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Introduction 

A WALK ON THE BEACH

Fifty years ago, in the autumn of 1964, my boyfriend, Paul (now my husband), and I took a walk on a beach—a walk that changed our lives. I told the story of that walk, and the prelude to it, in my book Footprints: The True Story Behind the Poem That Inspired Millions. For readers not familiar with that time in my life, I’ll briefly retrace the walk on the beach and the events leading up to it.

I had spent the summer recuperating from an illness (caused by lightning) at our family home in Ontario. A relationship I had clung to came to an end, and at the time, I felt brokenhearted. Through my brother, I met Paul Powers, a youth minister who liked to use magic illusions to entertain and challenge young people.

Paul’s work kept him busy, and we didn’t see each other often, but we wrote lots of letters. I found I was telling him things about myself I’d never told anyone. We soon became close friends, even though miles apart.

A month later, in early autumn, Paul called to say he had been invited to speak at a youth retreat at a camp north of Kingston (about 150 miles east of Toronto), on the Canadian Thanksgiving weekend. He asked if I would accompany him and play the piano for the meetings. I happily accepted. So, on a Friday afternoon, I arrived at my sister’s apartment in the west end of Toronto, where Paul and I had agreed to rendezvous. However, I wasn’t prepared for what would happen when Paul arrived and then made a declaration: “I love you, and I know you love me. And I have something for you.”

Surprise registered on my face as Paul opened a little black box and showed me a sparkling diamond ring, nestled in velvet. Paul says my expression was at first sheer delight but that it almost turned to shock. I was a rather old-fashioned young woman in many respects and was accustomed to doing things in a very traditional way. I knew my parents had come to love Paul, but were they ready to welcome him into the family? It was all so sudden!

As it turned out, the ring was much too large for my finger. Paul slipped it on, and then we stood there laughing at the way it spun around. It was size six, and I was size three. “I’ll speak to your parents and get your father’s consent when we get back,” he said thoughtfully. “Does that make you feel better?”

Soon, we were on our way to the Echo Lake conference grounds, near Kingston.

PAUL AND I WERE TO MEET several carloads of young people in Kingston for coffee before caravanning on to Echo Lake, some twenty miles farther. We were early, so we decided to go for a walk on the beach. Born and raised in the Great Lakes area, I have always loved beaches and sand hills. Paul parked the car and we jumped out, leaving behind our shoes, and went off barefoot, squishing the warm sand between our toes as we ran along.

The late afternoon sun dancing on the water made it sparkle. It was incredibly beautiful! As we chatted, we held each other’s hand and dashed in and out of the water while the waves rolled up on shore. Finally Paul looked at his watch and said it was time to turn back.

We laughed and made more light talk, retracing our steps toward the car, and then, when we picked up our discussion, it took a serious turn. The waves were washing up over our footprints, leaving only one set of prints visible. “Maybe that’s what will happen to us—maybe we’ll be all washed up,” I said, sighing. “Maybe our dreams are going to wash away.”

“No,” Paul protested, “this makes me think of our future. On our wedding day, we two will become one. See our footprints just up ahead? They’re still there. Where they are washed out, that means troubled waters we’re going to face. Every marriage faces that. We have to work at marriage every day.”

“What will happen when trouble comes that we just can’t handle?” I asked. We paused and I pointed to the sand. “Look, Paul, now there’s only one set of footprints!”

Paul fell silent for a moment, then he said, “Margie, when the most troublesome times come, times that neither one of us can handle, that’s when the Lord will carry us both, as long as we maintain our faith and trust in Him.”

It was such a beautiful thought, expressed with such utmost sincerity, that it took my breath away. The poet in me stirred. How could I let this man go? Then he playfully picked me up, and put me on his shoulder.

We were young and in love, serious and contemplative, but the retreat was to be a happy event and Paul enjoyed hearing me laugh and seeing me smile. He knew that I needed this weekend retreat as much as any of the students who would be attending. He reminded me, “I’m here. I’m holding you, and you’re safe.”

It all happened in the space of just a few minutes, but the impression and memory have lasted forever. I remember how Paul gently put me down—how we kept walking, arms around each other’s waist. But as we walked, we continued to silently observe our two sets of footprints—and sometimes one. And it set my mind to musing. I was quite absorbed in my thinking.

We returned to the hotel, where we were to meet the others. As we sat in the coffee shop waiting for them to arrive, I took a paper napkin and began jotting down some ideas and phrases.

“What are you doing?” Paul asked, as if he didn’t already know. He’d seen me reach for something to write on when the inspiration struck. Poems were always forming in my head, it seemed.

“Oh, just another poem,” I said, smiling at him. “It’s about our footprints in the sand.”

WHEN THE YOUNG PEOPLE ARRIVED, we all piled into our cars and drove on to Echo Lake. We found our cabins and unpacked. That evening, we enjoyed music and Paul spoke at the conference meeting. Then I went to our large open cabin. The girls were having fun, but I was tired from a very long day and the drive from Toronto. Many of the other girls were tired, too, having traveled from New York State. I was glad when they settled down and one by one fell asleep. Yet sleep eluded me.

I thought about Paul and wondered if our relationship had proceeded too fast. We’d known each other only six weeks. What would my family say? My mind replayed our beach-walk conversation. And then I reached for my notepad, pen, and flashlight. The words that had been forming in my head since that afternoon began taking shape on the paper.

As if in a dream, I saw a story unfolding in my mind’s eye. I saw myself walking along a beach with the Lord, our feet leaving footprints in the sand. Across the sky flashed scenes from my life, and for each scene, I noticed two sets of footprints in the sand—my own, and that of the Lord. When the last scene of my life shot before me, I looked back and saw that there was only one set of footprints. I realized that this was at the lowest and saddest times of my life. I asked the Lord where He had been when I needed Him most.

The words tumbled out, easily, effortlessly. “Lord, You told me when I decided to follow You, You would walk and talk with me all the way. But I’m aware that during the most troublesome times of my life, there is only one set of footprints. I just don’t understand why, when I needed You most, You leave me.”

Then I wrote his reply:


He whispered, “My precious child,

I love you and will never leave you,

never, ever, during your trials and testings.

When you saw only one set of footprints,

it was then that I carried you.”



Suddenly, I was aware that I was writing free verse, which was not at all usual for me. I was accustomed to writing in rhyming verse or couplets.

I looked at my watch. It was 3 a.m. I shivered, feeling the cool early-morning air. “You’d better get some shut-eye,” I told myself. Just before falling asleep, I thought, Now I’ve written this and I don’t even have a title. Then I wondered, Has this just been a dream?

In the morning, upon awakening, I reached for the notepad, read the poem, and immediately the thought came: You should call it “I Had a Dream.”

And that’s how I wrote the poem all those years ago. It came to be known by the title “Footprints,” but to us, it will always be a reminder of our beach walk. To us, it symbolizes the time when we realized that God was saying that this would be a God-blessed marriage, and that He would always be there walking with us, carrying us when we need to be carried—as, of course, He wants to do for all His children.

FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND


One night I dreamed a dream.

I was walking along the beach with my Lord.

Across the dark sky flashed scenes from my life.

For each scene, I noticed two sets

of footprints in the sand,

one belonging to me

and one to my Lord.

When the last scene of my life shot before me

I looked back at the footprints in the sand.

There was only one set of footprints.

I realized that this was at the lowest

and saddest times of my life.

This always bothered me

and I questioned the Lord

about my dilemma.

“Lord, You told me when I decided to follow You,

You would walk and talk with me all the way.

But I’m aware that during the most troublesome

times of my life there is only one set of footprints.

I just don’t understand why, when I needed You most,

You leave me.”

He whispered, “My precious child,

I love you and will never leave you,

never, ever, during your trials and testings.

When you saw only one set of footprints,

it was then that I carried you.”



AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER, I have written and recorded events and emphasized just what I have learned from various situations. I have catalogued the proof that God can use even our most painful experiences in life to make us stronger and more useful to Him.

When we decided to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the poem “Footprints in the Sand” with a treasury of stories, we asked contributors to submit stories inspired by the poem. That was the only requirement. We were humbled by the number of wonderful pieces that friends and strangers wrote. And though we first wondered if the submissions would be “all over the map,” we were surprised—and delighted—to see that they shared several common themes: compassion; hope, trust, and faith; burdens, courage, and strength; goodness and gentleness; kindness and comfort; friendship; and gratitude. These themes are woven through the book like the threads of a rainbow tapestry.

I trust that you will enjoy meeting real people with real stories about real events that have happened in their lives. Some of these stories are about life-changing experiences, while others tell of small, everyday kindnesses that made a lasting impression. Some stories will bring a tear to the eye, others a smile to your face. You’ll find, I hope, that truth is often more interesting than fiction. (That’s why I’m a nonfiction writer.)

KINDNESS IS A VERY BEAUTIFUL WORD. It is derived from the Greek word chrestotes, which means moral goodness and integrity.

I have often thought that the kindest people are those who have no ambition to be kind and make no plans to be so. This is not to say that they don’t desire to be kind. Rather, they don’t try to manufacture their kindness. They don’t think, Oh, look at me and what I did. Rather, they consider how they can reflect their Lord to a hurting world.

The person whose kindness is an appetite for praise gives up when the adulation doesn’t arrive. The person whose kindness flows out of his or her relationship with God never gives up. That person just can’t help being kind. Such kindness is what we see in the stories shared in this book.

The following is more a thought than a poem, but it is very meaningful for me. I wrote it as a young woman. These many years later, I feel it reflects the essence of this book.


A Heart for Him

Thoughtfulness

Hand extended in help

Answer to prayer

Not asking for returns

Kindness that remains

Known only to Him

Obedience to God

Unselfishness and unconditional Love

To look after His child



—Margaret Fishback Powers





PART ONE
Compassion

 

But You, O Lord, are a God full of compassion, and gracious, Longsuffering, and abundant in mercy and truth.

—Psalm 86:15

And Jesus, when He came out, saw a great multitude and was moved with compassion for them, because they were like sheep not having a shepherd. So He began to teach them many things.

—Mark 6:34

He who has pity on the poor lends to the Lord,

And He will pay back what he has given.

—Proverbs 19:17

Indeed we count them blessed who endure. You have heard of the perseverance of Job and seen the end intended by the Lord—that the Lord is very compassionate and merciful.

—James 5:11

Remember, O Lord, Your tender mercies and Your loving kindnesses,

For they are from of old.

—Psalm 25:6

Then He said, “I will make all My goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim the name of the Lord before you. I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and I will have compassion on whom I will have compassion.”

—Exodus 33:19

Then Jesus answered and said, “A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, who stripped him of his clothing, wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead …

“But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was. And when he saw him, he had compassion.

“So he went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; and he set him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.”

—Luke 10:30, 33–34

Through the Lord’s mercies we are not consumed,

Because His compassions fail not.

They are new every morning;

Great is Your faithfulness.

—Lamentations 3:22–23

 

DO MORE THAN CARE

Do more than belong: participate. Do more than care: help. Do more than believe: practice. Do more than be fair: be kind. Do more than forgive: forget. Do more than dream: work.

—William Arthur Ward

A good character is the best tombstone. Those who loved you and were helped by you will remember you when forget-me-nots have withered. Carve your name on hearts, not on marble.

—Charles H. Spurgeon

Compassion will cure more sins than condemnation.

—Henry Ward Beecher

By compassion we make others’ misery our own, and so, by relieving them we relieve ourselves also.

—Thomas Browne, Sr.

Compassion helps to heal the hurts in and from others.

—Geoff Still

People may excite in themselves a glow of compassion, not by toasting their feet at the fire, and saying, “Lord, teach me compassion,” but by going and seeking an object that requires compassion.

—Henry Ward Beecher

The purpose of life is not to be happy. It is to be useful, to be honorable, to be compassionate, to have it make some difference that you have lived and lived well.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

We must never minimize the suffering of another. Scripture’s mandate to us is, Weep with those who weep (Romans 12:15).

—Billy Graham





A Poem for Arthur

Arthur Thompson

Our lives take different twists and turns. But sometimes, two people’s paths intersect unexpectedly—and perhaps that happens for a reason.

Last Sunday was a perfect autumn day in Toronto. I decided to walk through the park, enjoy the fall colors of the trees reflected in Grenadier Pond, and then do some shopping.

After crossing the park, I walked along Bloor Street, stopping for a coffee and then continuing along my way. There’s a fascinating international stretch of the street that includes Mexican, Nicaraguan, Ethiopian, Portuguese (and other) restaurants and stores.

At a fruit store, a gentleman struck up a conversation when he saw me buying local everbearing raspberries. His hands were shaking and he was unsteady on his feet, using a cane that was obviously too small, but he spoke animatedly, telling me about picking wild raspberries as a young boy in Newfoundland. Then he described the taste of partridgeberries. And blueberry wine. Before long, we were sitting together on a bench, and I asked where in Newfoundland he was from. “Port au Port Peninsula,” he said. I told him I had a sister-in-law from that area, and before long we were exchanging stories about our backgrounds.

His hands continued to shake uncontrollably. His speech patterns were erratic, but I was immensely enjoying our conversation immensely; it soon covered books, music, politics, and life in a large city. He paused for a moment and then told me he was a drug addict—he badly wanted to kick his addiction, though he knew it wouldn’t be easy, and was hoping to get into a detoxification center.

We introduced ourselves and, coincidentally, discovered we shared a name: Arthur. He told me his age—young fifties, just a few years younger than I was.

I felt that we could have been friends. I don’t know what drove him to drugs, and it wasn’t my place to ask. Perhaps he had been dealt a poor hand in life. But we had similar interests; he had the kind of quirky sense of humor I enjoy, and he seemed sincere.

I told the man that I wished him well, and then explained that I would never preach to him—it wasn’t my style. But I said that I didn’t think it was a coincidence that we had met, or that we shared a name. Then I reached into my pocket for my wallet—not for money, but for a folded piece of paper that I kept tucked away in a hidden compartment.

On that paper, which I carried with me as a gentle reminder that in times of hardship I am not alone, was the poem “Footprints in the Sand.” I handed it to Arthur as we said good-bye.

I have no idea if Arthur carried out his plan to go to a detoxification center—I can’t begin to imagine his struggle, or the demons he has faced in his life. And though of course I don’t know if he looked at the words on the paper that I handed him, I hope he did, and that they gave him strength.





Roses Are Red

Eva Schatz

A small act of compassion, remembered for a lifetime.

Following the Hungarian Revolution against the Soviet Union in 1956, thousands of my countrymen were arrested and many were imprisoned. About two hundred thousand Hungarians, my family among them, fled the country as refugees.

Through the help of a church, our family settled in a poor area of the Bronx. We were crowded in an apartment—my parents, my grandmother, my two brothers, and me. Our clothes were donated by the kind people in the church. Our sponsors were Protestant and we were Catholic. It didn’t matter.

I spoke a little English and was sent to a public school. Being ten years old, I was placed in the fourth grade. The teacher, Miss Simon, was very kind and tried to get the children to talk to me. She spent time after school helping me with my English.

Some of the children in the class tried to be friendly, in an awkward way, but I didn’t have time to stay around after my lessons. My father, who had been a teacher in Hungary, had found a job in a restaurant, and my mother, a scientist, now worked in a dry-cleaning store. My grandmother, brothers, and I were at home during the day. Grandma made the meals and looked after the apartment. The three children helped a little, but mostly we were encouraged to do our schoolwork and to read. We had no television, just an old radio.

At the end of the school year, all the kids were excited about going to camp, a concept that was quite foreign to me. Also foreign to me were some of the customs the children had. The strangest one was the “autograph book.” This was a blank book, about four by six inches, with pages in different colors. My schoolmates exchanged their books with each other and wrote silly messages on the pages. These messages made no sense to me: “Yours till the kitchen sinks.” “Yours till the horse flies.” “Yours till Niagara Falls.” Teachers and older relatives wrote more serious words—I remember something about a “wise owl” living in a tree.

The boy whose desk was next to mine asked me to write a few words in his autograph book. I didn’t know what to say, so I just signed my name. Then he asked if he could write in my book. I was embarrassed and explained that I didn’t have one.

Our family had trouble finding money for rent, food, and clothes—the idea of writing silly messages on blank pages seemed frivolous. Yet for a moment, I wanted to be just like my classmates. I wanted to go to camp. I wanted to have nicer clothes. I wanted my parents to have more time to spend with us. And I wanted an autograph book.

That night when I went to bed, I felt sorry for myself. I knew I was lucky that our family had left a troubled country. And I knew they were right when they told us we would have a good future. But I felt completely alone. I would probably never again see Anna, my best friend from Budapest. As for new friends—would I ever have any?

The next day, the boy who had asked me to sign his book sat in the chair beside mine and whispered that he wanted to give me something at recess. He was usually shy, but today he had a big smile on his face. During recess, he handed me a small cardboard box. I opened it carefully. Inside was something square and covered in pink vinyl with a little clasp that, when you unlocked it, opened into a book with multicolored pages. It was an autograph book—just like everyone else’s. I thanked the boy awkwardly and put my little gift into my schoolbag.

That night at home, I looked at the empty book. I turned each page, thinking about my future life in this faraway place and wondering how things would work out for my family. Each blank page reminded me of how unsure I was and how uncertain our future would be. I turned the pages—blue, pink, yellow—each one empty. But then, in the middle of the autograph book, on a pale blue page, I saw some writing.

I read the words:



Roses are red, violets are blue,

Sugar is sweet, and so are you.

Welcome to your new country. You are going to like it here. Your friend,

Sam



For the first time in two months, I smiled. Everything was going to be all right.





The Pharmacy

Alan Baker

Sometimes, we feel we know people though we have never met them. Sometimes, they touch our lives in ways we never expect. Sometimes, they surprise us with the depth of their feelings and understanding—and we realize then that they are easing our burden.

My mom suffered from Parkinson’s disease. She struggled for many years but maintained her grace and sense of humor. It was my privilege to help look after her. I told friends that it was little trouble for me to look after Mom because of her generally pleasant nature. It also helped that I worked at home. During the last years, we were lucky to have some special home-care workers.

Neighbors who saw Mom and me in the elevator always enjoyed chatting with her. And, to be honest, there were some benefits for me. I was newly divorced, and I was happy to be able to do something fulfilling. I know that some people took a liking to me because of my mom. Folks in the building who barely knew me invited me to parties—I suspect I never would have been asked had it not been for my reputation as a “good son.”

I tried to take Mom out as much as possible, but given her illness and her age, she was largely housebound. We took short walks when she had the energy. Doctors’ appointments were a highlight—Mom enjoyed the drive and loved to chat with people, especially kids, in the waiting room.

Mom had never taken much medicine—it had always been a source of pride for her that she “never took a pill.” But as the Parkinson’s advanced, the dosage increased. It seemed as if I was spending a lot of time at the pharmacy, dropping off prescriptions and picking up meds.

There were two clerks at the pharmacy: Nelly and Hanna. Hanna was the friendly one. She’d often ask how I was, and she understood that I was usually in a hurry. She’d see me walking to the counter and, if she was free, would package the pills and have them ready when I got there. Sometimes she’d ask how I was, or how my mother was doing—even though she had never met her. Occasionally we chatted. I learned that she was from a small town in the Philippines and deeply missed many of her family members who were still there. Nelly was less personal. Given my frequent appearances, she knew who I was and always acted professionally. But she rarely smiled, never acted in a warm manner, never shared anything about her life or asked about mine.

Mom passed away shortly after her ninety-first birthday. On Wednesday night, she enjoyed a bowl of strawberry ice cream—her favorite—and read the newspaper. On Thursday, she had difficulty breathing. An ambulance took her to the hospital, and she died two days later.

It was a difficult period for me. Mom was ready to go, but I wasn’t quite prepared to say good-bye. We had always been close—my dad had passed away when I was a teenager, and I was then the only child still at home. Mom worked hard to make sure I had a good education and upbringing.

I donated Mom’s clothes as she had wished and settled up all those things that needed to be settled. A nearly full bottle of pills remained on the medicine cabinet shelf. I was told the pharmacy would dispose of them properly.

Both Hanna and Nelly were at the counter when I arrived—this time I was returning meds, rather than picking them up. Both women understood at a glance what that meant. “I’m sorry,” Hanna said quietly as I handed her the pills. But it was Nelly who reached for my hand, then quickly turned away, grabbed a tissue, and sobbed for a very long time.





The Letter Writer

Charles Mueller

Often we forget that a loved one feels lonely and isolated. Then a child helps break down a barrier.

I’d like to tell you about my brother Ronald. He was always a mischievous kid—and, now in his fifties, he still has a mischievous streak. He loves telling jokes, and our nephews call him “funny Uncle Ronnie.” But ever since he was a child, he has had a heart of gold. Even then he did good deeds and never bragged about them. But occasionally they’d come to light.

We had two older neighbors—Irv and Eva Turner. They both spoke with thick accents. Mrs. Turner had a reputation for being crusty, and Mr. Turner was a quiet type. But Ronnie was always friendly with them, and one day Mrs. Turner asked if he could help write a couple of letters for them. Ronnie often got into trouble at school, but he was a bright kid—and the neighbors knew it. Before long, Ronnie was spending a couple of hours a week at the Turners’. He would have been about twelve years old at the time. The Turners looked ancient to us, but they were probably in their fifties or young sixties. They were from Poland, had come to Toronto after the war, and had a married son but no grandchildren.

Ronnie was happy to be the letter writer for the Turners. Mrs. T. was an excellent baker, and there were always homemade cookies and other goodies waiting at the end of the letter-writing session.

Ronnie sometimes wrote letters to the telephone or electric company—especially if the Turners were disputing a charge. Once, the Turners planned a holiday and Ronnie wrote a letter to the resort asking for the “particulars” about the place. Ronnie also wrote to the Turners’ son, who lived in a nearby town. Ronnie would tell me how the Turners would complain in their letter that their son never phoned them, never wrote to them, and never visited. They thought he was a big shot, and while they were proud of him, they didn’t hesitate to tell him off. Also, they didn’t very much like the son’s wife. If Mrs. Turner mentioned her in the letter, it was just to say she was sure she spent a lot of time—and money—shopping, and probably didn’t know how to cook very well.

Mrs. Turner did all the dictation, and occasionally Mr. Turner tried to chime in with a few words. After Ronnie had written a letter, Mrs. Turner would sign it and Ronnie would put it in the envelope, address it, stick on a stamp, and then have some cookies or a piece of cake with a tall glass of milk.

Although the Turners complained that their son never visited, we knew that he showed up from time to time. And, during one of those visits, we learned something that Ronnie had never told us.

After visiting his parents that day, the Turners’ son rang our bell. Our parents knew him slightly, and they invited him inside. From the way he dressed and spoke, we could tell he was successful—perhaps in his thirties and likely holding a prestigious position in his company. He drove an expensive car, and his manners were perfect. My folks invited him to join us at the kitchen table, and my mom put on a pot of coffee. I sat with them. Ronnie wasn’t home—he was probably out with his friends, getting into a little trouble.

Neil, the son, said he had something he wanted to show us. From the inside pocket of his jacket, he took out a folded sheet of lined paper. He unfolded it and placed it on the table. We recognized Ronnie’s handwriting—large letters, but neat. It was obviously a letter that Neil’s mother had dictated to Ronnie. But it wasn’t anything like the type of letter Ronnie had described to me.

Neil smiled as he leaned forward and started to read from the letter:

Dear Son,

Your father and I are sitting alone in our apartment. How are you? We know you are busy. Our neighbors’ son Ronnie is writing this letter for us because his English is better than ours. He’s a good boy. I bake him cookies. He loves them. You used to like them, too—the kind with the poppy seeds.

We are having cold weather, and it is hard for us to get out and do our shopping. Last night we watched Bonanza—we both love Little Joe! He’s such a good son, and so nice looking. We weren’t crazy about the guests on Carson’s show—we don’t seem to know who any of them are.

The phone company is giving us trouble—the bill was very high last month, and we try not to make long-distance calls. We get nervous talking too long and thinking about the bill. I don’t think we spoke as long as they said we did.

We haven’t heard from you in a long time. Are you all right? Please look after yourself—we love you very much. We know you are busy, but it would be nice to receive a letter. We would like to see you. We’re getting older, you know. How is your pretty wife?

We’re having meat loaf for dinner tonight. It’s your favorite. Would your wife like the recipe?

Love,

Your mom and dad

My parents said it was a nice letter, but they were a little confused about why Neil had read it to them.

Neil refolded the letter and tucked it into his jacket pocket. He smiled broadly. “That’s definitely not the way my mom talks,” he said. “And I’m not referring to her difficulty with English.” He laughed and continued, “I think our young letter writer has added a few touches.”

“Oh, dear,” Mom said. “Our Ronnie can be a little mischievous. I’ll talk to him as soon as I see him. He probably didn’t know what he was doing.”

“I wish you wouldn’t say anything,” Neil replied. “I have a feeling your son knew exactly what he was doing. I can’t tell you how glad I am that I saw my folks today—and the letter writer knew just how to get me to visit them.”





Life Lessons

Hilda Weill

So many lessons are best learned through example.

Our mom did things in a quiet way. She never touted her good deeds. Indeed, she never thought of them as good deeds—compassion was a natural part of her life. When, as a child, I whined because I thought my brother didn’t thank me sufficiently for something I had helped him with, she quietly explained what it meant to do something “graciously.” That was one of my greatest life lessons.

After our mom passed away, I heard from several of the people she had helped during her years as a hospital volunteer.

A woman named Mary wrote a note to the hospital and asked that it be forwarded to our family.

“I believe in angels, having met your mom,” she wrote. “Two years ago, I had surgery for a cancerous thyroid. They operated twice in three weeks, and both times I had the pleasure of your mom’s company—she escorted me to my room. The night before my second surgery, when I was at my lowest point, I opened my eyes and there she was—with a smile and kind words. That was when I knew for sure there really are angels.”





A True Florence Nightingale

Lois Simpson

Kind and compassionate care will live in the heart forever.

It was 11 a.m. on February 8, 1976. I went into premature labor with my third child. My husband was working, so I called a friend to take me to Hamilton’s Henderson General Hospital and my mom to babysit my two young children. My doctors determined it was too early for me to have the baby. Because he felt that the baby’s lungs had not yet had sufficient time to develop, I was given straight alcohol intravenously to stop the labor. I stayed in the hospital for the next three days.

Over a month later, on March 16, I was back at Henderson. Because I had no contractions, doctors decided to induce labor. The following morning, they told me labor had not yet begun. I begged to differ with them. I had been in labor all night long.

At about twelve fifteen in the afternoon, the hard labor began and the doctors attempted to do an epidural. But it didn’t take, and the contractions became even stronger.

Had it not been for an amazing nurse, I don’t know how I would have gotten through the following hours. She said to me, simply and calmly, “My dear, you are going to have this child naturally.” At the time, natural childbirth was neither usual nor encouraged.

And then it began. I was in agony! I never really looked at the nurse’s face, since I could concentrate only on the excruciating pain and her rock-solid arm, which she told me to bear down on as much as I needed to. Her soothing voice constantly reassured me that we would get through this ordeal together. The nurse stood beside me and said again, “Hold onto my arm, and just press as hard as you need to.”

It was now time to change shifts. Other nurses came to the nurse and said, “You need to go or you will miss your bus. We’ll take over.” But my Florence Nightingale just responded to them, “Go away. I am staying until this woman has her baby. I am not leaving her until this child is born.”

To this day, I think that nurse still has the scars on her arm from how hard I pressed my nails into it. She stayed with me in the labor room, then walked with me as they steered me into the delivery room. I believe her shift was over at 3 p.m. My third child, Darlene, was born at almost 5 p.m.

I was never able to thank my guardian angel nurse who helped me deliver Darlene because she must have had a few days off. I was in the hospital for four days and was not able to find out who she was. The kind and compassionate care I received that day will live in my heart forever. It must have been divine intervention.

They say that the childbirth experience is immediately forgotten once your healthy child emerges into the world. I disagree. This experience is still vivid in my mind—not because of the pain, but because of the compassion of an anonymous nurse.





Finding a Doctor

Jane Serlin

Concern, encouragement, belief, and “tough words”—together, they can play a part in our healing.

I would be seeing a surgeon for a minor procedure. My doctor had recommended him highly, but I’m the kind of person who likes to do “due diligence.” So I went on the Internet and searched his name. About ten people had rated his skills—and his ratings were, thankfully, high. But what caught my eye was this comment from an anonymous former patient:

“Today I celebrate fifteen years of sobriety. Not a single slip. After thirty years of serious drinking, I have this remarkable doctor to thank. While I was hospitalized, Dr. R. not only (justifiably) told me off for allowing myself to reach the stage I was in, but he also put the fear of God in me. Most importantly, he believed in me and convinced my wife to do the same. It was his faith in my tenacity to straighten myself out and his genuine concern and encouragement that, in turn, gave my wife her belief in my capacity to succeed. This unquestionably got me to where I am today, a proud grandfather and the head of a flourishing business. I am forever grateful. Without Dr. R., I very much doubt I would be here today to write this long-overdue note of thanks to him.”

I knew I would be in good hands.
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