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I will always remember her brown eyes looking up longingly from that sweet pale face. The way that her wispy, blond hair hung limply across her shoulders was in stark contrast to the thick, dark curls inherited by every other family member. And even in her healthier days, her voice was a soft, charming whisper that rung harmoniously in my ears. She was my tiny friend that I cherished forever. 


But underneath that gaunt figure, pale face, and tiny voice, there was something unwavering. Countless times, those she was encouraging were years ahead of her in experience and education. Foolish children were shown something priceless, grown men were broken by her childish love, and the young and strong were taught a lesson that Harvard and Yale couldn’t teach in a lifetime.


None of us knew how changed our lives would be after Helen was born. She entered the world quiet and lifeless, a pale bundle that took breathless minutes to revive. Mum didn’t wrap Helen in her weary arms that day. Nor the next. Nor for two painful weeks afterwards. Helen was holding to a mere thread of life that the doctors desperately tried to strengthen, although it seemed to no avail.


As the months passed, we learned to dread the scuttle of hurried feet down the corridor. We were able to see our Helen, and twice we had held her, but she wasn’t the beautiful dream we had imagined yet. The noise of other babies were heard day and night in rooms near Mum’s, and each time another first cry would sound, a pang of sorrow and fear would shoot through Mum’s aching heart. Her baby was at death’s very door, and she couldn’t do anything about it.


But miracles can happen, they say, and we saw ours when we triumphantly carried our tiny bundle out of that dreaded hospital. Seven long months had crept past since her entrance, and we knew that we were going home to face a life that we’d never known before. 


We did have our carefree days, though, as the next couple of years passed. Father flew her countless times across our plush lawn. She would toddle along with Uncle Joe on nature hunts, Cousin Luke on snake hunts and with Mum on, what she called, “Weeding Expeditions.” I have so many memories of Helen tumbling after me on my escapades, after her skinny legs took their first wobbling steps and falls.

 She became a competent cook by six years old, always being by Mum’s side in the kitchen. Out of that little brain and quick hands came cakes and puddings and delicious pies. I still remember the day when her first batch of bread dough rose far out of its bowl, falling onto the kitchen table in its ascent. When properly made, the bread was soft and delectable – a daily food we loved. But that afternoon, all we could do was laugh at her forgetfulness over the measure of yeast, and for five minutes we watched her frail figure rolling on the floor in hysterics.

It scared Mum and me a bit; we knew that all that laughing would leave her breathless for some minutes. It wasn’t good for her at all. But it was wonderful to see her laugh. The days seemed almost normal now. 


We fully understood that at any moment her lungs could collapse and leave her gasping for air. We knew her lungs weren’t fully developed and that her premature entrance had hindered her growth and her health. But we also knew that we couldn’t live in this fear. Helen was here – Helen was ours. And we were going to make the most of her.


It was when Helen was very young, that we realized she had something very special and selfless to offer - a heart full of love. To this day we don’t know the name of the boy who slumped past our house and caused Helen to look up from her play on the lawn.



She smiled and sweetly called her greeting. “Good morning!”


He didn’t look up, but Helen was determined to have the sorrow on his face quite dispelled by the time he passed our home. I watched this, worried for her safety, yet curious to see what she would do.


“You do seem a bit gloomy. Wait here,” she smiled brightly, “I’ve got just the thing.” The boy stopped as Helen skipped blithely away and, returning, thrust a glass of lemonade toward him. “Mum just made this. Would you like it?”


I was surprised to see him take the glass and gulp down the icy beverage. A smile crossed his lips and I sensed that it wasn’t the lemonade that had caused it. The smile in Helen’s sweet face was so contagious that it could even reach one who thinks he’s not susceptible.  Helen took the empty glass and waved goodbye as the boy, wordless, continued down the street. 


Beaming, she climbed into my lap and curled up like a kitten, her thin braids hanging down and nearly touching the porch steps. With a happy sigh, she ran her little fingers up and down my arm.


“Isn’t it the nicest thing to brighten someone’s day?”


After that meeting, Helen suddenly started to light up everything in the world around her. She couldn’t do so many things. Some foods were bad for her health; too much of one thing quickly put her into danger, yet too little of something else might leave her listless and lethargic. Her lungs were too weak for her to run, her limbs too weak to climb the trees that surrounded our house. But in that smile she seemed to discover something that she could always do. 


Life was sweeter after that. We could all see the difference she was making in our small town, a place which barely reached the 400 mark on the population sheets. Helen quickly accomplished this first hurdle of her jump and it didn’t take too many months for everyone in town to know of the “smiling, little mite that lived on Fourth Avenue.” Everywhere we went, men and women I had never seen before greeted my little sister. She was affecting lives and she didn’t even know it. 


But her horizons soon broadened. Father and I took her on a business trip to Boston, and within two hours, everyone on the train had had some sweet thing said to them, some joy thrust at them, or some childish wisdom sent their disparaging way. My tiny, frail friend was giving more than she seemed to have to give – and she gave it all so freely.

But that one terrible day arrived all too soon – a day in which no smile graced her lips or delightful story tickled our ears. Helen had just passed her ninth birthday when she found herself rushed to the hospital under the protective, blaring lights and sirens of an ambulance. 


Pale and gray, she was admitted to the ER, and I followed, trembling and clenching Mum’s hand on one side and Father’s on the other. We sat by her side, helplessly, through that restless night. The doctors worked tirelessly, and the nurses ran back and forth with equipment, oxygen - anything to help our little Helen.


But finally morning dawned bright and clear over our little town. The sunlight streamed in through the hospital windows, and caused me to wake from my fretful sleep and slowly blink my eyes. With a flash I realized where I was and flew to Helen’s side. She was awake now and a smile glowed on her tired face. 


“Sister…” She said slowly and with much will-power, for the exertion of speaking was a task for her. “I’m so glad I’m in this bed and not you. I don’t think I could bear seeing you here.”


Tears filled my eyes and I hugged my “smiling, little mite from Fourth Avenue.” She felt barely larger than a toddler in my arms, her own thin arms hooked up to so many different machines doing so many different things to her weak body. But all that day, the smile, which we were so accustomed to seeing, never left her face. 


The weeks passed for Helen in that stuffy, hospital room. It shouldn’t have surprised me when the nurses began to pull me aside to tell me how precious my sister was - but it did. The doctors that treated her were in a constant state of wonderment over her unquenchable joy.  And if ever a sad patient were in her path, he would walk on, a changed person. Helen just did something to people that only she could do. It was this wonderful, child-like love that I couldn’t even come close to imitating. 


Her days went in a slow, terrifying monotony for me, Mum, and Father. But for Helen, each day provided another person for her to cheer – another life that hers could light. 


Somehow, word had seeped out that Helen was in the hospital, and the word spread like fire in a dry land. Soon packages from around the country started arriving; letters, pictures, books – presents from those who had heard her story. Strangers as well as friends showed up in her room daily to wish her well. The odd thing was that the presents began to disappear as fast as they had come in. Wondering about this, I started peeking into other patients’ rooms, and sure enough, there I’d see the coloring book from Arkansas, the teddy bear from California, or a beautiful stack of post-cards from Florida. Helen was happily giving away what had been given to her. 


I asked her why she was doing this, and she answered as though she was reprimanding me. “Now what in the world would I do with all that stuff at once? There are so many other people that need it. And it is awfully nice to brighten someone’s day.”


Autumn came with howling winds and stripped the trees which now stood in staunch contrast to their summer beauty. We lost Helen late one night in November when the terror of the skies was at its worst. Rain had been pelting the windows for hours as Helen’s breathing got fainter and fainter, despite the doctors’ efforts. Then suddenly, she slipped away.


Hundreds of people came to bid her farewell later that week. Flowers arrived at our house for months afterwards and condolences piled in for almost a year, each coming from one whose life had been brightened by Helen’s frail existence. All were grateful that Helen had been there for them. I was grateful too - more grateful than I could ever say in words. 


Helen was a bright thread woven through the tapestry of my life. This bright thread snapped suddenly, leaving a hole in my life that another couldn’t fill. At times, it was a thread of terror and fear, but more often, it was a precious thread of joy. And it was a thread that wove not only in my tapestry, but in so many others’ as well, lighting up their dull, dark pieces of fabric with something wonderful. 

Because - as my sister would say, smiling at me, her large brown eyes looking into mine: Isn’t it the nicest thing to brighten someone’s life?

