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T he weekend shuntai walker 
turned 10, she took her birthday 
money to her father’s house in 
hopes of a shopping trip. Instead, 

her father, Charles Hill, “borrowed” the money 
and sent Shuntai home to her mom’s house.  
“I was really upset,” she remembers. 

Normally her visits with Charles involved 
picnics, fishing trips, and basketball games, but 
after that birthday weekend, Shuntai overheard 
that Charles was addicted to drugs, and her 
mother forbade her to spend time with him.

Growing up fatherless hurt. “I felt abandoned 
by him,” says Shuntai. The feeling haunted 
other parts of her life too: “As an adult, I could 
never really trust anyone.” 

Their relationship continued tenuously, 
marked by Charles’s obliviousness and 
Shuntai’s resentment. Her dad showed up  
to Shuntai’s first wedding in 1995, but it felt 
awkward to have him there. He’d randomly  
send a text for Mother’s Day, but she didn’t 
always respond. “I saw him over the years,” 
Shuntai says, “but he moved around a lot,  
and because of his addiction, he was no longer 
the father I remembered.” 

A Different Perspective
Over time, Charles’s health problems prompted 
him to do some soul-searching, and he tried to 
repair his most damaged relationships. In 2012, 
he began calling and texting Shuntai and 
sending her cards. Under other circumstances, 
Shuntai might have rejected the attention,  
but her mother had just been diagnosed with 

early-onset Alzheimer’s disease, and if their 
grandmother passed away, she wanted her sons 
to have a connection with their grandfather.

At the time Shuntai was also studying to  
be a therapist. One class assignment had her 
create a map of her family’s history of illness, 
divorce, and addiction. To fill in the gaps on her 
father’s side, she reached out to Charles and 
learned more about how he’d been abandoned 
by his mother when he was a child. “I started to 
understand him as a man whose heart was 
broken,” says Shuntai. 

 The Christmas after Shuntai’s mother  
died, in 2016, promised to be a hard one. “Why 
don’t you invite your father for Christmas?”  
her boyfriend prompted. Hmm, she thought. 
Why not? She sent Charles a bus ticket. 

As a therapist, Shuntai knew forgiveness 
happened incrementally. For her and Charles, 
spending that holiday together—examining  
old pictures and playing cards with her now-
grown sons—created a connection in which 
fond new memories edged out bitterness.  
“It was a magic moment,” Charles says. “I 
hadn’t been around family for Christmas like 
that in a long time.” For Shuntai, “there was 
comfort in knowing I still had a connection  
in this world with a parent.”

Throughout their reconciliation, Charles 
continued to struggle with addiction (he  
has been clean since May). Still, Shuntai  
finally feels as if she’s forgiven her father. 
“There’s nothing holding me back,” she says. 
And she’s already planning their next  
holiday together.

 When a loved one wrongs 
you, it’s nearly impossible to 

let it go. Yet these women 
found the strength 

to open their hearts. 
BY M E LO DY WARN I CKforgive

I Let My 
Father Back 
Into My Life”
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The breakup happened 
on Facebook. “I just 
can’t do this anymore,” 
Deb Newman wrote  

to her best friend, Mary Kaarto, in  
a private message. Just like that,  
17 years of friendship were over.

When Mary and Deb first met 
at Bible study in Katy, TX, in 1999, 
and became friends a year later, 
they were divorced single mothers 
looking for companionship. But 
for both of them, new marriages 
changed things. Mary became  
an empty nester in a town an hour 
away. Deb acquired two stepsons 
and a hectic job in her husband’s 
real estate appraisal business. 

At the time, Mary called and Deb 
didn’t. Mary pushed to meet up, 
but Deb resisted, unsure of how to 

prioritize her family and her 
friend. In September 2011, the 
tug-of-war ended in a mutual 
meltdown. Deb shut down the 
friendship, and in response, 
Mary says, “I deleted absolutely 
everything, including phone 
and email and Facebook 
messages. Two seconds later,  
I bawled my eyes out.” 

Deb says, “I missed her.  
But it felt final.”

One day, Mary detoured past  
her old friend’s house in Katy and 
burst into tears. “God,” she prayed, 
“if it is Your will, please bring us 
back together. And if not, please 
take this hurt away.” Deb uttered  
a similar prayer when business  
took her to Mary’s town.  

Then, in spring 2016, Mary, the 
author of a book about being laid 
off, emailed Deb a request to use 
a photo her friend had taken in a 
magazine article. After a few back-
and-forths, Deb wrote the magic 
words I’ll always love you.

Mary’s response came the  
next morning: I have always and 
will always love you as well.

From there, the emails began 
flying: “I would confess, then 
she would confess,” says Mary. 
Each admitted to searching for 
information about the other online. 

Having recalibrated their 
relationship to fit their current 
lives, they’re now, Mary says, “thick 
as thieves” again: “We learned what 
we needed to learn, what God was 
trying to teach us. He brought about 
this awesome reunion.” 

 I Revived   
a Long-Lost 
Friendship”

On a rainy, but joyous day in 2011, 
Stacey and Jimmy Greene [not their 
real names] celebrated their 25th 
wedding anniversary in front of a 

handful of friends and family. “I felt like the 

luckiest woman alive,” says Stacey. 
Then, just eight months later, Stacey discovered 

her husband texting another 
woman. Jimmy had met her  
at a bar, he admitted, and he 
was having an affair.

Over the next days, Stacey’s 
anger and confusion nearly 
overwhelmed her. She knew 
they had grown distant lately 
and fought about money, but in 
her more reflective moments, 

she realized their 25 years of marriage had had as 

many wonderful times as bad ones. And despite 

everything, she still loved Jimmy. What if they had 

another 25 good years ahead of them? Ultimately, 

she asked him, “Do you want to separate or fix it?” 

“Fix it,” Jimmy said.
The healing, Stacey says, took about a year.  

After some initial counseling sessions with their 

pastor, the Greenes launched a DIY marriage-repair 

effort, reading relationship books and working  
to curb harmful behaviors like passive aggression.  

“I think we are both more aware of each other’s  
needs now,” Jimmy says. 

It took a while before Stacey 
trusted her husband enough  
to let him go away without her for  
a weekend. She’ll never forget  
the affair, but the two are happy 
again, maintaining the long-term 
focus on the good in their marriage 
that they hope will get them to  
their 50th wedding anniversary.

I Rebuilt  
My Marriage”

Mary, left, 
and Deb.
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I Reconciled 
With My Mother”

M ildred Kirschenbaum, 
94, always prided 
herself on telling her 
daughter exactly what 

she thought of her. Gayle’s face: in need  
of a nose job. Gayle’s relationship status: 
single, clearly because she was too 
choosy. “According to my mother,” Gayle 
says, “I couldn’t do anything right,  
and my two brothers could do no wrong.” 

Because of Mildred’s harsh criticism, 
Gayle’s childhood home in suburban 
New York felt like enemy territory, filled  
with humiliations so searing that Gayle 
graduated from high school early so  
she could escape to college. A successful 
career as a TV producer and filmmaker 
followed, as did a healthy distance—
Gayle lived in New York City, while 
Mildred moved to Boca Raton, FL— 
and yet their relationship still struggled. 
“I felt angry all the time,” says Gayle. 

A New Path Forward
Shortly after her 50th birthday, Gayle  
hit a breaking point. To achieve  
lasting happiness, she knew she had  
to find peace. She decided to apply  
her professional skills to trying to heal  
the relationship—she would make  
a documentary about her journey to 
forgive her mother. Surprisingly, 
Mildred agreed to participate: “I did it 
for Gayle’s peace of mind,” she says. 

 In the first few scenes of the 
resulting 2011 film, Look at Us Now, 
Mother!, Mildred snipes at her  
daughter about her makeup. When  
they aren’t fighting, Gayle searches 
through family documents and  
speaks with relatives to find out more 
about Mildred’s life. She uncovers  
a childhood marred with poverty and 
suffering—Mildred’s immigrant  
father twice attempted suicide, and  
her sister died as a baby.  

Gayle had always felt held captive  
by her troubled childhood, but Mildred,  
she realized, had been unhappy too.  
The revelation awakened Gayle’s  
empathy. “When those insults and 
criticisms happened, I looked at her  
as someone who was wounded and 
needed love herself,” she says. Gradually, 
understanding her mother’s past and 
adjusting her expectations of their 
relationship led Gayle to forgive Mildred. 

Mother and daughter still fight. 
Sometimes they hang up on each other, 
then call right back. Each is, in a sense, 
Gayle says, the other’s closest friend.

In the final scenes of Gayle’s 
documentary, mother and daughter are 
traveling together, posing arm in arm  
for photos. “I’m happy that we’re friends, 
Gayle,” says Mildred. “I love you.” 

“I love you, Mom,” Gayle responds. 
End scene.

LEARN 
HOW TO 
FORGIVE 

Let go of hurt  
feelings with these 

steps from Nicholas H. 
Ney, Ph.D., a California- 

based psychologist 
who specializes in 

forgiveness education.

1REFLECT  
Consider how  

past relationships may 
influence how you 
react to a slight. Ask 
yourself, Can I view 
this offense less 
personally? If you  
can pinpoint the 
source of old pain, you 
stand a better chance 
of healing current 
misunderstandings.

2 CHANGE YOUR 
MINDSET If you 

can’t seem to shake 
feelings of resentment 
toward a person who 
has hurt you, try to 
focus on something 
kind he or she has 
done for you, Ney 
suggests. “This may 
help you regulate your 
emotional thermostat 
and move away from 
negative feelings.” 

3 DON’T EXPECT 
AN APOLOGY 

Forgiveness shouldn’t 
depend on another 
person’s words  
or actions, and it 
“doesn’t mean you’re 
forgetting something 
painful or excusing 
poor behavior,”  
says Ney. “It’s more  
about deciding  
to make peace with  
what happened.”


