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Introduction


A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.


~John A. Shedd


I’ve been in this position — editor-in-chief and publisher of Chicken Soup for the Soul — for almost a decade now, and it falls mainly on me to come up with our list of new titles each year. I always say, “I’m out of topics. I’m not going to be able to come up with a dozen new ideas.” But invariably, the topics present themselves — because I see them emerging as subthemes in the stories we’re sent by the public. No matter what they’re writing about, their stories are colored by the other things that are important to them as well.


That’s how the “Step Outside Your Comfort Zone” topic came about. We saw so many of our contributors challenging themselves to face their fears and try new things. They reported how that changed them for the better, and led to more new things, and a broader, more meaningful life.


I found myself doing the same thing — trying things that frightened me, or that I just assumed I wouldn’t like: rock climbing in a gym, ziplining, riding every roller coaster at Universal Studios Hollywood, appearing on television shows, wearing my bathing suit in front of people, and forcing myself to try avocados again even though I knew I hated them. Now avocado toast is one of my favorite breakfast items!


Whether it’s the little things, like new foods, or the big things, like flying to a faraway country, we feel empowered when we do something that challenges us. I talk about that in my story, “Run,” about paragliding off a cliff in Oman. I was terrified, but it changed me. Now I know: If I can run off a cliff in Oman, anything is possible.


A big part of stepping outside your comfort zone is learning to trust. You need to trust the experts who say it can be done, or that friend or relative who tells you that you can do it. You also need to trust strangers, and we have many stories about that in this collection. I know that my college semester in a remote part of Brazil almost forty years ago taught me a great deal about the kindness and good intentions of strangers. I talk about that in my story, “The Oddity,” and how I still draw on the reserves of strength and trust that I built during that lonely, but exhilarating, experience.


When we post a new topic on our website, we never know exactly how our writers will interpret it, and we don’t go into making a book with any preconceived notions. I always say that our books are like mirrors reflecting back to our readers what thousands of them have told us is on their minds. After I’ve selected the 101 stories for each volume, I sort them into chapters, and that’s when all our subthemes develop. I am so excited about the chapters that jumped out of this collection. Look at these great ideas:


1. Just Say Yes


2. Learn to Trust


3. Connect with Someone


4. Reinvent Yourself


5. Face Your Fears


6. Be Spontaneous


7. Go Far Away


8. Find Love


9. Take a Risk


10. Take Back Your Life


Now I’m envying you. You’re starting the journey I just completed. I came away changed, and I bet you will, too. I’d love to know what you try after reading these stories. Let me know by e-mailing amy@chickensoupforthesoul.com. I’ll report back on the Chicken Soup for the Soul podcast, and in our next book on this topic, Chicken Soup for the Soul: The Power of Yes.


So go forth! Try new things, overcome your fears, and broaden your world. And here’s my little secret: If you’re about to do something scary, see if there’s a video about it on the Internet. Before we went ziplining in Costa Rica, I watched a couple of videos that tourists had posted on YouTube, from the very place we were going. That’s why I seemed so cool, calm, and collected when we got there. I already knew what was going to happen.


I put my favorite quote of all time at the top of this introduction: “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.” I live by that philosophy, and I highly recommend that you, too, set sail from your safe harbor. Feel the wind, see new sights, and make your world bigger.


And thank you for being one of our readers.


~Amy Newmark


August 31, 2017
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Just Say Yes
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Run


Continuity gives us roots; change gives us branches, letting us stretch and grow and reach new heights.


~Pauline R. Kezer


Okay, so I would never jump out of an airplane. How could I ever trust that a piece of fabric with a million strings coming out of it wouldn’t get tangled up and fail to work? I have plenty of friends who have done it, but I won’t.


But I’m all for doing new and scary things, especially as I get older, because I recognize the value of saying “yes” and ensuring that my world doesn’t get narrower and narrower. And I’ve been inspired by all the Chicken Soup for the Soul stories that I’ve read by people who were advancing in years and made a special effort to try new things. So last year, when I was facing the prospect of turning sixty, a truly surprising development, I renewed my commitment to trying new things, including the scary ones.


And that’s how I found myself standing at the top of a 1,000-foot cliff in Oman, on my way to a beautiful beach resort on the Persian Gulf.


You might think that taking a beach vacation on the Persian Gulf was enough of a “step outside your comfort zone” experience, but that was easy. It was gorgeous and luxurious and they picked us up at the airport in Dubai and took care of getting us across the border into Oman. Oman is a beautiful country on the Arabian Peninsula, known for its craggy sandstone mountains that plummet right down to the sea. It’s very dramatic to see those tall mountains with sheer cliffs right next to the water, occasionally with beaches running along the edge of the sea.


The challenging part was the approach to the resort, which is so remote that you have three choices for the last part of the trip: 1) arrive by speedboat; 2) drive down a narrow, winding mountain road with hairpin turns and no guardrails; or, 3) jump off that 1,000-foot-high mountain cliff and paraglide down to the beach. According to tripadvisor.com, the really cool guests paraglide in.


I decided, that as a very cool fifty-nine-year-old, I would paraglide down to the beach. I imagined some kind of fixed wing thing, like bird wings. That made aerodynamic sense to me. Wings that were already in place would be guaranteed to work — not like parachuting out of an airplane where the fabric might somehow not get itself organized into the right shape, or the strings might get tangled up.


So I was shocked when they were putting the harness on me and I turned around and saw a flimsy piece of fabric lying on the ground behind me — with lots of strings attached to it. That was when I realized that paragliding is called that because you use a parachute. For someone who specializes in words and clear language, I had truly been off my game!


But I didn’t have much time to think about it because they were already strapping me in. Then they stuck a helmet on me. I don’t know what they said this was for, but whatever they were saying, what I heard was: to identify the body. And then they told me that it was critically important that I run toward the cliff and absolutely not stop under any circumstances. Because if I didn’t run right off the cliff, the flimsy piece of fabric with the one million strings wouldn’t catch the air and I would plummet to my death.


Before I could change my mind the guide and I were running toward the edge of the cliff. And then, miraculously, that parachute filled with air and we were soaring, riding the air currents and flying even higher than where we had started. The guide was thrilled that the air currents were so strong, and that we could stay up an extra long time. Of course, I was only half enjoying it, because the other half of my brain was trying to remember what “wind shear” was and whether that was relevant. If the winds changed, could we just drop like a rock?


Nevertheless, we soared for fifteen minutes and then, finally, we flew lower and lower until we put our legs out and ran to a stop on the beach. Mission accomplished, time for a stiff drink, and I never have to do that again!


But it was empowering, and I’m so glad that I did it. I’ve tried plenty of other less scary things since then, because now I compare everything to paragliding. If I can run off a cliff in Oman, I can certainly ride a roller coaster back here in the States, or be a keynote speaker at a conference, or try a new kind of food. Everything seems possible now. And sixty doesn’t feel quite as old as I feared.


~Amy Newmark
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Third Time’s the Charm


Try, try, and try again. Never stop trying.


~Lailah Gifty Akita


“I can’t like it.” My toddler made a face and spit her spinach back onto her plate. “I want nuggets.”


Exasperated, but bound and determined not to be one of those moms who gave in to her child’s picky eating habits, I gathered myself and tried a different approach. I firmly believed that junk food should be for special occasions, not a daily habit.


“Mommy worked hard to make you a nutritious and delicious meal. Please eat it,” I begged, almost at my wits’ end. This was the fourth time that week I had made dinner, only to have her refuse it.


“No!” she yelled. “I WANT NUGGETS! All my fwiends at school get whatever they want for dinner. I hate you!” She was screaming while tossing her food on the floor. I bowed my head in shame, feeling as if I was failing as a parent.


I took a deep breath and tried to keep my cool. I gave her a stern “don’t-mess-with-me” look and said, “Come on, you know the rule.”


“Yes, I should try evwething tree times,” she replied with a roll of her eyes.


“That’s right,” I said in my sweetest mom voice. “So two more bites.”


When I was a child, my mother refused to make me eat everything on my plate. Her mom had insisted that food never be wasted, and she was convinced that this training was the reason for her being overweight.


My mother had a different approach. She said I had to try every food three times. Her reasoning was this: one time to try it, the second time to get over the fact that you had just tried it, and the third to make sure that you don’t like it. After those three attempts, if I still hated the taste, she would never make me eat it again. Her rational and supportive approach worked almost every time — except with liver and bananas (which I still won’t eat to this day).


I was raising my daughter with this same — reasonable — rule. A small smile crept onto my face now as I saw her swallow her second bite of spinach and then open her mouth for the third. She slowly chewed her final forced bite, and my thoughts returned to how the “three things rule” had affected my life.


As I grew older, I brought that three-times philosophy into my daily life. I had been terrified of the diving board at the pool, but I had managed to make that first terrifying jump off the board. When I breathed in water, my mother, who was carefully watching me, jumped in to help me. Before she could even reach me, I was up and out of the pool, heading back to that diving board. I barely paused before I jumped off with a flourish the second time. More coughing ensued, but I was steadfast in beating this fear. When I got out of the pool the second time, my mom tried to cover me with a towel and escort me home. Instead, I threw off the towel and finished my mission.


The third time there was no fear and no water in my nose. In fact there were cheers from the others at the pool. At that point, I was hooked. For the next few summers, you couldn’t pull me out of the water unless it was to dive into it. I have still never met a pool I didn’t want to jump right in.


Every time I am faced with something that is outside my comfort zone, I repeat to myself that I must try everything three times, and it gives me the strength to forge ahead. From public speaking to job interviews, how am I going to know the outcome unless I go for it? Roller coasters, flying, changing careers, dating… all my major fears have somehow been faced by one simple idea that my mom came up with to get me to eat my vegetables. Sure, he may have not been great on the first date, but perhaps the second or third would be better. . . . This thought process even led to my marriage! My life has been full because my brain repeats this one simple rule: Try everything three times.


“Mommy?” My daughter’s voice pulled me out of my memories. “I can like it now,” she said as she finished all the spinach on her plate.


We are all afraid of the unknown. But how can we be sure that something won’t be enjoyable unless we give it a shot? After all, if I hadn’t tried everything three times, you would not be reading this. Instead, I would be stuck at a job that made me miserable, only dreaming of things that I could accomplish. In my mid-thirties, I left a successful job that did not fulfill me in order to pursue my dream of being a writer. After two rejections, I took a deep breath and tried for a third time, all while picturing that diving board. I have been happily living the life of a writer ever since.


And my daughter the picky eater? She’s now a sixteen-year-old vegetarian. Spinach is one of her favorites, although she also still likes nuggets if they are soy — but only on special occasions.


~Jodi Renee Thomas
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Flying High


Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?


~Mary Oliver


My husband David had gone through a grueling cancer treatment in 2006 while working hard at his maintenance job so I could be home with our eight children. When he lost his job in 2010, it seemed like one of the worst things that could happen to a cancer survivor. And once he was home, I saw how easily he tired from puttering around the yard, and wondered how he’d kept his job for as long as he had.


“Someday, we’ll travel. We’ll fly on an airplane, walk on a beach, and see the ocean,” David would dream out loud. That “someday” seemed extraordinarily remote, but I wasn’t about to deny his dreams.


With David around to help with the children, I was free to turn my writing hobby into part-time work. I freelanced for the local newspaper and David encouraged me to begin writing a book about the subject I’d lived and breathed for thirty years — couponing.


As part of building a platform for my couponing book, I designed an instructive workshop for community colleges. That workshop resulted in being hired by a metro-area newspaper to write a weekly column on the same topic. David drove me to the photo shoot, where I spent two hours posing and throwing coupons in the air. On the way home, we joked about how incredible it was: the very idea of me, who had always been shy, striking poses in front of a camera for a front-page story. It wasn’t anything either of us had ever imagined me doing.


“You’re flying. You’re soaring. This is just the beginning,” David predicted. “Someday, you’ll be a public speaker. Your book will be published.”


I laughed at that. So much of what he believed I could do was entirely outside my comfort zone. But then, libraries and community colleges began requesting classes on writing and couponing. I found a new calling teaching on topics I was passionate about. David drove me everywhere, worried about my night blindness, and claiming the time alone with me in the car was well worth the wait as I made my presentations. Once, I glanced to the back of the room where he sat and saw such adoration on his face that I had to pause to catch my breath. On the way home, he marveled at the difference he saw in me when I was in front of a room full of people.


“I love seeing you like this,” he said, and I reminded him that none of it would be possible without his support and encouragement.


“You’re the wind beneath my wings,” I replied. “I couldn’t do it without you.”


Then, one day, I had to.


In March 2012, David experienced a heart attack and underwent stent surgery. The weekend he came home from the hospital, I was scheduled to do three workshops. He wouldn’t allow me to cancel, assuring me he’d be fine with our children helping him. My teens cleaned the house and cooked for their dad while I was gone most of that Saturday. On Monday night, I left for another presentation. I’ll never forget the moment I walked through the door that evening. David sat in the recliner, waiting for me. His eyes lit up when he saw me.


“It went well? You look so happy,” he commented with a broad smile. We held hands and talked for a while, but his eyes kept drifting shut. When I realized he planned on staying in the recliner, I offered to sleep on the couch. He insisted I sleep upstairs so I could get a good night’s rest. I don’t even remember if I kissed him goodnight.


When I came downstairs the next morning, I discovered his heart had stopped beating sometime during the night, and I was certain mine had broken in two. The person who believed in me, the wind beneath my wings, was gone.


How could I go on doing the things he’d been such a part of — the workshops, the driving at night to events, or the completion of a book that had been his idea in the first place?


But how could I not, when he’d so obviously reveled in those endeavors?


The night of David’s wake, I learned I’d won a full scholarship to a June writing conference. The idea of leaving my children for a few days so soon after their father’s death seemed preposterous. Yet, David had encouraged me to apply for the scholarship, despite the fact the conference concluded on our wedding anniversary.


“Apply for it,” David had said when I’d told him about it. “We’ll have other anniversaries. This would be a wonderful opportunity for you.”


So, three months after my husband died, I left my older children in charge of their younger siblings. Three months later, I flew on an airplane for the first time, headed to another writer’s conference, where I would meet the man responsible for the scholarship I’d won, an author who would eventually become my mentor.


Stepping onto that airplane without the husband who’d dreamed of sharing a plane ride with me was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. There was only one empty seat on that flight, and it happened to be the one next to me. I lay my hand on it as the plane took off, closing my eyes in fear. Then I abruptly opened them, determined to look at what David had always dreamed of seeing. My heart ached with bittersweet joy as the plane ascended. Bright sunlight streamed through the windows as we rose high above the clouds.


The airplane ride was just one more step in opening up a world I’d never imagined for myself, but my husband had. Seven months after David’s death, I signed a contract for the book he’d encouraged me to write. By the time it was released a year later, I’d signed two more. A year after his death, I stood in front of a church congregation to speak about finding hope in grief. As a writer, I’d always known the power of the pen. When I saw people wiping away tears, I realized how equally powerful the spoken word could be. I added inspirational public speaking to the roster of things I’d never imagined doing.


In January 2017, at the age of fifty-seven, nearly five years after my husband’s death, I took online courses to become a certified grief counselor. To celebrate the accomplishment, I did something unprecedented, traveling simply for the fun of it. My two youngest daughters accompanied me on a plane trip to Florida, where we stayed with my sister and brother-in-law.


On the day we visited a beach, I wandered away from everyone for a moment, plopping down on the soft, white sand David had always wanted to see. With the sound of the ocean waves lapping against the shore, I closed my eyes and strained to hear what sounded like a gentle whisper in the breeze.


“Someday.”


~Mary Potter Kenyon
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Go for It!


Once in a while it really hits people that they don’t have to experience the world in the way they have been told.


~Alan Keightley


Without looking up from my desk, I recognized the man’s voice. “I want to thank you for changing my life,” he said.


“You’re welcome,” I chuckled, assuming he was referring to the addition of a second bathroom, made possible by the home-improvement loan I had processed for him.


He nodded. “Having a second bathroom is great, but I’m referring to your article in the Sunday magazine of The Mercury,” he said. “You’ve made me see the error of my ways. Growing up, I loved baseball and aspired to be a professional baseball player. I expected my son to love the sport and have the same aspirations, but he dreads going to practice and playing the game. After reading your story, I knew what had to be done. This morning, my son hung up his cleats. He’s going to follow in your son’s footsteps. He wants to dance. I will no longer hinder his dream. I borrowed your words, ‘Son, go for it!’ ”


“Yes, this guilt-ridden mom felt compelled to share her story,” I gulped, fighting back the tears. “Your son is fortunate to have such an understanding and supportive dad. I’m grateful society has become more accepting of male dancers, and that there’s an excellent local dance academy your son can attend.”


After all these years, there’s still a tug at my heart strings when I remember how mesmerized my five-year-old son was by the beauty and agility of the dancers performing the classic Christmas story, The Nutcracker, presented by the San Francisco Ballet company. But afterwards, when he expressed an interest in learning to dance, the classmate who lived next door laughed. “Don’t be silly,” she scoffed. “There are no boys in my dance classes.”


One afternoon when my son waved from the front window to this leotard-clad classmate as she left for dance class, his eyes welled with tears. “Mom, boys dance too.”


The neighborhood friend wasn’t the only person who didn’t support his interest in dance. Many family members and friends tried to discourage him by making disparaging remarks. “You can’t wear dance shoes on the pitcher’s mound.” “Boys don’t dance.” “Dancing is for sissies.”


My son disliked playing baseball and begged to hang up his cleats to pursue dance. But I hindered his dreams and succumbed to the views of my peers. Dance lessons were put on hold. To stop the taunting and criticism after he opted out of baseball, I enrolled him in swim lessons, science camp, art classes, bicycling, and summer school enrichment classes. But he never lost interest in learning to dance, and it intensified when he watched dancers on television, and in Broadway shows and movies.


Finally, he got to have his dance and voice lessons during his sophomore year of high school. His goal was to try out for the school’s madrigal choral troupe, a group of twenty-eight students that performed at various California community events, political functions and holiday festivities from San Francisco to Santa Cruz during the senior year. Two weeks before graduation, the troupe tours and performs in Renaissance costumes in London, England. The competition to become a madrigal is fierce, and madrigal selections are made and posted at the end of the junior year by the Musical Director.


I marveled at my son’s ability to cram in voice and piano lessons between ballet, tap, and jazz classes at a dance academy that welcomed male dancers. The hard work paid off — he made the cut. He thrived as a member of the madrigal troupe, and it paved the way to his dance career.


The summer after my son graduated from high school, he choreographed a group of junior high students in a production of South Pacific. How proud I was on the final night of the play when the cast thanked my son and presented him with a signed group photo in a silver frame. Seconds later, the students moved in for a group hug in the middle of the stage, and my son held the photo above his head and shouted, “You’ve been great to work with. I want all of you to pursue your dreams. Go for it!”


During his first year of college, he was offered a role in a national touring company of A Chorus Line. When my son asked if he should dance or finish college, I didn’t hesitate to give him my blessing. “No more dashed dreams. Go for it!”


Several years later, he moved to New York City and was offered a chance to join his idol — the legendary dancer, choreographer and Tony Award-winning director, Bob Fosse — in his tour of Sweet Charity. Over the years, my son has danced in dinner theatre, summer stock, television and other musicals, such as Evita, La Cage aux Folles, Pippin, Cabaret, Chicago and Fiddler on the Roof. Indeed, boys dance, too.


Even though I wrote the article about diversity twenty years ago, I still recall the sense of pride I felt when that father dropped by my office and thanked me for changing his life… and his son’s. My message holds true today: “It’s okay to be different. Go for it!”


~Georgia A. Hubley
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The Challenge


When we say yes, we do more, create more, live more.


~Author Unknown


The challenge came from my empty nester’s group — the Happy Empty Nesters (Hens). Now that our chicks had flown from the coop, it was time to focus on our roosters. We gave each other two assignments for the next month. First: Say nothing negative or critical to our husbands. Second: When our husbands initiated an activity, say “Yes!” This could be something simple like taking a walk around the block after dinner or something more involved, like taking a cruise around the world.


I approached the challenge with trepidation; it is scary to give up control. What if I was tired or bored or afraid? But I was resolved to do it; I’d have to report back to the Hens the next month. To the best of my ability, I would agree to my husband’s requests.


My first opportunity occurred that evening as I was making dinner. My husband asked tentatively, “How about if we eat out on the deck?” I had to admit it was a lovely day — puffy white clouds with sunshine — but his suggestion added work to my already long day. We’d need to clean off the patio furniture and shuttle all the food and utensils out there. We might be plagued by any number of annoyances — insects, gusts of wind, sun in our eyes.


I didn’t say any of that. In the spirit of the challenge, I said, “Sure.” My husband’s eyebrows went up in mild surprise, and he wasted no time pulling out a tray and loading it up.


The clouds shielded us from the glaring sun for most of our spring dinner out on the deck. I could feel the warmth on my face and smelled a faint hint of jasmine from the yard. We heard the honks of Canadian geese at the pond in the distance. As we discussed our day, a Nuthatch landed on the deck rail just feet from where we sat. We froze in place. The tiny bird was joined by another (a mate?), and then they frolicked off. My husband caught my eye and smiled. At that moment, the clouds parted to reveal the sun setting low in the sky in a riot of color. We had front row seats to the delights of nature and a spectacular view.


We made a romantic memory that evening, and I would have missed it had I not consented to join my husband on a new mini-adventure.


A couple days later, my husband came home from work and said, “The latest action-adventure movie got good reviews, and it starts in half an hour. Wanna go?” Though not my favorite genre, I could do this. I said “Yes” again. The movie wasn’t bad, and my husband appreciated my willingness to join him. He mentioned it multiple times.


That Saturday, we had planned to jog together, but the weather turned threatening. This time, I took the lead and asked my husband if he would run with me anyway. He agreed. We reached our farthest point before turning back when the clouds opened up and swamped us in a deluge of water. We laughed so hard it was difficult to keep running, and we returned home soaking wet and utterly happy.


When the month was up, the Hens met again. The reports were generally positive. But for one woman, the challenge sparked a complete turnaround in her marriage. I suggested we continue the challenge indefinitely, and everyone clucked in approval.


Throughout the next few years, my husband and I sought out adventure with each other. We flew kites on the National Mall during the National Cherry Blossom Festival; we tramped through newly fallen snow to capture photos; we drove Jeeps on the beach in the Outer Banks; we smelled the fragrant flowers of Longwood Gardens; we flew in a hot air balloon at the Albuquerque International Balloon Fiesta; we hunted down all the Fabergé Imperial Eggs in the country; and we built our own spa in the sand at Hot Water Beach in New Zealand.


The challenge changed my mindset from doing what is easy to thinking of ways to say “Yes” to my husband, “Yes” to adventure, and “Yes” to life. Of course, it would be easier to say “No.” But this is a better way. This is living life and feeling truly alive — not just marking time, but living life to the fullest. Did this ever make me feel uncomfortable? It certainly did. But it has also been one of the best things I’ve ever said “Yes” to.


~Monica Cardiff
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Jump


Do one thing every day that scares you.


~Eleanor Roosevelt


“One, two, three, jump!” I watched from the deck as one of my cousins jumped off the nearby cliff into the cool, clear water of the lake below. I heard the cheers and laughter from the rest of my cousins who were lined up waiting for their turns to jump.


The Fourth of July had always been a holiday full of happy memories for me, enjoying swimming, sand castles, sunburns and fireworks with family and friends. Each year, we would drive two hours to the Missouri River to swim, boat, picnic, and water ski for the day.


But this year was different. It was the first Fourth of July without my dad.


My dad had passed away from a massive heart attack just six weeks before. He was only fifty-six, but he had been fighting heart disease since his early thirties.


My mother, my two sisters and I were trying to figure out how to move forward without him. We decided to start a new tradition this Fourth of July. Instead of going to our normal spot on the Missouri River, we went to my cousin’s house. She and her husband lived on a beautiful lake, one with cliffs rising on one side of it. Kids had been jumping off those cliffs for years, and it was a tradition for my cousin’s family.


Now I was watching as one cousin after another took the plunge.


“Hey! Come join us!”


I shook my head with a smile as a bead of sweat made its way down my brow.


I had always been more cautious than adventurous — the proverbial “good girl.” I was the one who watched from the sidelines. But as I sat on my cousin’s deck, I couldn’t help but think about how my dad had lived his short life. He had always tried new things. He took on new challenges without worrying about failing. He ate octopus in Mexico and golfed in Scotland. He would parasail or water ski or go tubing without a second thought. He would try anything once. Even though he never mentioned having a bucket list to me, he lived as if every day he was quietly checking off one more item.


I wondered what it would be like if I packed up my fear for a moment, walked up the hill and jumped off that cliff. What would it be like? How would it feel?


That is ridiculous, I thought. I am a grown woman. I have a two-month-old baby. People will laugh at me. I don’t want to look silly. And besides, I just don’t do this type of thing.


And then I looked up at the cliff again. I was going to do it. I made a vow in that moment to not let fear control me anymore. I was going to start living with no regrets. I stood up slowly and removed the towel that was draped around my shoulders and stepped off the deck.


I followed the dusty dirt path up the hill. When I got to the top, it took everything I had not to turn around and run back down the hill. I stood in line, my heart pounding as the line in front of me shrunk from three to one.


Suddenly, it was just me and the cliff. I stepped up to the rocky point. I wiggled my toes over the edge as I looked down into the water below. The sun sparkled off the gentle waves created by the constant breeze. The hard stones dug into my feet. I continued to breathe. A bird chirped in the distance as I took one last deep breath.


“Okay, Daddy. This is for you.”


I bent my legs and jumped out as far as I could. As the wind blew through my hair while I fell, I felt so free and alive.


As my body met the cold water below, I heard my dad’s voice: “No, sweet daughter, this is for you.”


~Janet L. Christensen
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The Redemption Project


Courage is a love affair with the unknown.


~Rajneesh


My roommate Deana pointed up at the metal giant on the Santa Cruz boardwalk. I had suggested we each pick our favorite ride, and my choice was the carousel. Not only did I love horses, but it was the slowest, mellowest ride. Deana — a world traveler — was much more adventurous.


This was a bad idea. What was I thinking?


I could count on one hand the number of times I’d ridden a roller coaster. I’d certainly never been on any ride as gravity-defying as the one that loomed in front of us. But I’d made a deal, and it was time to keep my end of the bargain.


I left my keys in a cubby, trying not to think about what I was doing, and let myself get locked down in the seat next to Deana. As the harness clicked into place, the finality of my decision — the abdication of control — made my heart pound before the ride even began. Slowly, the ground swept farther and farther from my feet, until the horizon inverted in a dizzying whip of speed and motion. I clung to the seat, trying to repress the scream in my throat.


When the ride paused for a heart-stopping second, I saw the ocean waves crashing onto the shore. In that moment another emotion overwhelmed the fear. It was more than adrenaline. It was exhilaration — cracks of joy breaking the shield of fear I had worn my whole life. I let the shout leave my lips.


After two minutes of high-flying freedom, I wobbled down toward the beach, reeling from this altered reality. The fear of trying new things had robbed me of so many experiences. I hadn’t realized how much regret I had accumulated for each opportunity missed. Ever since I was a little girl, I had been a cautious planner, a perfectionist driven by a fear of failure, a control freak. I earned straight A’s because I didn’t want to make mistakes. It took me months to decide to cut my hair. I always ordered the same thing at my favorite restaurants (heaven forbid I order something new and not like it!).


I had a magnet on my fridge that said: “Only those who risk going too far will ever know how far they can go,” but that was the opposite of how I lived my life. It should have said, “Failure is not an option. Don’t risk it!” As I sat on the Santa Cruz sand, I realized how stagnant my world had become.


That scary ride opened up a freedom I hadn’t experienced before. That week, I made a list of all the times fear had kept me from trying something new. They were small things — not wanting to make a pot on the pottery wheel in sixth grade because I might be bad at it, never going fishing again after a two-hour disappointment, and never eating clam chowder with my family on the wharf because any type of seafood had to be disgusting. The list grew. As a young adult, I stood on the sidelines and watched my friends shoot clay pigeons. What if the kickback of the gun hurt? I chickened out of climbing the ropes course after an agonizing emotional battle with myself. What if I froze halfway up the tree? I turned down dates because I wasn’t 100 percent sure of how I felt. What if there was someone better?


After that day at the boardwalk, I embarked on the “Redemption Project.” One by one, I started going back and redeeming each of those experiences, replacing the old regret with a new memory. Sometimes I learned that, nope, I didn’t really like that new food at the restaurant. I was entitled to that opinion because I’d tried it. But most of the time, my world expanded. I discovered that I loved clam chowder and fish wasn’t so bad. I could actually hit a target with a gun. I climbed every element in the ropes course and even learned how to belay others. Each new experience was a practice of bravery, which evolved into boldness. With this newfound confidence, I took on the biggest risk yet: online dating.


That’s how I met Michael. He was entrepreneurial. He saw trying something new as an opportunity to grow and an act of faith. He embraced change. This budding relationship with him was far riskier than a roller coaster. It meant taking risks emotionally, being vulnerable in the face of uncertainty. Because of the Redemption Project, I discovered that I had the capacity and the courage to walk into this new adventure one step at a time. Ironically, Michael was from Santa Cruz, where my journey in freedom had begun. On one of our dates, we strolled down the boardwalk. After a little sunburn, a shy kiss in the photo booth, and a carousel ride on my favorite horse, he pulled me through the throngs of people toward the wooden roller coaster.


“I’d like to take you on the Giant Dipper. You up for it?”


Someday, I would tell him about the Redemption Project, but for now I just smiled. “Great idea!”


~Sarah Barnum
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A Woman with a Secret


To all girls with butts, boobs, hips and a waist, put on a bikini — put it on and stay strong.


~Jennifer Love Hewitt


Around me, everyone had stripped down to their bathing suits: men, women, children. The young, the old. It didn’t matter. They smiled. Splashed. Played.


I stood stiffly beneath a shady umbrella, taking in my surroundings as my two kids disrobed.


“Walk!” I called as they giggled, pulling on goggles, hurrying to the pool.


Behind my sunglasses, I gazed at barely clothed neighbors. Bare-shouldered. Bare-bellied. Women sunbathing on lounge chairs and dragging children through the water. I touched the knot tied tightly behind my neck. I wore a tankini. A practical, two-piece ensemble that provided the comfort a one-piece suit lacked. Loose and flowing over the middle. Like a T-shirt. Nothing said “not sexy” like a tankini.


But despite the tankini’s appeal, I did not long for the endless summer afternoons that now loomed before us at the town pool. I didn’t walk around in my house this bare, and I couldn’t figure out how I’d get used to doing it in public.


But the benefits outweighed my discomfort: fresh air and exercise. And no one could beg for Netflix or video games.


It was too hot to sit modestly on the pool’s edge. Plus, my kids had no skills. I didn’t want them to drown. I had no choice.


I took a deep breath and stepped out of my cover-up. Then I race-walked across the hot pavement and slid into the water.


That first summer in our new neighborhood, as I played with my kids at the pool, I couldn’t help staring at the other women, especially the ones brave enough to wear bikinis. Other moms had abandoned the tankini and gone for bandeau tops, halter tops, and even push-up tops. And not everyone had a perfect figure! Yet they weren’t afraid to show what they had. Tanned, toned, pudgy, pregnant. None seemed as uncomfortable as I felt. Rather, they glowed with more than sun-kissed skin. They exuded confidence, which, in turn, made them beautiful.


With my two kids in tow, I did not look or feel beautiful. I didn’t even know if I wanted to. I just wanted to survive and not endure some version of a wardrobe malfunction.


“Give me a ride!” My daughter Audrey enjoyed the water but liked using me as a water taxi. I feared the strap of my tankini would somehow come loose as she gripped and hugged me. Meanwhile, my son Aidan circled like a shark, trying to “get” Audrey as I’d heave her this way or that. He’d leap toward her, and she’d shriek as we barely escaped his grasp.


Occasionally, he’d hook his finger in my bathing suit bottom, and I’d yelp, releasing Audrey on my back as my hands flew to my bum, ever-conscious of the dozens of goggle-eyed children swimming around us.


Needless to say, the anxiety of stripping at the pool to clothing the size of my undergarments, coupled with the frantic efforts to keep said clothing from falling off in the water, kept me on edge. Only Labor Day, and the pool’s closing, brought relief.


And, as the seasons changed, and our first winter gave way to blossoming flowers and warmer air, the thought of endless days at the pool filled me with dread.


The tankini waited for me.


Two summers passed in our new home. Two summers of summer living at the pool, wearing my faded, flowery tankini, and racing in and out of the pool. As my kids grew taller and more confident, they played more with friends and less with me. I found myself chatting with other moms in the water as we watched our little ones. I still had to be careful not to risk a full-frontal if one of my children came splashing toward me or a full-moon if one surprised me from behind. But those risks somehow dwindled. I still watched the bikini moms perched on the pool’s edge, or standing in the shallow end, shoulders back, smiling. I marveled at the way they took charge of their kids, but enjoyed themselves in a swimsuit that looked so daring.


The bikini seemed to be a bridge between the old life and the new: If I’m going to be a mom in the pool with my kids, it said, I’m going to look good doing it.


It hinted at the possibility that the bikini wearer had her own secrets. I mulled over the idea that, despite revealing more skin, a bikini made the woman wearing it more of a mystery.


Around this time, I also turned forty. Something happened. I came to detest the dated, dowdy tankini I wore each day. I couldn’t help noticing other women my age or older wearing bikinis, looking happy and not the least bit self-conscious. They rocked their bikinis, and I started to think, Why shouldn’t I?


In my bedroom, I pulled out a bikini I’d bought almost a dozen years earlier for a trip to Hawaii, before my children even existed. I tied the strings behind my neck and turned to face my reflection.


Yikes.


Too tight here, digging into me there. Childbirth had changed my body, and this suit didn’t fit the current me. Plus, the trim looked dated. Not the look I was going for.


So I did some shopping and found a cute blue-and-white-striped bikini with a halter top. It fit well. No pinching in the wrong spots. Not too skimpy. Just enough support and elasticity to make me believe I wasn’t going to fall out of it if my son decided to attack me Jaws-style.


Still, the cut had similar dimensions to my bra and underwear.


I stared at myself in the full-length mirror in my bedroom. I inhaled slowly, pushing back my shoulders, reminding myself of the other women I’d seen.


I could do this.


The first time I dropped my cover-up and dashed to the water in my bikini to join the kids, I imagined myself under a spotlight — everyone watching. But when I glanced around, searching for smirks, I didn’t make eye contact with a single person. I was just another mom at the pool — in a bikini.


But once I slipped into that pool, the cool, blue water rushing over my bare belly, I felt different — not more fit or toned or tan, but somehow stronger. I had crossed a hurdle that I didn’t imagine I ever could. As I stood with a friend in the shallow end, our kids playing nearby, I remembered that I was a mom, but a woman, too. I stood tall, the sun beating on my shoulders, feeling beautiful — even if the only person who noticed was me.


Long after leaving the pool, even as the leaves turned color and fell from the branches, I held onto that feeling.


I wore that bikini all summer and the next. And though the dash to the water didn’t decrease much with time, I never went back to the tankini. I’d outgrown it. A blue-and-white-striped bikini helped me enjoy the body I had. So I rocked it as best I could.


As if I had a secret of my own.


~Mary Jo Marcellus Wyse
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Trying Something Different


I would rather have a mind opened by wonder than one closed by belief.


~Gerry Spence


June 2016. I am driving on Highway 75 west of Atlanta. My wife Carolyn and I (both sixty-eight) are on our way to check out Tellico Village, a retirement community south of Knoxville. I am worried. I’m fine with our plans to move from our home in Florida. That’s not the problem. The problem is that we booked two nights in a private home through one of those Internet home-sharing services.


“Why not stay at a motel like we usually do?” I had asked Carolyn when she first brought up the idea a month ago.


“This place is located right in Tellico Village,” she said. “We’ll be staying with someone who lives there and can give us an insider’s view.”


“A stranger. What if we don’t get along with her?”


“We will. Her name is Jo Ann, and she’s got great reviews.”


“Wouldn’t a motel be cheaper?”


“No. This place costs less, and we have kitchen privileges, so we’ll save on meals too. Besides wouldn’t it be nice to try something different for a change?”


I diplomatically chose not to answer her question. If I did, the answer would have been No. I value my privacy and the idea of staying in a stranger’s home does not appeal to me at all. But I knew I had already lost the argument.


Our GPS leads us more efficiently than I would have liked to the front door of our host’s home. If I could drag my feet outside the car to slow us down, I would. But here we are in a neighborhood of beautiful homes. Jo Ann has a lovely single-story house, well landscaped and with two large white rockers waiting on a porch festooned with flowers. The house is dark inside. It is 4:00 p.m., the exact time we said we would arrive.


“So where is she?” I ask. I have a hint of “I told you so” in my voice. “Didn’t she confirm our arrival time?”


“Yes,” says Carolyn. She rings the doorbell. No answer.


As I dial Jo Ann’s number I think: This wouldn’t have happened if we had booked a motel like we usually do. Jo Ann answers. She apologizes for not being here to greet us. She says she has been trying to reach us to let us know she is attending a church activity this evening. She tells me to look under the cushion of one of the porch rockers for the house key and garage door opener.


“Just park your car in the garage and make yourselves at home,” she says. “Your bedroom and bathroom are located behind the kitchen, but feel free to use the living room, television, and back porch.” She tells me that she cleared a shelf in the refrigerator for us and that she will be coming home late.


I am relieved. For the next several hours, we have a home away from home. The house is gorgeous, modern, immaculate, and tastefully furnished. We unpack and go for a walk around the neighborhood. The neighbors we meet outside their homes greet us and are happy to tell us their experience living in the Village. One gentleman tells us how smart we are for staying at Jo Ann’s house so we can experience the neighborhood firsthand.


After a home cooked dinner, we watch the news and go for a drive to the lake to explore. In the evening we relax on the screened-in back porch. At 10:00 p.m. I hear a key turn in the door. Jo Ann is back.


Jo Ann is a gracious and welcoming host. She apologizes again for not meeting us when we arrived. She pours herself a glass of wine and offers some to us. We have a forty-five minute conversation about how she came to the Village several years ago, the growing pains of the Village, and her experience selecting a lot and building her house. She offers to put us in touch with a neighbor who is a Realtor if we decide to build or rent a home. We learn things about the Village from her that we would never have learned had we stayed at a motel. When she says good night, she informs us that she will not be home the next day. She says she likes to give guests as much privacy as possible.


“Just put the keys and garage door opener under the rocker cushion when you leave,” she says. “Come back for another stay any time.”


What little anxiety I have left vanishes. I couldn’t have imagined a better stay. We make ourselves at home for the rest of our time. I kick myself for being so reluctant to try this. I worried so needlessly.


That summer we book several more stays in people’s homes in three states: Tennessee, Wisconsin, and New York. Every stay works out wonderfully. Now whenever we travel, this is one of the options we consider. But if I hadn’t endured the anxiety of “trying something different for a change,” we would still be staying at impersonal motels. And we may not have moved to Tellico Village, where we are now living, pleased with our decision.


~D.E. Brigham
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You Never Know


Before anything great is really achieved, your comfort zone must be disturbed.


~Ray Lewis


The evening started out innocently enough. A member of our local theater company asked my wife to audition for their upcoming play. Melissa had never acted before. She wasn’t entirely sure she wanted a speaking part, but she decided to go to the auditions anyway. I take my role as a supportive husband very seriously, so when Melissa asked me to drive her to the tryouts, I agreed. It didn’t hurt that she told me she would take me out for a steak dinner afterward.


I thought I would wait outside in the truck, but my wife insisted I accompany her inside for moral support. I followed her into a room full of hopeful amateur actors all gathered around a large conference table. “I’ll wait for you over there,” I whispered to Melissa while pointing to a lone chair in the corner. “Good luck.” She nodded as she grabbed a script and began studying.


It didn’t take long for one of the veteran community troupe members to notice me. We live in a small town, La Vernia, Texas, where I grew up. I knew most of the people in that room. “Well, looky here! It’s Joey Wootan! Please tell me you are auditioning for our play.” The woman speaking pulled up a chair and plopped down next to me. I assured her I was not. She was persistent, but so was I.


And then I heard it… a familiar voice coming from the direction of the conference table. “He’d be good. Talk him into it.” It was my wife! She was looking over at us with a big grin on her face.


My cheeks grew hot, and I began to feel trapped. No way was I going to act in a play. I hunt and fish and drink beer. I oversee a bunch of construction workers, and I raise cattle in my spare time. I drive a truck and eat my steaks rare. I do not act in plays.


Before I knew what was happening, someone handed me a script. I walked out to the truck in a daze as my wife chatted away. “I can’t believe you just auditioned for the play! It was so much fun reading with you. Thank you for doing that! I really can’t believe you just did that! Can you believe you just did that?”


No, I really couldn’t. And I convinced myself there was no way I was going to get the part because I had never acted. I was wrong. Two weeks later, Melissa called me with the news — I was LV Shoestring Stage Productions’ newest actor.


Melissa vowed to help me with my lines. We would be performing the comedy at a Mother’s Day dinner theater event. I only had four weeks to prepare for my acting debut.


We read the script aloud several times before we were able to get through it without Melissa laughing hysterically. “I’m laughing with you, not at you,” my wife managed to squeak out as she gasped for air. For the sake of my pride, I chose to believe her. It was a comedy, after all. She was supposed to be laughing, right?


“Louder!” the director shouted as I delivered my lines at my first play rehearsal. I started again.


“Louder, babe.” Now my wife was directing me. I took a deep breath and practically shouted my next line. Melissa gave me the thumbs-up as she smiled at me proudly. I felt an unexpected sense of accomplishment.


On the drive home, Melissa held my hand as she told me what a good job I’d done. “I know you’re only doing this for me, and I want you to know I really appreciate it.”


She was right, of course. I had auditioned for the play to make her happy, and while I was certainly enjoying the extra time we were spending together, I was quite vocal about the fact that I would never do it again. She just smiled and nodded.


On Mother’s Day, Melissa sat next to me on the front seat of my pickup truck as we drove to the theater. “I have a confession,” I began sheepishly. “I wasn’t sure about this acting thing at first, but I’ve actually had a lot of fun doing this with you.”


Melissa smiled broadly. “Oh, really? So does that mean you’d do it again?” she asked.


If I’ve learned anything from this experience, it’s to never say never. I might end up eating my words. Or delivering them to an audience from the stage.


~Joey Wootan
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Learn to Trust
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A Night in Philly


Whenever you feel uncomfortable, instead of retreating back into your old comfort zone, pat yourself on the back and say, “I must be growing,” and continue moving forward.
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