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To mothers everywhere—may your lives be
 filled with miracles, great and small.





Where there is great love there are always miracles.

—WILLA CATHER
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INTRODUCTION


miracle n. 1. An event that seems impossible to explain by natural laws and so is regarded as supernatural in origin or as an act of God. 2. One that excites admiration or awe.

—WEBSTER’S II RIVERSIDE DICTIONARY






THIS COLLECTION OF true stories is a gift of love, a gift from mothers around the world whose lives have touched and been touched by their children in remarkable ways. These are stories of miracles, large and small, that have grown out of the extraordinary bond between mother and child—bonds so enduring they have sometimes outlasted life itself.

Why a book about mothers and miracles? Because in many ways, the two words are synonymous: every phase of a mother’s life is sprinkled with quiet miracles. To begin with, ask any woman who has had difficulty conceiving, and you will appreciate the absolute miracle in that singular event. To be a part of the creation process is, indeed, a most holy calling. And then there is the experience of pregnancy itself, the body’s miraculous preparation for a new life. Not only is it a glorious transformation, but the months of carrying a little life wrapped up under your heart is perhaps also the coziest time in a mother’s existence.

And who can deny the miracle of birth itself? Having a tiny newborn child placed in your arms is like receiving a personal message from God that the world should go on. Sometimes the infant isn’t completely perfect—often not beautiful, occasionally having problems, illness, even deformities…but none of that matters. There is simply nothing more breathtaking than that bald, toothless, wrinkled little bundle nestled under your chin. Looking at his radiant face as he sleeps, you are certain that he is not only the most beautiful baby ever born, but is also a miraculous gift. Your life will never be the same again—this little child will reinvent your entire world.

Then you watch in awe as your child grows into maturity. As you fill your days with teaching, nurturing, and kissing away tears, you see the miraculous evolution from baby to child, child to adult. You have the privilege of helping unwrap this precious gift, of enabling your child to see the riches he possesses.

But then there are times when you witness other kinds of miracles along the way—miracles that are not so easily explained away as part of the natural course of life. There is the miracle of a mother who instinctively knows that her son, thousands of miles away, is in danger and prays that his life be spared. There is the miracle of a mother who saves her drowning child during an eerie calm in the ocean’s waves. And for the mother unable to conceive and bear her own children, there is the miracle of adoption, as the priceless gift is lovingly passed from one woman’s arms to another.


And there are quieter miracles, too: a mother who is able to ease a child’s fear, to whisper a word of hope; the miracle of seeing your baby take her first step and later, ride her bike without training wheels; the miracle of hearing your child read his first story out of a book; the miracle of a teenager who returns strong and triumphant from one of life’s challenges.

As the cycle of life continues, another miracle occurs: through the daily demands and trials of motherhood, you are humbled. You learn that there is someone else on earth more important than yourself, for whom you would sacrifice almost anything. At first, even you are a bit surprised by your unhesitating response that, if needed, you would gladly lay down your life for this little person.

 

IN OUR HOLIDAY miracle books—Christmas Miracles and The Magic of Christmas Miracles—we hoped to infuse readers with the sense that, at Christmastime, anything is possible. And what truly matters during that season is not gift giving, but love giving. In this, our third collection of miracle stories, we have collected mothers’ accounts of love giving that range from the seemingly ordinary to the otherworldly.

When we began speaking to mother after mother in an effort to gather inspiring stories for Mothers’ Miracles, we became aware of another theme unfolding—that the love, strength, and courage of mothers can overcome almost any obstacle placed in the path between a mother and her child; once again, the sense that in this realm, anything is possible. The power of motherhood, it seems, is often greater than the laws of nature.


Surely the driving force behind these miracles of motherhood is love. A mother loves her children fiercely, irrationally at times, even when others think they don’t deserve to be loved. She is convinced her children are brighter, prettier, and more talented than perhaps they really are. Against all the awkward knocks of an awkward world around them, her love is a shield, a guide, a gift. She will be there for them when no one else will.

To a child, every mother’s smile is a small prayer, a silent blessing she bestows upon her little ones. Every mother’s kiss contains a sprinkling of angel dust that showers a protective circle around them. Mothers are truly earth angels, here to watch over and defend their offspring. And sometimes mothers can return later as angels, still guiding their children to peace and safety, even though they themselves cannot be here on earth to insure it.

While researching this book we learned of an incredible tale, just one example of the miracles between mothers and their children. It is the story of Esther Raab, still living today. A young Jewish woman in Europe during World War II, Esther was imprisoned in a concentration camp. Along with the other inmates, Esther planned to participate in a large-scale escape from the camp, Sobibor. The night before the escape, as Esther lay sleeping, her deceased mother appeared to her in a dream.

“Mother, tomorrow I will try to escape!” Esther told her mother in the dream.

“I know that!” her mother replied. “And I’ve come to tell you where to hide so you’ll be safe. After you escape, return to our village. Hide in the barn at the edge of town, the one that you and your brother used to play in. You will be safe there.”

Esther did escape from Sobibor, she did make it back to her village, and she at last found the barn her mother described. But inside the barn, Esther suddenly understood the purpose of her mother’s urgent words in the dream. For there, hiding beneath the rafters, she discovered her long-lost brother—cold, hungry, afraid, but alive. And in that barn, thanks to the loving guidance of a mother who watched over her children from a world beyond, Esther and her brother hid safely together until the end of the war.

 

FROM THE MOMENT an infant first clasps his tiny fist around his mother’s finger, that mother knows both the unspeakable joy and the heavy burden of her calling. She also knows it is something she’ll never regret. With her baby holding tightly on to one of her hands, she reaches up and puts her other hand in the hand of God.

And then she waits for miracles.

—JAMIE, LAURA, AND JENNIFER








Except on Sundays




IN MY MEMORIES of my mother, I always seem to be playing the role of the audience, sitting in the front-row seats. Every time I think of her now, my heart sits right down in the very same place, paying the same sort of attention it always has.

One day when I was a child, my mother sat at her makeup table wearing my father’s plaid bathrobe, her lovely face copied three times in the triptych mirror. She picked up her heavy hairbrush as she watched me watch her images. Steam from the tub was floating toward her out of the bathroom, carrying the perfume of the bath she had just taken, and I was sitting on the bed, my legs not yet long enough for my feet to touch the floor. It’s important to the story of my mother to picture her like this—there, in that funny, dreamy way. It puts her in context, I think.

“You know, darling,” she said, caressing her hair more than brushing it, “the world of women is divided into two categories.”

The steam was coming to her, ghosting right past me through the room.

“Those who believe Rhett came back,” she said, passing the brush through her auburn hair, “and those who don’t care.”

My mother’s name was Allene. She is a descendent of the Revolutionary War hero Ethan Allen, and so her parents gave her their own form of the family name. As a child she was a tomboy. In college, she studied journalism. She graduated and became the society editor of the Long Island Star Journal, a New York daily newspaper that folded in the 1950s.

She became a wife and mother, a Girl Scout leader, and a visiting nurse volunteer, and after my sister and I were raised, she went back to school and got a master’s degree in education and began teaching at a Montessori preschool on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. That puts her in context, too: lovely, but gritty.

Then, sometime in the 1970s, my mother’s mind went to battle with something and lost. I used to say that she was losing her mind in handfuls. It was the best description I could think of for what was happening.

She became forgetful, angry, hostile, and incompetent. What began as a daily search for her keys soon became a daily rage in which she would dump the contents of her purse in the middle of the living room floor and shriek that she was losing her mind. She hallucinated wildly. She became violent and had to be sedated. She was fifty-one years old.

When we finally got a diagnosis, the doctor began by saying, “Your mother is not going to die.” I thought the words were being offered as comfort and reassurance. Instead, they were preparing us for a diagnosis of long-term care. It was Alzheimer’s disease, and it would change all of our lives forever.

By the time she was fifty-six years old, Allene had to be placed in a nursing home. We had run out of options. My father was dead, and my sister and I were in our twenties, working full-time and supporting Allene’s twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week home care.

At that point there was very little that seemed to interest her, very little that made her respond. She could no longer speak. She didn’t recognize me or my sister. And while we still did things together, she seemed uninterested in anything but watching television and smoking.

Except on Sundays, when we went to church. I have to say right here that we did not go to church out of faith. I had very little faith in anything at that point. We were six years into her illness and what faith I had retained had been mangled by the relentlessness of her disease. We went to church because it was the only place where, for one precious hour each week, she was calm. I seem to recall thinking about converting to Catholicism because I’d heard that the masses were longer.

The church we attended was the Community Church of Douglaston, the church where my mother had been baptized, and where my sister and I had been baptized. It’s one of the first buildings you see when you enter the pretty town in which we were raised. We would sit there each Sunday, and in the quiet I would breathe deeply and rest. People were very nice to us there. It had all the comforts of home.


On the last day before she went into a nursing home, I took my mother to church as usual. She had no idea that the next day she was being moved out of the town she loved. I was bereft, feeling guilty and grief-stricken, angry and exhausted and alone.

I remember leaning my head against the side of the pew and weeping. And then I noticed that my mother was singing all the hymns. Probably she had done this every Sunday, but I had never really noticed. And then she said all the words of the Lord’s Prayer. This from a woman who could not speak my name.

Years later, after writing about my mother in a book and in several magazine articles, and working as an advocate for people with Alzheimer’s disease, I got involved with The Eddy, now a part of Northeast Health, which is an adult-care facility in Troy, New York. I was called to a meeting to create a plan for senior services in the area. A man who was a minister said, “I have always been interested in pursuing the spiritual life of Alzheimer’s patients.” The memory of my mother in church—her prayers and her ability to sing hymns—flooded my mind. I started to weep.

I realized that without that one hour each week with my mother, I might have gone mad myself. No one can say what that one hour did for my mother, but I believe it was a real blessing. Now that she was gone, other patients and other caregivers needed that blessing, too.

Without meaning to do so, we deny patients the right to worship at the moment they and their family members need it most. When someone cannot sit still or be quiet or remain continent, we discourage their presence in our houses of worship. We may not mean to, but we do—because we don’t want someone disrupting the ceremony and spiritual solitude of worship.

So that autumn in Troy, we planned a service around the time and theme of the harvest. We celebrated with a rabbi, an Episcopal priest, and a Presbyterian minister, and intermingled the themes of Sukkoth from the Jewish tradition with Christianity’s harvest hymns and prayers. We invited patients and their caregivers. I wrote a prayer for the caregivers and one for the patients. We convinced a priest to keep his sermon under five minutes, used a lot of music, and encouraged walking around throughout the service.

When it came time for the offertory, we circulated baskets of apples; instead of collecting money, we hoped to give something to the patients and their families. The whole idea of the service was to be thankful for what we had, as opposed to focusing on what we had lost to the illness.

From patient to patient, I carried a huge African basket filled with apples. One very ill woman was furled in a wheelchair, her head slumped on her chest, her hands tightened into the gnarls we associate with the very last days of life. Her caregiver shook her head, indicating that the woman would not be able to hear or understand me, but I wanted the old woman to have an apple. I got down on my knees and tried to make eye contact. It was impossible. I tried to open one of her hands, but it was like a knot.

At that moment the offertory hymn began. The opening bars of “How Great Thou Art” came onto the organ, and my husband, an accomplished baritone, softly began singing the hymn.


The woman uncurled. She straightened up in her wheelchair. At the top of her lungs, she sang every word, with the same clarity my mother had.

The caregiver gasped. I literally staggered back, then watched as the joy and triumph of the lost self of this woman revealed itself to us. She sang from her heart. As the song ended, she curled back into her chair.

We had reached her.

She had reached us, too, as together we saw for ourselves what we knew to be true: that there, amid what had seemed like darkness, was light we had almost overlooked. The same glimmer I had seen in my mother years before.

Emily Dickinson says, “Hope is the thing with feathers.” That being the case—and if Emily says it’s so, it is—then faith is a thing that can surely fly.

—MARION ROACH SMITH
 Petersburgh, New York








Another Sleepless Night




I DO NOT FALL asleep easily; I never have. Night after night I lie awake next to my husband, Louis, as he sleeps. Sometimes I review the events of the day in my mind, going over small things that happened at work, or thinking about larger things going on in the world around me. Often I think about my three children. And when I do finally fall asleep, my mind is filled with vivid dreams. One of those dreams woke me up one night, and as it turns out, it was for a very good reason.

Scott was my middle child. He was a delightful child, very independent and capable. Our family spent a great deal of time with one another when the children were young; we liked nothing better than a good long camping trip together at our lake lot or at other neighboring lakes. Scott was a master camper, very sure of himself in the woods, in the water, and with our small boat.


It was clear during his high school years that he would probably not go on to college, and his father and I hoped Scott would find his way toward a trade he could master. When he announced his intention of joining the air force after graduation, we couldn’t have been more pleased. Louis had been in the air force, too, and was proud that his son planned to follow in his footsteps. True to Scott’s independent nature, he took the bus on his own the 230 miles from our town of Aberdeen to Sioux Falls for his physical. I worried that he was too young to be off on his own, but he had other ideas.

Years later, I worried again when he announced that he planned to live in Alaska. Alaska? So far from home in South Dakota? But Scott was determined and excited about his new life in Alaska, and I gradually put my fears aside. It turns out that Alaska is not really so far from South Dakota—we’ve visited there four times now, and I understand why my son has such love for that beautiful state. A devoted outdoorsman, Scott carries on the camping traditions our family started in his childhood.

And that was Scott’s life in Alaska up until the night I had my dream. As I try to recall the circumstances of that night, I can’t remember too many details of the dream. All I know is that I was suddenly awake in the middle of the night with a terrible fear about Scott’s safety. Louis slept soundly as I lay there in bed, my heart racing. My child was in danger, I just knew it!

He needed my help. How could I help my son in Alaska from my bedroom in South Dakota? There was only one answer: I could pray.


I climbed quietly out of bed and knelt down next to it. I prayed for God to protect my son Scott, to keep him safe and deliver him from harm. I prayed for just a short while, pleading over and over for Scott’s life. At last, emotionally drained, I climbed back into bed.

A day or two afterward, I received a call from Scott’s former wife, who was in Alaska. “Donna, I need to tell you about something that’s happened to Scott. He is in the hospital recovering from a plane crash that happened out in the wilderness.” She assured me that he was stable, that I didn’t need to bother to come. But once again, I felt that I should be there.

A few days later, we stood next to my injured son’s hospital bed. As he grew stronger he was able to tell me the details of what had happened: while he and his friend Gary were returning from a moose hunting trip in the wilderness, their plane was caught upon takeoff by a wind shear. The plane skidded on its belly to a stop and burst into flames. Although Gary had been able to climb out quickly, Scott’s seat belt buckle had jammed. As he frantically tried to free himself, he suddenly felt a powerful hand on his shoulder assisting him. Finally free and able to get a safe distance away from the plane, Scott turned to thank Gary for saving him. “Save you?” Gary replied, “I was thirty feet away, rolling on the ground. I never went near the plane!”

I
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