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Friendship is precious, not only in the shade, but in the sunshine of life.


— Thomas Jefferson





To have a friend is a blessing. To be a friend is an honor. Yet, as friends, we are typically relegated to standby status in one another's lives. Oh, we do our best to connect when one of us has something significant to celebrate or commiserate. Otherwise, though, we tend to squeeze each other into whatever slots are left over after the other people and responsibilities in our lives get their share.


Amazingly, our friends understand. They patiently wait their turn and graciously accept whatever time and attention we give them. They're always there when we need them, and they forgive us when we're slow to recognize their needs. Such is the nature of friendship — true friendship.


Still, as author Pam Brown said, “A friendship can weather most things and thrive in thin soil; but it needs a little mulch of letters and phone calls and small, silly presents every so often — just to save it from drying out completely.” I love that quote. And I love exchanging little goofy, sentimental, personal gifts with my friends. My office is filled with them: a hand-painted box filled with cards and letters from friends; a two-foot-tall wooden toucan; paperweights; bookends; a miniature antique typewriter that holds my business cards; several Irish mementos, including a framed four-leaf clover and a hideous ceramic leprechaun; bookmarks; dozens of well-chosen books; candles; photographs; a gardening plaque; a collection of stones and rocks from around the world; a miniature Irish cottage; a handmade glass fountain pen; a ballet wall calendar and a writer's desk calendar; a framed poem, “A Writer's Blessing,” penned by fellow scribe-triber, Paula Munier; and other treasures.


The real treasures are the people who gave them to me. As much as I enjoy and appreciate every single memento, I value what they represent more. Their gifts say that these lovely people love me. In the midst of their busy lives, they think of me. They've made the effort to know me, to reach out to me, to make memories with me — not out of duty or familial fate, but because they chose me. They chose me to be their friend. What an honor. I get misty-eyed at the mere thought, and the incredible miracle, of that. The real gift is their friendship.


Somehow, my reciprocal gifts of carefully selected items, whether simple or extravagant, don't seem quite enough. Neither do my greeting cards, letters, e-mails, phone calls, visits, and occasional helping hand. I think of my friends far more often and they mean much, much more to me than these expressions of friendship convey. I vaguely remember a pop song (not my usual cup of tea) that asks, “How do you thank an angel?” How, indeed.


“If the only prayer you ever say in your entire life is thank you,” wrote thirteenth-century sage Meister Eckhardt, “it will be enough.” When it comes to friends, we usually reserve our thank-you's for the things they do for us, usually in our time of need. It seems to me that recognition for the experiences and relationships that our friends share with us is long overdue. It really doesn't matter how we express our gratitude — only that we do. Let's start today.


This little collection of true stories about real friendships is our way of honoring, celebrating, and giving thanks to those special people in our lives: our friends. We hope you'll enjoy these fifty wonderful stories about true friends — and that you'll share this cup of comfort with yours.


— Colleen Sell
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Karen and I met when our first children were both eight months old. She was a new member of the church in which my husband was a pastor. We soon discovered that we had a number of things in common: a favorite shade of blue, a passion for obscure hymns, similar wedding bands, and a mutual faith.


As a pastor's wife, I'm usually friendly with the people who attend the churches that my husband serves, but I usually don't form deep friendships with them. However, when I met Karen, I knew immediately that she saw me beyond my role in the church and that I could trust her.


Our instant bond strengthened as our lives continued to run parallel with one another's. Karen's three children were born within two weeks of mine. Our friendship grew with our families, forged on barfy pregnancies, colicky babies, and early childhood illnesses. Our husbands both worked long hours, and so our daily phone calls became our mutual lifeline, a connection to reality filled with laughter and reassurances that we would live through whatever challenges life presented us.


Just before the birth of our third child, my husband was transferred to another city. It was difficult to say good-bye to Karen, but we knew our friendship would continue somehow. Neither of us could afford daily long-distance phone calls, so at Karen's suggestion, we did “one-ringers.” Every afternoon when the kids were down for their naps, I would make myself a cup of tea, call Karen, let it ring once, and hang up. Karen would have tea ready at her end, dial my number, let it ring once, and hang up. That way, even though we couldn't talk, we could still enjoy our tea together.


About that time, my middle child decided that she was never going to sleep again … ever. I had a four-year-old who wanted to play all day, a nineteen-month-old who wanted to scream all night, and a baby who wanted to eat constantly. I dreamt about sleep the way starving people dream about food. Sleep deprivation eroded how I viewed the world and myself. I couldn't think clearly. I couldn't have reasoned myself out of a damp paper bag. The left side of my face twitched for two years.


Karen couldn't offer me sleep or a helping hand with my children, but she helped lift my spirits with two thoughtful gifts. The first came in the mail: a pretty flowered mug filled with my favorite tea. On the wrapper of each tea bag, she had written a different verse of hope and encouragement that I was to find in my Bible and read while we had our tea times together.


A few months later, when Karen's husband was in town on business, he brought me another package. It was a beautifully decorated ceramic quart container with a label that read, “Sig's Jar of Self-Esteem. Use as necessary,” with a prescription to apply whenever I doubted myself or felt lonely. The jar was packed with slips of fancy pale blue paper, rolled into capsule-sized scrolls, each containing a message just for me. There were dozens of them.




God smiled at me when He sent me a special gift named Sig.


I treasure your friendship.


I'd love to live within 100 feet of your kitchen.


You are raising kids that will be well-equipped for life.


You have the gift of hospitality.


I appreciate your consistency.


You are the person I would most like to be stranded in a mall with, provided it had a daycare and a German coffee shop.


I really believe you could do anything you wanted.





In beautiful calligraphy, each little blue “pill” reminded me that I was special, that I had gifts to offer, and that I was loved. I laughed and cried as I read the notes. The first night, I almost overdosed on them. The jar found its way to the kitchen, where I could reach for it just before my face started to twitch.


Fifteen years later, my jar of self-esteem still has a special place in my heart and in my kitchen. I don't use it as often as I used to; apparently the magical potion of friendship helped to rebuild my self-esteem. The twitching returns only when I don't get enough rest, which is quickly rectified by a dip into my jar of self-esteem.


I now work full-time, so we no longer do the one-ringers, but we can now afford the occasional phone call. She and her family visited our home recently, and over steaming cups of tea we discussed, among many other things, the future. We called our teenaged children into the room and asked them to please promise us that, when Karen and I can no longer make decisions for ourselves, they will place us in the same nursing home. They agreed. It dawned on us afterward that we hadn't planned for our husbands, who are also friends, to join us. We decided that they could come, too.


— Sigrid Stark
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Istood at the top of the windy hill, my ankles throbbing, snow flurries whipping my hair, my warm breath fogging up my sunglasses. And I started to cry. Of course that only made things worse, and I had to take off one of my wet woolen mittens to remove my glasses and wipe at my eyes.


I looked around at the other skiers swishing down the mountainside in their coordinated pastel or racing-stripe ski overalls and parkas. In my jeans and blue turtleneck sweater, with only a long-sleeved leotard and tights, rather than thermals, underneath my clothes, I stood out like a sore thumb, and I was freezing. My rented boots and skis were ill fitting. My clothing was not waterproof. I had no idea what I was doing at the top of that mountain or how I was going to get down.


All these people could afford to have fun, I thought. They had the latest equipment, the trendiest clothes. Most of all, they had each other. I did not fit in.


I was a scholarship student in my senior year at a private college in Southern California. My boyfriend had asked me to go skiing with him and his friends for senior weekend. When he'd asked me to go, I had felt so privileged. Now I felt that it had only widened the chasm between the other, affluent kids at school and me. They'd been skiing since they'd started walking. They could go skiing on a whim with no regard for the cost. They'd all been born with silver spoons in their mouths. I hated them all.


My boyfriend was different. His parents could afford to send him to college, but they were middle class, at least. Even though his friends were wealthy beyond my imagination, he acted as though he fit in. I hadn't a clue how to act like them. I was a poor girl from the valley who had won a Ford Foundation minority scholarship to an exclusive college. The trip was just a further reminder that I didn't belong.


I'd already fallen five or six or seven times; I'd lost count. I had to get down the mountain somehow, so I decided to try skiing again. I angled in the tips of my skis to snowplow as I'd been taught in the beginner's ski class that morning. I shifted my weight to the inside of my heels, pushed off with my poles, and headed straight down the mountain, out of control and screaming with fright.


Suddenly, the path ahead curved sharply. I'd never been taught to turn and was about to head off the slope into unknown territory. At the last moment I purposefully fell to my right. My momentum carried me down the slope and into one of the large padded pillars that formed the base of the chair lift. It snagged my ski and miraculously stopped my downhill tumble.


I managed to get to my feet and stood there shaking for a few minutes. The entire right side of my clothing was soaking wet. My left ski had come off and, fortunately, was only a few feet from me. I took off the right ski, retrieved the left ski, and holding the skis in my arms, began trudging down the slope, totally defeated.


“On your right!” someone screamed. “Get off the run, idiot!” Skiers yelled choice epithets as they zoomed past me. I ignored them and continued walking.


I kept looking around in hopes of spotting my boyfriend in his dark green parka. An intermediate skier, he had kindly paid for my morning beginner's ski class. In fact, he had paid for the entire weekend: equipment, lesson, and lift tickets. We were staying with the parents of his roommate at school. Of course, he was also the one who'd taken me up the chair lift to an intermediate run, yelled “Good luck!” and then abandoned me so he could ski with his fraternity buddies.


A guy in a navy blue parka and matching ski pants swished to a stop in front of me. His skis were personalized with the name “Theo,” and his yellow ski boots gleamed with newness. I didn't know him but was grateful that anyone would stop to help. He pushed his sunglasses on top of his head and glared at me.


“You aren't allowed to walk on the runs. You could get killed.” He pulled his shades down over his eyes and barked, “Put your skis on!” as he skied away.


I numbly walked to the edge of the slope and plopped down. I realized I didn't even remember exactly how to tell the difference between my right and left skis. I don't know how long I sat there staring when a hand tapped me on the shoulder. I would have jumped with surprise if my limbs weren't stiff with cold. All I could do was turn and look.


“Are you okay?” the figure asked in a strained feminine voice. I saw that she had on a beautiful powder blue ski outfit with matching leather gloves. Another ski bunny, I thought bitterly.


I tried to say, “I'm fine. Please go away,” but my voice rasped unintelligibly. The woman reached into her fanny pack and came up with a bota bag. She offered it to me.


“It's just water,” she croaked. “My throat always gets irritated when I ski.” She laughed hoarsely. “My voice doesn't always sound like this.”


I nodded and took the bota bag. As the cool sweet water comforted my mouth and throat, I smiled for the first time that morning.


“My name is Diane,” she said. “I'm sorry, I think I've seen you at school, but I can't remember your name.”


“Lynda,” I said, certain she'd forget it in a minute. I remembered her from school. She was in a sorority and had plenty of friends. “Thank you for the water,” I said politely as I stood up and started to put on my skis.


Diane steadied me as I slipped my boots into the ski bindings. It took a while, and I finally worked up the nerve to ask her if my skis were on the right feet.


“Yes. They usually put an R and an L on beginner's skis, but these are intermediate skis. Are you a beginner?” she asked.


I was embarrassed to admit my lack of knowledge. “I finished a lesson this morning,” I replied with more indignation than I intended.


She laughed and said, “You must be pretty tired. You'll have to take it slow and easy on the way down and try to stay to the side, out of the hot doggers' way.”


I nodded and decided to fess up. “I can't. I don't know how to turn. I only learned how to snowplow.”


Diane's eyes grew wide with shock. “You mean you only took the bunny beginner's class? You shouldn't even be on this slope.”


I cringed at the vehemence in her voice, realizing that she was just another person who felt I didn't belong there. I started to put on my wet woolen mittens, but they were frozen. I shoved them into my jeans pockets and picked up my poles. I felt so ashamed of my appearance and ineptitude. I didn't look Diane in the face when I muttered, “Thanks anyway.”


She didn't respond, so I looked up and saw that she was staring down the slope. She had pushed back the hood of her parka, and her long, curly red hair fluttered in the wind. I knew she was looking for her friends, trying to find an excuse to abandon me.


She turned back to me and smiled. “We can do this, together. It's only intermediate for a few more turns and then it gets easier.”


I shivered and began to cry. Not because I was cold. Not because I hurt all over. Not because I was humiliated. But because someone was willing to help me when I needed it.


Diane took some tissues out of an inside pocket and handed them to me. I blew my nose and wiped my eyes. “Thank you,” I said, looking directly at her so she'd know I meant for more than just the tissue.


She took off her powder blue gloves and handed them to me. She pulled some thin leather gloves out of another pocket and put them on her hands. “My driving gloves,” she said in explanation.


Then she took off her parka and handed it to me. I shook my head.


“I have layers of thermal clothing on, and you don't. Now, put this jacket on!” she scolded with a smile.


I did, and in a moment we were off. She guided me slowly down the hill. She taught me the basic snowplow turn as well as how to traverse and how to stop. It took us nearly an hour to finish what was normally a ten-minute run. But we were laughing with cheery exhaustion when we finally made it down to the lodge.


I noticed my boyfriend and his buddies in line for the ski lift. He waved at us. “Come with us for another run.”


Diane and I looked at each other and laughed, shaking our heads no. We took off our skis and sat outside the lodge watching the skiers. I tried to think of a way to thank her but didn't know what to say or do for someone like her, who seemed to have everything.


Then she said, “Thank you so much.”


I couldn't help laughing. “I'm the one who should be thanking you for saving me from freezing to death on the side of that mountain!”


She sighed. “You know, my family takes all this for granted: the warm clothes, the private lessons, the two-week vacations.” She looked at me. “Don't get upset, but I'm glad you were stuck up there today. It's great to meet someone who faces a challenge and doesn't expect to be handed everything on a silver platter.”


At that moment, I knew that we'd continue to learn from each other, to help each other, to share joy and sadness together, to be friends for life.


That was twenty-eight years ago, and we've remained good friends. Diane now lives in Utah with her husband (I introduced them!) and their child (our godson, Daniel!). She and her family visit me and mine in southern California at least twice a year. We rarely go skiing.


Finally, I've found a way to thank my redheaded snow angel.


— Lynda Kudelko Foley
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The invitation was on expensive parchment paper engraved in gold. It read: “Nothing but the best, for the best.” I shivered with excited anticipation at attending this reunion of my dearest college friends, being held at the home of one of my oldest childhood friends.


I rose early the Saturday of the reunion. The five-hour drive sped by as I reflected on the changes in our lives over the past twenty years. Kathy was running the campaign for a senatorial candidate on the East Coast. Jim was a college professor and a successful writer. Gina was the only one from our acting group who was making a living in theater. Mike, a close friend since childhood, was the senior vice president of a large marketing firm. I was a high school special-education teacher, the first in our group to marry, and the only one to have more than one child.


Driving down the shaded lane to Mike's resort-sized, waterfront log home, I was impressed by the brilliant gardens that accented the beautiful property. I remembered his note that he had hired a full-time gardener.


That afternoon and evening were as wonderful as I had anticipated. We windsurfed and swam in the lake, and the ten of us talked and laughed late into the night. The next morning Mike and I carried our coffee out to his greenhouse; he wanted to show me the long-stemmed roses his gardener was nurturing. Glancing at me casually across the scarlet beauties, Mike dropped a bombshell.


“You know, Lou, in college you had more potential than any of us. We all expected you to be more than just a mother and a teacher.”


My delight in our reunion drained out of me. Was this what my old friends thought of me, that I didn't measure up to the rest of them? I struggled to keep my composure, too rattled to respond. I headed for home as soon as I felt I could politely leave. After hugs and sworn statements that we would do better at keeping in touch, I was on the road. Given Mike's comments, I questioned their sincerity.


I'd never spent much time analyzing my life; I'd always been too busy. Now, I prayed all the way home, “Lord, have I used my talents correctly? Are you disappointed in me, too? Please show me whether I'm living the way you intended.”


When I arrived home, my four children gifted me with hugs and a sincere interest in the details of my weekend. I was relieved that I didn't need to teach the following day. I was attending a conference, and a substitute teacher would be in my classroom. I looked forward to the chance for some quiet reflection.


I had promised my kids that I'd introduce the substitute before I left for the conference that Monday. Ms. Smith, the substitute, arrived late, even though I'd asked her to be early so I could prepare her. Racing down the hallway to my classroom with a gasping Ms. Smith trying to keep up, I attempted to give her a quick rundown on each student. Upon reaching my tiny, windowless classroom, we were greeted by fourteen agitated students, all eager to talk with me.


“Mrs. Zywicki, they want you in the office,” said one student, Kandi, who was eager to add to the barrage. “Sandra got in trouble in her group home, and she's banging her head on the wall.”


Tina's partially unzipped duffel bag began to wail. The fifteen-year-old mother gingerly scooped out her two-month-old daughter, her pleading eyes meeting mine. “Sorry, Mrs. Z. The babysitter showed up drunk this morning. My dad is coming to get Angel at nine o'clock, when he gets off work.”


I nodded at Tina and turned to the boy with the bright blue, Statue of Liberty hair. “You're my man today, Pete,” I said. “Introduce Ms. Smith here and tell her how we do things.”


I gave Ms. Smith a quick I-know-you-can-do-this pat on the hand and turned to leave.


“Mrs. Zywicki, wait! I've got to talk to you before you go down to the office,” pleaded red-haired, chalk-faced Kandi. “I broke out of detox this morning, so you mark me absent, okay?”


“We'll deal with this tomorrow,” I said with a sigh before I clipped off to the office, the sharp heels of my dress-up shoes echoing down the hall.


Ten minutes later, I was back, resigned to the fact that the conference would begin without me. “Where's Ms. Smith?”


“Don't know,” said Pete. A circle of fourteen faces smiled in innocent agreement. “I did everything you said. I introduced everyone. We shared the best thing that happened to us over the weekend, like we always do on Mondays. And we started reading the short stories that we wrote last week, just like you told us we were going to.”


“Ms. Smith looked like she was going to puke, and she left,” Kandi added. “Don't know what the problem was.”


I picked up the phone and canceled my spot at the conference, then notified the office that Ms. Smith had disappeared. At the end of our difficult day, the vice principal stopped in for a minute.


“Thanks for sticking around today, Lou,” she said, smiling. “How does it feel to be indispensable?”


I threw her an amused, yeah-right look.


“Seriously, though, those kids need you. I'm glad you're on our staff.”


Then she was gone as quickly as she'd come. I sent up a silent prayer of thanks for the much-needed compliment. Exhausted, I continued to sit at my desk, deep in thought.


Two dearly familiar faces stuck their heads around the doorway and asked if they could come in. Before I could answer, Kandi and Pete came in carrying a bouquet of exquisite, long-stemmed red roses. “We're sorry you missed your meeting because of us, Mrs. Zywicki. We found these in Rick's dumpster and thought you would like them.”


The two teens stood silently, their eyes fixed on my face. I could sense some sort of tension hanging between us, but I didn't know where it came from. I waited.


At last Kandi broke the silence. “Mrs. Z, most people are afraid of kids like us. They don't want to be around us or to teach us. You like being our teacher, but more than that, you're a true friend.” Her eyes held mine as she struggled to get out her last three words: “We love you.” They each gave me a quick hug and took off, escaping the heavy emotion they'd just heaped on my lap.


I stroked the satiny red petals of my magnificent roses. “These are far more beautiful than the ones in your greenhouse, Mike,” I said quietly to myself. But as I spoke, a huge tear fell on the back of my hand. My heart ached with both thankfulness and pain. I wanted my old friends to recognize that my job was every bit as important as any of theirs, and maybe someday they will. I also realized something more important: that my job is important, that my life is filled with true friendship, and that I am exactly where God wants me to be. He showed me with a bouquet of dumpster roses.


— Lou Killian Zywicki
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Maggie was in my life for such a short time that I would wonder whether she was only a mirage were it not for a little wooden napkin ring. I use it at every meal, and I remember her.


She appeared one April morning, fresh as the first breeze of spring. I will never forget my surprise when I opened my door to find a tall, willowy girl with fresh-scrubbed skin glowing with health, blond hair gathered in braids, and a gingham dress flowing in the midday sunlight, like an illustration straight out of Little Women. A complete stranger to me, her simple beauty reminded me of the Quakers, and her soothing voice comforted me.


I'd been meaning to place an ad in the newspapers for a housecleaner, but I hadn't yet gotten around to it. When I asked how she knew I needed someone, she said that she “just knew.”


I'd lived alone for forty years, and despite a history of physical limitations, I'd always managed to do most of my own housekeeping. When I did need a hand with something, I could always count on nearby friends or neighbors to help. Three years before, however, I'd bought a home and moved to a new city where I knew no one. I lived on a quiet street in a conservative town where neighbors minded their own business. I didn't know the telephone number of the couple who lived on the east side of my house, and the large family on the west side was often drunk and always angry at my barking dogs. Now, I'd reached the point where I needed help not only in emergencies but also with everyday chores.


Just when I needed her, there stood Maggie. I asked about her experience. She admitted that she'd never cleaned other people's homes professionally before, but that she'd had plenty of experience cleaning her own. I questioned whether she really wanted to clean houses for a living, whether she wouldn't be happier doing something more interesting, something with her mind. Married with two young children, she explained that she wanted to earn money fast so that her family could move away from the frenetic San Francisco Bay Area, maybe buy some rural property up North. Then she took my hand, and I knew before she spoke her next words that I'd hire her.


“I'm not afraid of hard work, and I like to help people. My master's degree is in social work. I worked in a hospice for a while and loved it. After that, I was a home hospice nurse, and I enjoyed caring for the patients and their families, but I couldn't stand taking money from people who were dying. It didn't seem right.”


“Well, I'm not dying, and my house is filthy,” I said. “How much do you charge?”


“Whatever you pay,” she said.


That was how our relationship began, but it quickly transcended that of employer/employee. Maggie often thought of me as her mentor, and I always considered her my friend. We traded life experiences, and confided our deepest beliefs and longings. We frequented museums and galleries, attended concerts together, and went on walks and on picnics with her children. She felt and treated me like family. As I look back on that time, I cannot help but believe that some higher power sent Maggie to me.


The previous year, I had attended the Edinburgh International Festival in Scotland, spending every dime I'd scrimped and saved during the entire year on airline tickets, accommodations, and a full schedule of plays and concerts. I was planning to return and had made all the arrangements before Maggie had come into my life. I was to leave August 8th and stay until Labor Day.


The last week in July, as I hurried out to water the backyard flowers and reached for the faucet, I tripped on the hose and fell against the stucco wall of the house. I sunk to the ground in pain. I couldn't move, I couldn't cry out for help, and I lost consciousness. The next thing I remember is hearing Maggie's voice.


“Lynn Ruth! Where are you?” she called from the doorstep. She must have spotted me, because within seconds, she was at my side. She lifted me up, helped me to her car, and drove me to the hospital.


It wasn't Maggie's day to clean my house. She'd been in the neighborhood and decided to drop by unannounced to give me some apple butter she'd made the night before. She arrived less than five minutes after I fell.


Four hours later, I was in a plaster cast and in my own bed. I had broken my shoulder and cracked the two bones in my upper arm. Maggie stayed with me in the emergency room and drove me home. I couldn't cook my dinner, take a bath, or walk any farther than the bathroom.


“What will I do about Scotland?” I'd asked the doctor. I had all the tickets, and it was too late to cancel them.


“I'll give you pain pills, and I'll change the cast right before you leave,” he'd said. “We have ten days to get you mobile, and I think we can do it, if you do your part and take it easy.”


What I didn't then realize was how much of a part Maggie would play in my recovery. We never discussed the extra demands on her time, and she refused additional money for it. When I awoke, Maggie was there beside me. She cleaned me up, fed me, and settled me in my bed with a good book before she left to take care of her other clients. She was back at six o'clock to prepare my evening meal and tidy up my house. At ten, she returned in her pajamas to check on me and settle me in for the night. We talked and laughed, helping to heal my spirits and my body.


On August 7th, the two of us returned to the doctor. He gave me a lighter cast and the green light to go to Scotland. Maggie took me to the airport and saw me off on my three-week cultural adventure. While I was gone, I exercised my arm gently and slowly regained some use of my torn muscles and broken bones. By Labor Day, I was able to walk down the jetway unassisted — and Maggie was there to greet me. She drove me home to an immaculate house, a filled refrigerator, and a delicious dinner. Above the front door, she'd hung an immense banner decorated with butterflies and flowers, and shouting, “Welcome home, Lynn Ruth!” Inside, the table was set with a lovely floral placemat and a matching napkin drawn through a cheerful kitten-shaped wooden napkin ring that she'd purchased for me.


The next day I cooked for myself and drove to the market. Later, Maggie stopped by.


“I have some news,” she said. “I can help you this week, but after that …” She took my hand. “… Bill and I found some property outside Yreka, and we're moving there next Sunday.”


My tears of sorrow in losing her mingled with my tears of happiness for her in following her heart. I squeezed her hand.


“I'll manage,” I said. “Will you write to me?”


“I'll call,” she said. “I'm a terrible letter writer.”


She never did. And I never saw her again. I found someone else to clean my house. Though my shoulder continued to ache, I was able to take care of myself. I missed Maggie's sweet presence, but I no longer needed her. Had she not been there after my fall, I would have been hospitalized and alone. I doubt if I would have healed enough to go to Scotland. Maggie helped me to continue my life, and she brought sunshine into my life. Then, as magically as she'd appeared on my doorstep, she was gone. I like to think that providence sent her to someone else who needed her more.


Since then, I've tried to be a Maggie to others whenever I can. It is my way of saying thank you to the heavenly spirit that guided Maggie to me when I needed her most and called her away when I needed to stand on my own.


— Lynn Ruth Miller
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Thelma caught my attention with a wave of her arm from the beach just below me. Blue jeans rolled up to her knees, she sat with her bare toes digging into the warm sand as she worked. Her curly hair, having fallen victim to the coastal wind, whipped across her face. At thirty-six years old, she looked as much a teenager as I did, and even with the eighteen-year age difference between us, she had long been my best friend. Waving again, the tablet fell from her lap as she motioned me to join her.


A strange way to spend an afternoon for some, for us it had become almost a tradition. Thelma and I shared a love for writing, and Simpson Beach was an inspirational place to work. We would each bring our tablets and find a comfortable seat. Then, sitting apart to avoid the temptation to chat instead of write, we worked separately, yet in unison, as the waves crashed and the seagulls sang around us. Offshore in the sea, a large wolf-shaped rock watched over the scene — “Wise Old Timmons,” Thelma called him.


I climbed down from the ledge ten feet up the base of a sandstone cliff, where I had been nestled with my tablet. Work time was obviously over; now it was time to play.


I joined Thelma in the warm sand; our tablets were soon forgotten as we ran along the water's edge, splashing in the waves. Like two kids we threw pieces of driftwood into the surf and waited for them to come back. Then we headed off to visit the tide pools, located at the edge of the rock cliffs on the south side of the beach. Thelma loved to gently poke the tiny sea anemones with her finger. I seldom dared touch them, but it was fun to watch them suck their long, sticky tentacles into a soft wad of color attached to a rock. Sometimes we also found starfish and tiny crabs, which we'd hold for a moment before releasing them to return to their pool. Every visit to Simpson Beach was full of new discoveries, and it was always an afternoon well spent.


There were also many nights that we sat up until dawn just talking. It was no wonder we were best friends. We had so much in common: an affinity for Chinese food and soft music, the Oregon coast, and, of course, writing. Sometimes during our long talks Thelma would get philosophical and offer advice about life. She taught me that every now and then, grown-ups do say things worth listening to.


“It's better to have it and not need it, than to need it and not have it,” she often said. It was just one of countless axioms she was fond of. I don't know whether she made the little phrases up or if she read them somewhere, but even today they echo through my mind at just the right moments.


When I was old enough to date, she told me there are two things to remember when searching for that perfect guy, your soul mate. The first one was, to truly judge a man's character, watch him around children and dogs. If he takes the time to show them affection, he will do the same for you. It seemed silly back then, but it also made sense.


“Second,” she said, “you will never find a perfect man, so find one with faults you can deal with.”


I wondered at the time if she ever thought about looking for her soul mate. Years before, she had lost her husband of ten years in a logging accident. She had been single ever since.


I finally met the right guy, and at age twenty-five, I got married. Though the time that Thelma and I spent together lessened, we always stayed close. Early in my marriage, I had a daughter, and Thelma was with us in the delivery room. She breathed through the contractions with me for fifteen hours, and she held my hand while they stitched me up after my daughter's birth. I named her Tessa Rae, giving her Thelma's middle name. I'll never forget Thelma's beaming face as she repeated the baby's name over and over again.


Things got harder after that. My husband accepted a job three hours away, and we had to move. Thelma's health had been poor for a while, and I worried about her daily, but we faithfully stayed in touch. I tried to coax her into moving closer, but she resisted. Then one day she called me at work from the hospital.


It was cancer, terminal, because they hadn't caught it in time. The phone nearly dropped to the bakery floor as I fumbled, in shock, to keep it to my ear, those words thundering through my head.


“I'm on my way,” I heard myself whisper.


“Can you bring some of those lemon-filled donuts?” she answered. Picturing her dancing blue eyes pleading, I almost smiled.


The hospital was quiet when I arrived that evening, but Thelma's room was full of beeps, buzzers, and strange faces. I put on a brave face as I walked into her room. There was Thelma, her usual vibrant self, sitting high in the bed and teasing the nurses. Next thing I knew, she was lecturing me about keeping positive.
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