suits and heels, staring at us in bike shorts and helmets. Mom was coiffed like I’d never seen her before, her usual green eyeshadow and red lipstick replaced by sculpted pink cheeks and lined eyes, hair blown up and over her forehead.


“I told you before Mom. It wicks the sweat away. It’s Lycra.”


“So wear your bathing suit. I did.”


“I don’t want to wear a bathing suit.”


“You’re going to fall off your bike with those shoes.”


“They click on and off. I’ve practiced.”


“They frighten me.”


“Lots of things frighten you.”


“Like now. This,” she waved her hand around at the bustling city of New York. “The world has changed from when I went.”


“We’ll be careful,” I said. “We’re staying in motels every night.”


“I camped. Why aren’t you camping? Just ask a nice policeman to guard you in a city park.”


We stared at each other, her lined face to my expectant one, and then we laughed with her holding the handlebars. The day was like us, brilliant blue and then blown clouds, and I see how love can be between mother and daughter—this confusing place between rain and sun that often goes unnoticed until it’s there in your face.


“I love you,” I said, hoping she didn’t think that I was canceling out her comments.


“I love you more.”


“I’ll call you.”


“Every night.” Her eyes were hard, and I knew then as I know now that she sits by the phone sometimes waiting for me to call.


“Absolutely.”


And we were off, in a blaze of tears and blessings and thrown rice from a passerby as if it were a honeymoon we were going on instead of a cross-country ride.


As we rode, there were times when I wanted to give up: in the humidity of the East, my eyes covered in sweat; when the wind in Nebraska blew me straight across the road; through food poisoning and 130-mile days; a blizzard in Colorado and men throwing empty beer bottles against our bike frames. But I didn’t. I’d see her face, fragility balanced out with spunk and spice, and keep pedaling on. I couldn’t give up or give in because I was her girl; I’d heard the bike trip stories so many times that they were inside my veins, running in and out of my heart, these stories a heartbeat that pounded me over the Poconos, across the fields and plains, up the Rockies, the Sierra Nevadas to the Pacific Ocean. These stories were whispered urgings, prayers uttered in my mother’s name to finish, keep at it. I could do it, and would do it.


San Francisco Bay was beautiful on our last leg of the trip, sailboats careening past the bridges, the city in the haze of an indigo sky. The fact that my mother was singing “She’ll be comin’ round the mountain” at the top of her lungs did not deter us as we dipped tires into the Pacific Ocean. As Brian went up to the boardwalk to drink celebratory wine, Mom and I stared out past the breakers to the sun dipping toward the sea.


“It’s all just beginning, isn’t it?” she asked. And I didn’t know if she was talking about my life or our lives together, this new shared story of time. I didn’t want to ask because to me, it didn’t matter.


“We did it,” I said.


“We sure did.” And I knew she was talking about us, mother and daughter. I realized that life is not about accomplishing or finishing but experiencing moments like these and holding them close—my mother’s hand in mine, her long gaze over my face as if wanting to memorize me, and the waves rolling over us and up the beach, leaving our feet covered in sand.


I hope my six-year-old daughter finds a road. It might not be along her grandmother’s route of 1956. It could take her away from the back roads Brian and I took in 1996, and in fact, maybe she will want her own path apart from ours. But the important thing is the journey, the adventure, a favorite story you want to repeat aloud at night over and over again until it threads itself, a colorful quilt of love, around her heart.


~Peggy Newland
Chicken Soup for Every Mom’s Soul
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Roses for Tara



A mother’s treasure is her daughter.
~Catherine Pulsifer


It was a simple, two-page application, but I knew it could change my life forever. Name: Tara Steele. Birth Date: October 1, 1978. Place of Birth: North Vancouver, B.C.


Ever since I could remember, I’d always known I was adopted. But now that I was an adult, Canadian law said I could register to have my records opened and maybe find my birth mom.


Does she look like me? Would she even want to meet me? I wondered, as I sat on my bed proofreading every line. Then I folded the form and tucked it away in my purse… for the next five months I carried it around, wondering if I’d ever have the nerve to mail it.


•••


We were only seventeen and still in high school. My boyfriend, Fred, and I were too young to raise a child. We could never give a baby the life she deserved, but I still cried the day my mom and I went to the adoption agency and a caseworker showed us pictures and bios of four prospective couples.


The moment I read the third bio, I knew they were the ones. They were both teachers, and they’d already adopted a little boy.


“Maybe my baby won’t feel so different with a brother who was also adopted,” I said. As my mom and I were leaving, the caseworker accidentally let slip their name, “Steele,” so I always knew at least that much about the baby girl I called Natalie Rose.


“I’ll always love you,” I whispered the day the social worker took her away, and every night I prayed that God would give my baby all the happiness life could offer.


•••


My mom and dad split up when I was four, but my brother, Regan, and I always knew they loved us. After all, they’d picked us out special. But there was a part of me that never stopped wondering about my birth parents. Where did they live? What did they look like? Did I have any brothers or sisters?


Everywhere I went, I studied total strangers, wondering if they could be the ones. “What if I met them somewhere and didn’t even know it?” I asked my mom. On my sixteenth birthday she gave me a letter the social worker had passed along when she carried me home from the hospital.


“We brought you into this world out of love. Please keep me in your heart,” I read, my eyes brimming with tears.


“I bet she’s thinking about you this very minute,” Mom said.


•••


Every year on her birthday, I bought roses for my Natalie Rose and cried listening to Joni Mitchell sing about the baby she’d given up for adoption.


It broke my heart whenever I went to the mall and saw moms and daughters shopping together. Fred and I broke up before the baby was born and never saw one another again. I later married a different man and had a wonderful son named Christopher. But Natalie Rose was never out of my thoughts.


When Christopher was twelve, I told him he had a half-sister somewhere. “Can we go find her?” he asked, excitedly.


But I said no. “We have to wait till she’s ready and hope she wants to find us,” I explained, knowing there was a chance my daughter might hate me for what I’d done and never want anything to do with me.


My sister Dawn was also eager to find the niece she’d never known. “You have to register with the agency so if she wants to find you she can,” she insisted. But Dawn did more than just rally me on—she became the instrument God used to fill the gaping hole in my heart.


•••


After I graduated from high school, I moved from Burns Lake—a small northern British Columbia town—to North Vancouver to live with my dad and try to break into movie production work. I carried that application in my purse. I had it with me when I went to my job at the costume shop, visited friends or swam at the rec center pool with Dad and my half-siblings, Brendan and Michaela, from his second marriage.


And then one day Dad went swimming alone, and when he came home he pounded on my bedroom door. “Tara! Come quick! I have something incredible to tell you!”


•••


Dawn works at the rec center, and she always noticed Charles Steele because she knew that was the surname of my baby’s adoptive parents. “He has a son and a daughter, but she’s too young,” she told me once, but then one day Charles brought another daughter with him… Dawn took one look at her and knew.


“She’s just the right age, and I’d recognize those strong hands anywhere,” my sister called to tell me. “They’re your hands, Theresa. I think I found your daughter.”


“No, it’s too incredible,” I said, refusing to get my hopes up only to have them dashed.


Dawn waited until a day when Charles came alone to the rec center, then cautiously asked, “By chance, do you have an adopted daughter?”


“Yes, her name is Tara,” Charles replied, and when he said her birthday was October first, Dawn knew for sure.


•••


I hugged my dad, then grabbed the phone to call my mom. “I found my birth mom!” I sobbed in near hysterics.


Mom was thrilled for me because she already knew something I was just now learning for myself—that there was a giant piece of me that had been missing all my life. I hadn’t kept that application in my purse so long because I was nervous about meeting my birth mom. I’d kept it because I was terrified it might not help and then I’d never, ever find her.


•••


Dawn arranged for Tara to call me, and as I paced the floor I didn’t know what to expect. A lifetime of questions were about to be answered, and I felt overwhelmed with joy, wonder and worry.


I’m not ready for this, I panicked, and just then the phone rang. I don’t even remember what Theresa and I talked about that first night. All I remember is the sound of her voice.


“It’s the voice that’s been ringing inside my head my whole life,” I told my mom later. “She’s everything I always imagined.”


Tara has my eyes and her father’s nose. “You’re beautiful,” I sighed the day we met and fell into one another’s arms. And later when I met Charles and Sharon, Tara’s mom and dad, I knew I’d made the right decision all those years ago. “You’ve given her the life I never could have and raised a beautiful daughter,” I said.


I tracked down Fred and told him about Dawn’s miracle. He told me he’d been looking for her on the Internet, and when Sharon met Tara’s birth dad she touched his chin and laughed, “Now I know where she got her dimples.”


Theresa lives about an hour and a half from North Vancouver, and every time we get together we learn about even more things we share in common. We walk alike and gesture alike. We both love camping and swimming and bike-riding.


I loved meeting all my new uncles and aunts, my half-brother Christopher and my cousins. I couldn’t wait for my twenty-second birthday when we threw a big party and everybody was there.


“I finally get to give you these in person,” Theresa wept, handing me a big bouquet of roses.


Natalie Rose. I think it’s such a beautiful name. Maybe one day, if I have a daughter of my own, that’s what I’ll name her, too.


~Tara Steele as told to Heather Black
Chicken Soup for the Christian Teenage Soul
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Princess



Within your heart, keep one still, secret spot where dreams may go.
~Louise Driscoll


The dress hides far in the back of the closet, behind years of accumulated plastic-sheathed memories. Carefully, I pull it from the dark recesses, past layers of archived prom dresses, granny gowns and jean jackets that mark a fabric trail of my increasingly distant and often troubled youth. As the dress faces the morning light for the first time in many years, tiny sparkles wink at me through the dusty garment bag hiding its loveliness. Removing it from its transparent covering and holding it to my cheek, I smell its fragrance and the musty perfume of the past.


My mother bought the dress more than forty years ago for a cocktail party at the general’s house. As the wife of an army captain, she experienced alternating pangs of excitement and worry at the extravagant purchase. The dress hung for many days, weighed down by assorted tags, while she fought a silent battle with herself. The precarious balance between womanly desire and financial practicality shifted in favor of one position, then the other.


Self-absorbed like most ten-year-olds, I didn’t understand my mother’s budget dilemma. I knew only that something black and wonderful had entered her closet and hung in solitary splendor amidst the flowered housecoats and practical day dresses.


I don’t think she actually decided to keep the dress until the day of the party. When I crept into her room late that afternoon, the offending tags finally lay discarded in the trash. My mom hummed happily from behind the closed bathroom door. Eager with anticipation, I slipped back out the door.


After what seemed like hours, my mother’s voice beckoned me into her room. What I saw when I bounced through the doorway took my breath away! My sensible mother, who made me eat my vegetables, ironed my father’s shirts instead of sending them out, drove me to Brownie meetings, and baked chocolate chip cookies, was transformed into an elegant beauty clad in a soft ebony cloud.


“What do you think?” she asked as she turned slowly in front of the mirror.


I stood mute in wide-eyed wonder and then reverently delivered the highest compliment I could think to give. “You look like a princess.”


And she did.


The dress tightly enclosed her slim waist, then flared out in a bell-shaped skirt. The black taffeta underskirt rustled as she twirled, and lamplight bounced off silver and blue confetti-sized sparkles strewn over the black organza overskirt. The dress shimmered like stardust scattered by a fairy godmother. It was a dress fit for a princess, and that night, in my eyes, my mother ruled the kingdom.


Years later when my mother and I found the dress in the back of her closet smothered with layers of her past, she told me that the night of the general’s party was one of the most memorable nights of her life. Not because of the dress, but because of the admiration she saw in my ten-year-old eyes and the compliment I had given her. Then she repeated the words I had said more than three decades ago as she had stood regally before her mirror dressed in stardust and midnight.


I wanted to cry. Not tears of joy for the poignancy of the moment, but tears of sadness for the many years lost to us because of the complexities of adolescence. Because that special year, the year I discovered a princess in my mother’s lamp-lit bedroom, was the last year of my childhood when we fit together snugly and comfortably like two interlocking pieces of a puzzle.


In the intervening years between that long ago moment of love and our reminiscing, the bond forged between my mother and me in my early childhood was sorely tested. During my rebellious teens and early twenties, she saw little in my eyes but anger and heard little in my voice but recriminations.


Though as adults my mother and I slowly built a strong relationship, I longed to take back those hurtful years of my youth and replace them with memories of love and kindness. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t change the past any more than I could iron out the wrinkles etched deep in her face or restore to her the vitality of her youth. I could only stand beside my beautiful seventy-year-old mother and whisper, “I love you, Mom.”
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