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Prologue
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I remember two mornings that could not have been farther apart. How does a cautious woman become a climb a mountain and rebuild her life after a fall that shatters more than forty bones?

One morning, I watched the sun turn glaciers gold from 17,000 feet, the world falling away into a curve I had once thought unreachable. A month later, my body was a different map, more than 40 bones shattered, surrounded by surgeons and tubes, through nights when I prayed not to wake. 

I remember the hiss of the ventilator and the small white clock on the ICU wall as clearly as I remember the summit and the thin, raw air that tasted like a difficult promise fulfilled.

If you are looking for an original story, there isn’t one. I was not born brave. I inherited habits such as careful choices, polite obedience, and an instinct to minimize myself so others could be comfortable.

My first dare, asking my mother to skydive, felt impulsive and insane that leap rewired something small and stubborn inside me. This small shift began to compound: a pool where I learned to breathe underwater, trails that taught me to keep going, and a child’s hand counting steps beside me at Everest Base Camp. Each vast thing I did began with a single, terrifying step.

Then I fell from a climbing wall into a white hospital corridor that smelled of antiseptic and possibility. The doctors said I would be limited; my body accepted the prognosis as fact. But another part of me, thin and newly trained, heard a different language: the human mind is negotiable. If you teach it otherwise, it can change.​

This is the story of those negotiations, the small decisions that led to summits, the nights of doubt, the hands that helped when my legs could not, and the quiet places where reverence and ambition learned to coexist.

If you are reading this because you want proof that you can become different, that a life rebuilt from fear and fracture is possible, then know this: you do not need to start at the summit. Start where you are and take one small step. 

Practice patience: the mountain is patient. Practice persistence: you will be astonished how many small steps add up. Practice curiosity: ask what the fear is protecting you from and what might live on the other side.
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INTRODUCTION
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The Woman in the Mirror

There are two women who live within me.

The first is the woman I was: timid, introverted, afraid. She lived her entire life inside an invisible cage of her own making, never daring to test its bars. She looked in the mirror and saw someone unworthy, existing only to please others and chase validation that never came. She was a daughter trying desperately to be good enough, a wife proving her worth day after day, a woman who felt hollow inside, as though she were slowly disappearing into the background of her own life.

The second is the woman I am now. She stands on summits I once could not imagine reaching, breathing thin air at 19,000 feet, looking out at the world from the roof of Africa. A woman who discovered that the only real prison was the one she had built in her mind, and that freedom was always just one terrifying leap away.

The transformation between these two women did not happen overnight. It was not a single moment of enlightenment or a dramatic decision that changed everything. It was slow and continuous, built from a thousand small choices to face the things that terrified me most. It began with a question, continued through broken bones, and led me to mountains on four continents.

But before I could climb any mountain, I had to understand the one within me.

* * *
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I grew up in a middle-class South Indian family, where the path was clearly laid out before you were old enough to question it: study well, get married, and take care of your family. My father served in the Indian Air Force, and I attended school with children from similar backgrounds who were disciplined, focused, and predictable. Most of my time at school and college was spent buried in academics. Adventure was something that happened to other people in other worlds.

These beliefs were not forced upon me. They grew naturally from my upbringing, shaped by the culture of India in the 1980s and 1990s. No one told me I could not be adventurous. The possibility simply never occurred to anyone, including me. I played basketball in school, briefly, until my coach told me I was not fit enough to compete. “Basketball isn’t for girls,” he said, “especially not for girls who want to compete.” I was in tenth grade. I believed him. For most of my life afterward, I carried the belief that to be athletic or adventurous, you needed specific skills I simply did not have.

At twenty-two, I married Jay, my college sweetheart. But love, I learned, does not automatically create the life you imagined. The marriage did not unfold the way I had expected. I found myself unable to talk about my personal life to anyone. Most of my friends had moved to different countries. My family had been against the marriage, so I could not open to them either. I felt profoundly lonely. I lacked confidence. I spent years trying to prove my worth to my spouse and my family but saw no results. I was trapped in an endless cycle of seeking validation.

Fear ruled my decisions. Fear of water. Fear of heights. Fear of strangers. Fear of being alone. Fear of not being good enough. Fear of life itself. I stayed in the relationship because I was terrified of loss. I questioned every decision. I felt like I had no worth. When I looked in the mirror, I saw someone I did not recognize, or worse, someone I recognized all too well and wished I did not.

My life was simple and monotonous. I worked eight hours a day, took care of my family, managed my son’s classes, and stayed involved in his studies. I became the person everyone expected me to be, a dependent woman living within those limits. No one expressed concern because nothing seemed wrong. But I was not happy with myself. I felt I was not a good daughter or a good wife. I believed it was my responsibility to keep everyone around me happy, even when it was beyond my control.

I would make tea while pretending to listen. My thoughts retreated into silence, as though I had no purpose of my own.

* * *
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Everything changed when I moved to the United States in my mid thirty’s.

It wasn’t that America itself was magical or transformative. It was that, for the first time in my life, I didn’t have an extended family to take care of, a community judging my every move, or constant pressure to be someone I wasn’t. I was free, not in a dramatic, cinematic way, but in a quiet, powerful way, simply being left alone to discover who I really was.

I was content in my small world of work, my son’s school, and his classes. I became more self-aware. I stopped chasing validation and began investing time and energy in myself through reading, working out, and learning to feel comfortable in my own skin.

The transformation was sparked by the change in location, but it was also driven by an innate desire to evolve into the person I had always wanted to be strong, bold, and independent.

I began to see myself differently. “I went from feeling intimidated by conversations with strangers to speaking comfortably with anyone. I gave myself time to read, to work out, and to simply exist. Slowly, physically, emotionally, and mentally, I grew into a stronger version of myself.

But I still had no idea how strong I could become.

* * *
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The real transformation came on a cold November day in 2021. It was the moment that showed me of what I was truly capable.

More than 40 bones shattered.

The doctors told me I would not be able to sit straight for almost a year, would not walk on my own, and should prepare for a long, slow recovery measured in limitations and losses. They were kind but firm in their prognosis. They wanted me to understand reality, to set reasonable expectations.

But by then, I had learned something; a few simple words. “It’s all in the mind.”

Three months later, I was standing on my own. Six months later, I was biking thirty miles. One year later, I was hiking the Salkantay Trek to Machu Picchu.

The accident introduced me to a version of myself I did not know existed. Someone mentally strong, with willpower I had never known and a pain tolerance that shocked even me. The most surprising discovery was not what my body could endure, but what my mind could achieve with focus and discipline. I discovered that I was capable of far more than I had believed.

Now, when I look in the mirror, I see an entirely different woman. Strong. Bold. Independent. A woman who has conquered fears, both internal and external, who has stood on summits and survived being shattered, who has learned that the only real limits are the ones we accept as truth.

* * *
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This is not a story about becoming someone new. It is a story about uncovering who you already are beneath layers of fear, limiting beliefs, and other people’s expectations. It is about discovering that courage is not the absence of fear. It is about taking the leap despite the fear, with shaking hands and a racing heart.

My journey took me from not knowing how to swim to becoming a certified scuba diver, from fearing heights to jumping out of planes, from Ohio trails to the summit of Kilimanjaro, and from broken bones to thirty-mile bike rides. Each adventure was terrifying and changed me. Each one proved that the glass ceiling existed only in my mind.

When I look at old photos now, I feel a mix of emotions: compassion for the woman I was, gratitude for who I have become, and a quiet wish that I had found myself earlier. But I am grateful for what I have now and who I am today. I would not change the journey, even the painful parts. Especially the painful parts.

If I could go back and talk to my younger self, that timid, introverted woman, I would tell her to stop pretending. Stop pleasing. Stop trying to impress. I would tell her to be herself, to be bold, to find happiness within herself. I know she would not believe what her future holds. I know she would not believe the woman she would become, physically, mentally, and emotionally.

But that is okay. She does not need to believe it yet. She just needs to take the first step.

And it all started with a simple question on an ordinary day: “Mom, would you like to skydive?”
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​CHAPTER 1
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​The Woman Who Was Afraid
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When Comfort Became a Cage

The question came out of nowhere, surprising even me.

It was 2016, and my parents were visiting us in Ohio from India. We were sitting in the living room, probably talking about nothing, when a thought fully appeared in my mind. I wanted to give a unique experience during their visit, one they would never forget, one that would break the pattern of ordinary tourist activities and predictable sightseeing.

“Mom,” I said, probably too casually for what I was about to suggest, “would you like to skydive?”

The words hung in the air for a moment. My husband, Jay, looked up, clearly not expecting this turn in the conversation. I held my breath, half hoping she would say no and spare me from my own impulsive suggestion.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Let’s do it.”

I stared at her, stunned. My mother was fifty-six years old. She had rheumatoid arthritis. She had spent her entire life in the practical, grounded world of a middle-class Indian family. And here she was, agreeing to jump out of an airplane as casually as if I had suggested going out for tea.

The very next day, Jay bought the tickets.

That is how it happened, suddenly, without overthinking or carefully weighing the risks or imagining all the ways it could go wrong. The decision was made, and the tickets were in hand. There was no backing out now. Or at least, that is what I told myself.

* * *
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Looking back, I am not entirely sure why I suggested skydiving. It was not something I had been secretly dreaming about for years. I had not watched documentaries about skydivers or felt called to conquer the sky. The truth is simpler and more random than that. I was living in Ohio, where adventurous options were limited, and skydiving was something I had seen available nearby. It represented the most extreme thing I could think of the most direct confrontation with fear.
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