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Introduction


We love the little owl on the cover of this book. In many cultures, owls are symbols of wisdom, transition, intelligence, protection and secrets, and this little guy, ready to grow bigger and even wiser, is a great mascot for a book that is all about personal growth, wisdom, and dreams.


The words in the title of our book, “Time to Thrive,” have a deliberate double meaning because our stories have two main themes: 1) You need to make time in your busy life to thrive, whether that means putting aside an hour a day for a hobby, or just learning to say no when asked to take on too many responsibilities; and 2) It’s time to take charge of your life and pursue your passion, do something you are enthusiastic about, and feel alive! No more putting off those life changes you know you should make.


In this inspiring collection, you’ll read stories from regular people who decided it was time for a change. Many of them had been stuck in the same old routine for years, so they can provide you with a roadmap for how you can break out of your own rut and do something new. Some of them found renewed purpose and joy through a new job, a hobby, or volunteer work, and their lives were transformed as a result. Some of them just needed to find balance in lives that were basically okay, but were a little too frenetic and unfocused. Many of our writers say they needed to reacquaint themselves with themselves, going back to their roots and remembering what they had actually intended to do with their lives.


Sometimes we need to take a step back from our busyness and do some self-assessment. In Chapter 1, “It’s Time to Meet Yourself,” you’ll read about Lucy Lemay Cellucci, who took a two-year “sabbatical” to work at Starbucks as a barista, and then found herself ready to go back to her profession as a dance instructor. She says the job “helped me sift through my depressive fog and reconnect with the ability to have fun.” You’ll also read Sheila Wasserman’s story about setting out on a 16,000-mile road trip from Florida to Alaska and back, all by herself! Sheila says she needs to take a break from family obligations and “see if there’s any me left in me.”


You’ll read more about self-discovery in Chapter 2, “It’s Time to Embrace Adventure.” You’ll meet Marsha Warren Mittman, a young widow who surprised her New York relatives by somewhat randomly choosing to move to little Spearfish, South Dakota. She says “I’ve never regretted my decision to take flight” and, in fact, she says it feels more like she has returned to her true home. In the same chapter, you’ll read how Benny Wasserman was discovered by a lookalike talent agency and has made a nice second income as an Albert Einstein lookalike for the past twenty-five years. If you Google him you’ll see he really does look like the smartest guy in the world!


Benny talks about how he flourished in his new job post-retirement, and you’ll read plenty of stories about new careers in Chapter 3, which is about how to “Thrive on Your Own Path.” Jennifer Simonetti-Bryan did this big-time when she quit her six-figure Wall Street job and spent years studying to become one of only four female Masters of Wine in the United States. We’ve seen her speak about wine and she clearly loves her new job. By the way, she makes more money now than she did before! Jennifer says, “I wake up feeling happy, jazzed every morning, and looking forward to what my workday will bring.”


Also in Chapter 3, Dr. Mitra Ray tells us an inspiring story about forging her own path. The child of Indian immigrants, she went to prestigious universities, got her PhD in biochemistry, and even went along with an arranged marriage, all as expected by her parents. But then she raised some eyebrows, both in her professional community and in her Bengali one, by following her heart — getting a divorce, embarking on a new career focused on wellness, and marrying her soul mate. While it was hard, she says that she realized, “I alone was responsible for my happiness.” And she’s glad she is modeling that outlook for her two teenage daughters now.


No matter how busy we are in business, in our families, or as volunteers, we still need to take care of ourselves. Otherwise we aren’t really good for anyone else, either. That’s why Chapter 4 is called “Make Time for Your Most Important Customer.” Our writers share some great advice about how you can carve out some “me time” to ensure that you remain happy and productive. Sometimes, that just means putting your foot down, as Rebecca Hill does every Monday. Monday is her day off from everything — work, volunteering, and husband. She calls Mondays “My-days” and says they help her maintain a sense of self and help her “to honor myself as an independent person with individual tastes and desires.”


Continuing with that theme of self-protection in Chapter 4, you’ll read Ann Vitale’s important reminder about the power of saying “no.” Many of us are very good at what we do, and we become the go-to people at work, in our families, and in volunteer work. Ann finally learned how to say “no” without explaining herself. She says, “I felt light, free, amazed at myself. I’d just said ‘No’ with no explanation.” Try it. You’ll like it!


Now that we’ve taught you how to say “no” we need to address saying “yes” occasionally, too. And that’s why Chapter 5, “Say Yes to Thriving,” is filled with stories about saying “yes” to all the good things in life — the things you’ll have time to do once you master saying “no!” Ericka Kahler tells us about the day she had an epiphany about her life and decided to start saying “yes” to every new experience and adventure that was offered to her. “Yes” became her mantra, and as word got out, her friends invited her to more and more events. Ericka says, “ ‘Yes’ literally changed my life.” April Knight reports much the same experience in her story about how she decided to ignore her fears and force herself to try new things. She blossomed, changing from a woman afraid of going to the mall to one who travels to Australia alone and rides a wild burro in a rodeo. She says, “I don’t want to live a timid, fearful life and I refuse to ‘be careful.’ I’m running the race!”


Once you have figured out how to thrive in your own life, you may want to spread the word. In Chapter 6, “Help the World Thrive,” you’ll read about some ordinary people who have become extraordinary people and are helping others thrive as well. Mike Conrad and his brother, for example, were living on food stamps when they realized they could revolutionize the food industry by allowing people to buy food in bulk, straight from their trucks. They started a company called Zaycon Foods that now serves tens of thousands of customers across the U.S., and they are now working on a program to accept food stamps as well. Mike says, “With a little courage and a lot of goodwill, anyone can change the world.” We’ve met him and can attest to the fact that he goes to work every day with a spring in his step!


Jaki Baskow is another mover and shaker whose story will inspire you. After her father was murdered, she moved from New Jersey to Las Vegas, with no prospects and no money. With grit and determination, she has built a huge talent agency there, and has mentored thousands of performers, helping to launch many successful careers. She says, “I’m so grateful that I’ve been able to live a life of purpose that revolves around helping people help each other.”


Mike Conrad and Jaki Baskow talked about how they transformed their lives, following career paths they would have never expected, and we continue in that vein in Chapter 7, “It’s Time to Reinvent Yourself.” You’ll read about Kathy Caprino’s winding career path. After eighteen years in publishing and marketing, she realized that she wanted to be a marriage and family therapist. After spending years obtaining a master’s degree in the field and having her own therapy practice, Kathy realized that wasn’t quite right either. She wasn’t afraid to make another change, and now she helps coach working women, helping them stay passionate and purposeful about their own careers and lives. She says, “It wasn’t easy by any stretch to reinvent myself (twice).” We love the fact that Kathy wasn’t afraid to buck convention and follow her heart.


And that’s exactly what Sam Georges did after his wife died. Sam gave up a dream home and a dream job in California and moved to Las Vegas, where he reinvented himself as a champion poker player. Why did Sam share his personal story with us? He says, “I am a private kind of guy. I decided to share this story because I want anyone who finds themselves in these circumstances to know that life is guided. You unfold the future — the future does not unfold you.”


You may not want to become a professional poker player, but you probably do have dreams, and we have plenty of stories that show you how to achieve them. Chapter 8 is called “It’s Time to Pursue Your Dreams,” because it is! It is always time to do that. You just need to make some room in your life for that possibility to manifest itself. Dr. Buzz McCarthy tells us how she chucked it all after a divorce. She closed her business, sold all her possessions, and moved from Australia to London with just a suitcase and a laptop computer. She says, “I’d chosen to launch into the void, and here I was in wonderful London living in total joy.”


Stephen Rusiniak tells us how he followed his dream, too. Despite the fact that he was “just a cop” and he had received a C in his freshman writing class in college, Stephen persisted in his writing, and we can tell you with personal knowledge that it is quite good, as he has been published in quite a few Chicken Soup for the Soul books.


We close our book about thriving with a very important chapter, “Make Time for Your Relationships.” We loved Lisa Pawlak’s story about her family’s long, adventurous trip to New Zealand, where they didn’t pay attention to the clock or the Internet. They built memories that will bond that family forever, even when the children are grown and raising their own kids. And what a great idea Janet Bower and her husband had when they rented a Camaro while their stodgier car was in the shop. The septuagenarians carefully lowered themselves into those bucket seats and had a great time tooling around San Diego County, attracting amused looks wherever they went. Janet says, “There was the fun, excitement, and challenge that two elderly, long-married people can have but seldom do. There are always routines and schedules, but there are also new opportunities. When those opportunities arise, take them — at any age.”


We offer you our own stories at the very end of the book, about how we make sure we stay true to our own needs, protect our most important relationships, and keep ourselves sane. You’ll read about saying “no” to some things so that you can say “yes” to others. And more importantly, that will allow you to say “yes” to the people who matter. You’ll also learn how to carve out enough “me time” to achieve a work-life balance that allows you to thrive in your own busy life.


We have enjoyed making this book for you and we’re almost sorry to be sending it off to the printer already. But it’s your turn now to soar like that owl, your time to thrive. We hope through these amazing stories you will find the inspiration, faith, passion and vision to truly live the best life you can make for yourself.


~Amy Newmark and Loren Slocum Lahav


February 17, 2015
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Time to Thrive


It’s Time to Meet Yourself




[image: Image]


Becoming Whole


If you’re brave enough to say goodbye, life will reward you with a new hello.


~Paulo Coelho


“I am one. Not half of something.” I spoke those words from a stage in Duluth, Minnesota, where people had braved the frigid temperatures to attend my presentation and book signing. As a single thirty-something, I have finally learned that I do not need to be part of a couple in order to feel complete. Sure, someday, I would like to be married and have a family, but my life will not start then. I am living happily ever after right now.


I learned the hard way that the most enduring relationship any of us will ever have with a human being is actually the one with ourselves. In the auditorium that evening, I was honored to share my journey of finding myself, which includes, like most people, some failed relationships along the way.


I usually start out by talking about Ed. He controlled my life for nearly twenty years. While I grew to hate the abuse, I could not find the strength to leave for far too long. Ed convinced me that I needed him to cope with life while simultaneously beating me down, yelling things like, “You are fat,” and “You messed up — again!”


Countless people in the audience nodded their heads when I spoke about Ed, because they had been in his arms too. No, we did not all date the same guy! But we did all battle eating disorders. In therapy at twenty-two years old, I was taught to call my anorexia and bulimia “Ed,” an acronym for “eating disorder.” I learned to treat my eating disorder like a relationship rather than an illness or a condition.


Slowly, over time, I began to distinguish Ed’s voice from mine and discovered my own unique thoughts and personality. While I did not choose to have an eating disorder, I started to believe that I could, in fact, choose to get better. Sometimes it felt like I had to make that choice over and over again, each and every moment. My favorite quote is the Japanese proverb, “Fall down seven times, stand up eight.”


When it comes to Ed, I fell down more like 1,007 times. But that didn’t matter, because, with support from both professionals and loved ones, I was able to stand up 1,008 times! Today, even though I have never been married, I consider myself happily divorced — from Ed. But that is not the fairytale ending to the story.


I am fully recovered from an eating disorder but not from life. This was never more evident than when I met Mark at age twenty-seven. It did not take long for me to fall head over heels for this man — a real one, this time. I was so upside down for Mark that I failed to notice that the liquor burning his throat each night was ripping a hole in our relationship. I was blinded by love and even accepted his marriage proposal. The shiny ring on my finger eventually illuminated the truth. After wearing the ring for a few weeks, I came to the frightening realization: I was about to marry a man with whom I could not have a conversation after 7 p.m.


In my opinion, Mark’s blackouts from drinking alcohol at night were that bad. (He often couldn’t remember discussions, even the really important ones.) The tears I cried in silence and the turmoil we never talked about seemed even worse than the blackouts. Hitting what felt like another rock bottom, I knew that I needed help. Unlike times in the past, I did not turn to Ed. Instead, just like in recovery, I went to therapy, attended support groups, and leaned on family and friends.


It takes two to make a relationship. I had contributed to our downfall, so I needed to go inward and work toward change. But, in the end, Mark refused to get help. I knew from my own recovery that nothing was going to get better if I was putting in more effort than him. Devastated to realize what I needed to do, I wasn’t sure that I could. Unlike with Ed, a real wedding was planned with an actual white dress waiting to be worn. Invitations were stamped, but I was grateful they had not been mailed.


At Mark’s house one rainy spring day, I handed back the ring with the words, “I love you, but I can’t marry you.” I will never forget his deer-in-the-headlights look and the ring slipping out of his fingers to the hard floor below.


As I drove away in what turned out to be a downpour, my tears fell even harder. I had hoped for a Hollywood ending, but it wasn’t this brokenhearted rain scene that I had wanted. How could the air smell so fresh outside when my life was over?


Of course, that was not the end either. Over time, I did begin to heal. But this is not one of those Cinderella stories where Prince Charming eventually shows up with a glass slipper that just so happens to fit. Someone else has entered the picture though — someone who is here to stay for better or for worse. Her name is Jenni. I am on the magnificent road of falling in love with her, and she is me. I suspect that this road never ends, as I learn something new each and every day. Through sickness and in health, I have made a commitment to cherish myself. I even wrote wedding vows to me! Some of my promises include nourishing my body and soul, dating without losing myself, and simply having more fun. As strange as this might sound, public speaking is when I have some of the most fun.


I closed that talk in the Midwest with a message about never giving up — no matter what roadblocks and hurdles might appear. Often using props to emphasize important points, I held up a stack of over fifty rejections letters addressed to me from publishers for my first book, Life Without Ed. And, one by one, I dropped the letters on the stage while reading aloud the reasons why the manuscript had been rejected.


“You are not qualified,” someone had thought.


“You will never make it,” implied another.


I explained, “I have fallen down in my life far more times than there are letters on this stage. I am here today because I just keep picking myself up.”


While those letters all seemed to say a different version of “You aren’t good enough,” standing there surrounded by that pile of rejection, I knew the truth.


I am enough — imperfections and all. Sure, I have scars from Ed and Mark. And more will come. Even still, I smiled and said with confidence, “I am whole.”


~Jenni Schaefer
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Coffee Break


A truly happy person is one who can enjoy the scenery while on a detour.


~Author Unknown


Of all the memorable films to grace the screen in my living room, American Beauty is one of the most unforgettable. One of my favorite scenes occurs when Kevin Spacey’s character, Lester Burnham, is at a fast food restaurant drive-thru and politely asks for an application, saying, “I’m looking for the least possible amount of responsibility.”


This was my own career path between June 2011 and April 2013. This was the stretch when I hid from my career as a dance educator and assumed another identity as a “partner” at Starbucks.


The first thing that struck me was how overwhelming it was to learn the recipes for all the drinks. I actually brought in a journal to make some notes on my bar shifts… something I’m sure was a source of much amusement to all of my co-workers, I mean partners. Those damn caramel macchiatos always threw me off — I often forgot to pour the espresso shots last. Nor did I get the hang of the drinks at the cold bar. For an entire summer I made smoothies with the vanilla bean powder instead of the actual protein powder we were instructed to use; my apologies to anyone who received a smoothie made by me during the summer of 2011. And I can still vividly recall my sense of panic as I watched the cups line up down the bar in my queue. I felt like I was in that episode of I Love Lucy where she’s a factory worker in charge of wrapping up all the chocolates that pass her by on the conveyor belt — only stuffing all the missed drinks down my blouse to avoid the disapproval of my supervisor wasn’t really an option for me.


For all its initial challenges, I still regard my time at Starbucks as my “extended vacation from work.” And that’s precisely what it was, a break from being responsible for other people. For nearly two years I got to have a job that required no planning prior to showing up for work, no phone calls to make, e-mails to send, no endless search for ideas, music or costumes. I wasn’t responsible for anything outside of ensuring that I showed up on time for my shifts and provided courteous and reasonably competent service to customers. Not to mention I actually got to be at home in the evenings to have dinner with my family — a novelty for many of us in the dance industry.


But perhaps the most surprising thing about my stint at Starbucks was how I found myself forming friendships with people who were at a completely different stage of life than I was, being a good decade or two younger. A couple of months into my employment, I found myself receiving invitations to parties where games such as beer pong and Twister were played. We had a picnic in the park, a casino night, an evening at a comedy club, a romp at Laser Quest, a karaoke night, and an entertaining evening that involved listening to a very intoxicated Latin-tongued partner recite the works of Dr. Seuss to an audience of co-workers who were only too happy to delight in his difficulties.


On the opposite end of the spectrum, I also had the privilege of interacting with a rather cheeky partner who was in his eighties! Like me, this remarkable gentleman viewed his hours at the store as a break from his own set of personal challenges. Each weekday morning he would check his “baggage” at the door and spend two hours smiling, singing, and pulling out the best parts of himself to make each customer who came through the door feel personally acknowledged. I cannot adequately express the incredible strength, wisdom, and optimism this man possesses but he was an inspiration to us all. I am both humbled and inspired by his courage, and make great efforts to remember the words he left us with at his retirement party: “Just being alive means that you’re successful.”


The best thing that I took away from my sojourn at Starbucks wasn’t the pride I felt when people looked at my gleaming pastry case (I actually miss cleaning that thing… is that weird?), but rather the way it helped me sift through my depressive fog and reconnect with the ability to have fun. It gave me the time to stop and actually reflect on what was happening in my life, allowing me to see the areas where I needed to make some changes.


And, inevitably, change did find me. It started with the occasional appearance of a certain retired professional dancer who, as luck would have it, opened a dance studio in my neighborhood. She came into my store to grab some goodies one day and recognized me. On two separate occasions she offered me a teaching position at her studio. On two separate occasions I politely declined and instead offered to put whipped cream on her beverage. When the spring of 2013 arrived, I turned in my green apron and took some time off to recover from the exhaustion that had been accumulating since the birth of my second child. The end result was improved health, a finished manuscript, and the realization that I deeply missed being a dance teacher — thankfully, I knew of a place where they were looking for one!


Luckily for me, my story ends on a more cheerful note than that of my American Beauty counterpart. Lester Burnham never got to enjoy his newfound wisdom when the fog of his midlife crisis began to dissipate. Because I have the good fortune of having neighbors who are kind enough not to shoot me, I can happily move forward with my now healthier sense of self-awareness and construct my life in a way that works for me. By setting firm boundaries for what I can reasonably handle, not only as a teacher, but also a writer and a mother, I can be one of those lucky people who get to do what they love and love what they do.


And I can’t think of a more beautiful gift to receive than the knowledge that the life I’m currently living is just that: a beautiful gift.


Thanks for the coffee break, Starbucks.


~Lucy Lemay Cellucci


[image: Images]




[image: Image]


A Road Trip to Find Me


As you travel solo, being totally responsible for yourself, it’s inevitable that you will discover just how capable you are.


~Author Unknown


I check my rearview mirror to see what I’m leaving behind. Oh yeah — can’t see anything but the camper. It blocks the rear window plus some. The camper is going to be my home for the next two months. “Look ahead,” I remind myself. “The adventure is before you.”


My passenger seat holds what will be my companion for the trip: an old milk crate filled with maps, guidebooks and the book that started this journey, The Milepost. It’s a mile-by-mile guide along the Trans-Canada Highway into Alaska, my final destination. I’ve planned a solo 16,000-mile round trip from my home in St. Petersburg, Florida, across to California, north to Alaska, then back home through Chicago and Toronto where I’ll visit family. My compact truck camper is the most efficient RV for the torturous roads over the far northern permafrost.


•  •  •


My husband and I loved to wander through the aisles of the RV show every January in Tampa. It’s advertised as one of America’s biggest. We already have a ten-year-old camper. It’s small, but sufficient for two and comfortable for one. We thought we’d find a deal on a new camper or at least some travel knickknacks we couldn’t live without. Representatives from state visitors’ bureaus filled rows of kiosks offering pamphlets and candies to entice RVers into their states.


I picked up brochures for Alaska, a dream destination. Maps, campgrounds and visitor guide leaflets filled my increasingly heavy bag. Maybe someday. Alaska was too far away and would mean too much time off work. Besides, gas was too expensive.


Further along the aisle, someone was selling last year’s The Milepost for ten dollars. The current year’s book, also for sale, was thirty-five dollars. It’s considered the bible for anyone planning a road trip on the Alcan, the Alaska-Canada Highway. The guidebook includes where there’s gas or a pull-off, where to watch for bears, and where to get the world’s best or biggest cinnamon bun.


I was not ready to spend money on a trip I might never take… but it was a dream that wouldn’t let go. I heard my mother’s voice in my head. Before dying too young, she stressed the urgency of following your dreams while you could. Things happen to stop you if you let them. When you’re at the end of your life, you don’t want to look back at opportunities lost.


Several months earlier, we had to buy a new pickup when the old one died. Mechanically, this would be a perfect time to make a long trip. If I waited, I’d just end up with another old truck and wouldn’t feel safe making the journey alone. My husband couldn’t take that much time off work to join me, and I didn’t want to rush this journey. There would be too much to see along the way. Anyway, it was my dream, not his. He’d rather travel to warm climates and big cities, not long barren stretches. Truth is, I would prefer to travel alone.


Looking back over my shoulder down the aisle, the salesman stood behind a diminishing pile of The Milepost books. It’s only ten dollars, I told myself. I went back to the book vendor, feeling detached from my hand as it passed a ten-dollar bill and took the offered book. I was already categorizing the next steps to planning the trip, my chest tight as I contemplated what I was about to do. Only four months to plan if I was to be on the road by the end of spring. With my mother’s memory in my heart, I affirmed: “I WILL DO THIS.”


Preparing the truck and camper was first. The new truck needed some modifications: a step and an openable rear window for camper access. Having it all to myself made packing in the limited space easy. Organizing work so I could do most of it online was a little more difficult. I work with my husband and both he and my employees were supportive (although his friends wondered why he was “letting” me go).


I went through the motions and made a to-do list with due-by dates alongside each task. I made lists of necessary provisions: cans of soup, tuna and corn, rice, crackers and peanut butter. I looked up the average high and low temperatures in Anchorage and Fairbanks. With expected lows in the thirties, I’d need clothes for cold nights as well as for warm weather while traveling through the south. I surveyed my closet for my most versatile items.


The planning seemed disconnected, as if I was organizing a summer camp trip for my son, but the stationery and stamps I added to my list were not for him to send letters home to Grandma and Grandpa. They were for me to mail communications or payments for office expenses while on the road. I still hadn’t accepted the trip as one I was going on.


When I told friends I was driving to Alaska alone, I got strange reactions. One wondered if I was going to meet an old lover. “No one,” she said, “goes on a long trip like this alone.” Another offered to keep me company, at least to California where her son lives. It was hard to tell them I wanted to be alone. I like my own company.


I was tired of diluting myself; part of me caring for my elderly widowed father, part of me stressing about my twenty-plus son who still stayed out all night and slept all day, and the biggest part of me, living, breathing and working with my controlling husband.


•  •  •


I need air. I need to see if there’s any me left in me. I look forward to the freedom of planning my own day, stop or go as I choose, eat or not as I want. To linger at a stream or zoom through a city at my leisure. To set my own pace.


Heading out of town, as the camper merges onto the highway, realization strikes me. I shout to the road in front of me. “Woohoo! I’m going to Alaska.”


~Sheila Wasserman
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An Object in Motion


It is only in adventure that some people succeed in knowing themselves — in finding themselves.


~André Gide


I stared at the blinking cursor and took a slow, deep breath. “To Whom It May Concern,” I typed. “I hereby tender my resignation.” After finishing the letter, I returned to the date field and typed April 6, 2015 — exactly one year in the future. Then I printed the document, signed it, and placed it on the corner of my desk.


I’d waited ten years for a good reason to leave Indiana. I was done waiting.


Isaac Newton said, “An object at rest stays at rest and an object in motion stays in motion.” If I wanted my life to change, I realized I had to put things in motion myself — no one was going to do it for me.


“There’s more than corn in Indiana!” the billboards read once you get within thirty miles of Indiana Beach. The amusement park opened in 1926 and attracted visitors with its hand-dug beach (carved out of a cornfield) and its pair of thirty-foot-long toboggan runs. For the record, the billboards are true. There is more than corn in Indiana. We have soybeans, too.


After graduating from Indiana University, I had applied for jobs in and out of state. In the end, I accepted a position with a fast-growing tech start-up headquartered in downtown Indianapolis. It wasn’t my intention to stay with the same company in the same city for a decade. It just happened.


I got promoted, developed a strong network of friends, and invested in grown-up purchases like a washer and dryer and bookcases that didn’t have screw-on plywood backs. Before I knew it, ten years had passed.


To be fair, those years were not without joy, personal growth, and excitement. I took up kickboxing and yoga, got my master’s degree, and wrote my first novel. I traveled abroad and across the United States. I went. I saw. I returned to Indiana.


I got comfortable — too comfortable. Each day became more or less the same — wake up, go to work, come home, watch TV, go to bed. Rinse and repeat. As I approached the ten-year mark, my company was acquired and my colleagues began to resign and move on to new adventures. Meanwhile, my circle of single friends dwindled. They married and had children, while I cooked dinner for one and took solo vacations. Indiana isn’t an encouraging place to be single in your thirties.


“It’s not like that in California,” my older sister said whenever I called to grumble. “You’ve got to get out of the Midwest.”


I also longed for the horseback riding days of my youth. The rich smell of freshly oiled leather, the gentle nickering of horses eager for breakfast, their velveteen muzzles — it was heaven on earth. But riding had faded away to make way for a career, grad school, and “more important things.” Now, my only nearby options were head-to-tail trail rides.


The breaking point came one day during my morning commute when I had a startling realization. I’d stopped seeing anything. I’d stopped viewing my day-to-day life with any sense of wonder or curiosity. I’d seen this exact road — and these exact miles — more than five thousand times.


Indiana didn’t need to change. I did.


If not here, then where? The answer came in the form of a memory — the first morning of my Cowgirl Yoga retreat outside Bozeman, Montana the year before. I had awoken to guttural, prehistoric squawks outside my window. I bolted upright and slid my sleeping mask to my forehead. Our yoga teacher had closed our practice the night before with a warning: overzealous songbirds often begin their chorus in the wee hours of the morning. But, it wasn’t a songbird I’d heard. It was a dinosaur.


“Those are the sandhill cranes,” our instructor said, when we unrolled our mats in the barn loft later that morning and settled into Sukhasana, or easy-seated pose. Part of the whooping crane family, the birds have exceptionally long windpipes that carry their primitive calls more than a mile.


It turned out the cranes were just the first of many surprises that awaited me in The Last Best Place. We moved onto our hands and knees and began a series of Cat-Cows to get the blood flowing. That was about the time hail began pelting the barn windows — in June.


After a blissful week of yoga and horseback riding, I drove to Yellowstone National Park to see geysers, American bison, and Old Faithful. Then, I traveled to Big Sky and over the lush green hills of eastern Idaho, and then down to Jackson, Wyoming, where I cheered for barrel racers and bronco riders at the rodeo, enjoyed a local yoga class, and visited Grand Teton National Park. I took my camera everywhere. There was so much to see.


As I stared at my resignation letter six months later, I couldn’t get Montana off my mind. I’d already booked two more retreats for later that year. Maybe Bozeman was where I belonged? In the months leading up to my return, I researched. I planned. I watched the real estate market. I downloaded the Bozeman relocation guide and read it cover to cover. The more I put in motion, the more attainable my dream became.


When I returned to Montana for my second retreat, I met with real estate agents and visited dozens of local establishments — from the public library to doggie day cares, from martial arts gyms to the local co-op. I rented a little house downtown so I could get a better feel for Bozeman life.


I walked to the tea shop and uncorked tiny glass jars filled with dry leaf teas on the “sniff wall” before making my selections. I strolled aisle after aisle of fresh fruits and vegetables at the co-op. I visited downtown shops and cafés and drove through dozens of neighborhoods. One evening, a friend invited me to go horseback riding at her ranch. As we galloped through sun-kissed fields, her Border Collie hot on our heels, my vision clicked into place.


I would move to Montana, alone.


That night, I sent a text to a friend in San Francisco to share the good news.


“Guess what?” I said.


“You’re finally moving to San Fran?”


“Close.”


“You’re moving to a town with a population of seven,” he joked.


“Soon to be eight!”


“Three of which are horses….”


“Isn’t it fabulous?”


My goal is to move next summer, and I set more of my plan in motion each day. I haven’t resigned, and I may not need to if my company is flexible. It’s not easy to make a huge life change when there’s no one asking, telling, or making you. Seems like it’d be easier, but it’s not. Because there’s only you — alone in your apartment night after night — wondering if it’ll all be worth it. You wonder if you can do this — if you can do this alone.


The thing is, you can.


Martin Luther King, Jr. once said: “You don’t have to see the whole staircase. Just take the first step.”


Put things in motion. Momentum will get you the rest of the way.


~Nicole K. Ross
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Just Me


By all means use sometimes to be alone. Salute thyself; see what thy soul doth wear.


~George Herbert


I took myself out on a date last night. I was reluctant at first. Though I travel extensively on my own, I had never taken myself out to dinner. And when I say “out” I mean to an actual sit-down, “Would you prefer a table or a booth?” restaurant. I always thought that having dinner alone would be a bit uncomfortable. It would be awkward and completely out of my comfort zone. But yesterday I was craving Mexican.


I walked into Casa Mexicana. “How many?” asked the handsome waiter.


“Just me,” I responded, smiling. The smile was meant to hide my mild embarrassment. Why was I doing this? I was seated in my booth holding an oversized glossy menu. Just me.


I ordered water with lemon to start — my usual. As if I wasn’t already uncomfortable enough, I challenged myself to set my smart-phone aside. Earlier in the day, I had read a book that discussed the importance of cultivating solitude. Truthfully, it was what had inspired this whole “date with myself” excursion. The book used Dr. James Hollis’s definition of solitude as “that psychic state wherein one is wholly present to oneself.” How often did I take the time to simply be?


I had a difficult time remembering when I had last set aside my to-do list and simply sat in silence with my thoughts. With a combination of daily worries, fears of the future, and tendrils of self-doubt, the concept of sitting in the silence only to hear those thoughts grow louder wasn’t too appealing. So instead, I sought distraction and packed my day planner — anything to stuff those unpleasant thoughts down a little deeper.


A few months prior, I had discovered the art of meditation — a wholly different approach to self-exploration that comes from being still. Through meditation, I could let go of the worry, fear, and doubt that plagued my mind. I awakened to the beauty that can be found through focused silence and deep thought. For years, I had been a regular yoga practitioner. But as a newbie meditator, I really had to practice being still and quieting my mind. Sometimes it worked. Most of the time, my busy brain continued to buzz. But, through consistent practice, I learned how to be more gentle and forgiving with myself, to always bring my attention back to my breath. And that helped. But then, life got in the way, and I forgot to take the time. The time to be me.


While it’s challenging enough to observe your thoughts without judgment as they float by during meditation, I was attempting to do just that in a bustling restaurant with Pandora streaming fiesta songs. I supposed I could shut my eyes and pretend, if nothing else, to be meditating, even though my mind was still going a mile a minute.


Once my meal arrived, I ate from my sizzling-hot plate of vegetable fajitas. I wasn’t altogether sure where to look while I chewed. So I admired the wall art.


I couldn’t help it. I checked the time on my phone. Thirty-eight minutes had passed. I saw a missed text and resisted unlocking my phone to check the message. Thirty-nine minutes…


My mind drifted back to the book I had been reading earlier that day. A quote the book cited by Ralph Waldo Emerson came to mind. I pulled the book out of my bag to read it once more.


“It is easy in the world to live after the world’s opinion; it is easy in solitude to live after our own; but the great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude.”


Amen, Ralph. Amen.


The truth is that it takes a lot of courage to be alone. How many times have we dived head first into a relationship with someone we knew was wrong for us because we were afraid to be alone? How long have we allowed fear to chain us in relationships long after they ran their course? It is only with compassion and love for ourselves that we gather the courage to simply be with what is, even if that means asking yourself out on a date to sit in the comfort (or discomfort) of your own company.


As the time ticked on, I relaxed more and truly enjoyed myself. I pushed away what would be tomorrow’s leftovers and pulled out my journal. My journal — a precious collection of thoughts, prayers, rants, questions, answers, hopes and dreams. I’ve poured out my heart and soul on those pages, completely raw and vulnerable, to only myself and God. Why? Because I have learned how deeply I must trust — in myself and in my Creator. I must trust in the universal knowledge that I am exactly where I need to be, right here, right now, on this journey.


The waitress interrupted my writing reverie. “Will that be all?” she inquired politely. “Actually, no.” I smiled. “I’ll have the fried ice cream, please!” This was a special evening, after all. Finally, I was appreciating this evening out for what it really was — focused time to show myself love, fully and completely. And, whether a dinner out or a night in, I look forward to treating myself once in a while to the gift of reflection and solitude to just be, just me.


~Anna Lucas
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Five Minutes a Day


You cannot always control what goes on outside. But you can always control what goes on inside.


~Wayne W. Dyer


I could hear hesitation in my assistant Felecia’s voice. “Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”


“I don’t have to answer it. But fire away.” It was my standard reply but served to break the tension and make her smile.


“Do you have another job offer?”


“What? I wish! Why?”


Felecia looked me straight in the eyes. “Because you are so much nicer to be around this week. Not that you aren’t always pleasant, but you know what I’m trying to say. You seem… happier, maybe? Something’s changed. And I figured that you’d either gotten a new job or met a guy….”


I cut her off. “And I wouldn’t have told you about him?”


“You don’t have to tell me, but…”


I asked, “You’d like to know my secret?”


“Absolutely.”


I motioned for her to close my office door. No need to share this with the world.


Observant, she had noticed the difference yoga had made in my life. When I had started, she mentioned that on yoga days I listened better and it took much more to fluster me.


“Like you noticed, days that I do yoga I find myself more centered, more grounded. So, last week in the class that I almost didn’t take because of that huge deadline…”


Felecia nodded. Like a true New York native, she motioned for me to get to the point.


“Anita, my yogi, saw our stressed-out faces. She told us that one of the best things we could do would be to go into the office five minutes earlier than normal and use that time to do personal things, stuff just for us. Like, sip a green tea and meditate a bit. Or allow yourself to plan a getaway: write down somewhere you’d like to go to for half a day even. Perhaps a cute town on the Hudson or a museum you’ve been ‘meaning to take your family to’ or an art exhibit before it closes. And write down three things you’re grateful for.”


I could see from Felecia’s expressive face that she was now clearly on the same skeptical page I had been.


I continued, “I know, right? That advice sounded easy, but everything seemed simple coming from Anita’s lips. She’s a yogi, for heaven’s sake. Anita said deadlines work and suggested we do it before our next class. Get to the office five minutes earlier and before turning on your computer, checking e-mail or anything, give yourself those minutes. If you start your day this way, then the rest of the day your subconscious can be thinking about it and working for you.” I shrugged. “Anita said it works.”


A quick study, Felecia summed up, “That’s all this big change is? Do something for yourself for five minutes before starting work?”


I nodded. “Well, in other parts of the country they might take fifteen, but here in New York City we pride ourselves on being more efficient. Seriously, anywhere in the world, if you give yourselves even that little bit of time, the results can be huge. I didn’t even think it was working, but you caught it.”


“Of course. I’m good.” Felecia added a quick, “Thanks,” and left.


I went over to my secret chocolate stash, pulled out M&Ms and walked to Felecia’s cubicle. I knocked to get her attention.


“Hey! Here you go,” and threw her the bag. “Chocolate is always another option.”


Noticing her daughter’s picture displayed in her office, I added, “Please don’t take this the wrong way. Try the five minutes a day thing to be a good example for your daughter. It’s like that stupid airline warning about putting your own oxygen mask on before helping others.”


When I realized what I had said, I added, “Stupid, maybe, but it saves your life in an emergency. Let’s not wait for that.”


“See?” Felecia shook her head. “You’re sounding all new-agey.”


“Don’t worry,” I added, “it doesn’t last forever. I’ll be back to my old self in no time.”


Knowing that Felecia had picked up on the change motivated me to keeping doing it. It took effort. I did it every day and I started to see differences: I stood up for myself more. I focused on changes I wanted to make, breaking them into smaller pieces. It worked, the days I did it. I gained momentum. Surprisingly, it’s sometimes the smallest steps that lead to the biggest changes.


~JC Sullivan
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Enough


Nourishing yourself in a way that helps you blossom in the direction you want to go is attainable, and you are worth the effort.


~Deborah Day


I was sitting at my dresser brushing my long red hair when suddenly Mom stormed through the door and started slapping me around, screaming and yelling. “I told you to stay away from those kids! They’re nothing but trouble! Then you have the nerve to bring them to the house!”


I liked the brother and sister. I had spent all day with them wondering what was so bad about them. They didn’t smoke. They didn’t curse. They didn’t shoplift when we went into stores; none of the things that I thought Mom considered bad. I even invited them to go to Bible study with me that night and they agreed.


So I brought them home with me.


Mom’s face said it all. It was like standing in front of a judge, with my mother scowling down at the three of us standing before her.


“They’re going with me to Bible study,” I said hurriedly, hoping that would smooth her feathers and make her happy.


I thought a lot of things I did would make her happy. Going to church. Reading my Bible. Never hanging out with the wrong crowd. Obeying all her strict, religious rules. Living the squeaky-clean life of a Puritan. But in the end, I failed. She always raised the bar just a little higher, and like a fool, knowing I couldn’t jump over it, I’d try. And fail. And try again.


Of course I understood. She had a terrible, abusive childhood. Her mother, an immigrant from Germany, couldn’t raise her twelve children alone, so she surrendered the youngest two, my mother and her sister, to an orphanage.


As far back as I can remember, I lived and relived her childhood horrors. Not only in the stories she told, but also in the guilt and shame I felt for her sadness and pain. For her anger and rage. For not being enough to make her happy.


Trying to pay the debt I thought I owed cost me my life. I lost my identity, my thoughts, my hopes and dreams, my choices. When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t see my youthful, freckled face; I saw her wrinkled, angry scowl.


By the time I married and had a child, I believed that everything that went wrong was my fault. A slap in the face till my ears rung was my fault. Slamming me against the wall and being chocked was my fault. Running out and leaving me all night was my fault. Ending the marriage in divorce was my fault.


When my son was five, I met and married a man who changed my life. He saw all the ugly inside me — all the hurt, anger and rage — and kept loving me. But it wasn’t enough to save me from myself.


Just five minutes with my mother would set off a time bomb inside me. When I went home, I would blow up at my family. That’s when I sought counseling. That’s when all the bitterness and self-loathing, false guilt and shame began pouring out. That’s when, with God’s help, I began sorting through the rubble and found the little rag doll that was tossed and forgotten there. That’s when I picked her up, tattered and worthless as she was, and embraced her in my arms. That’s when my eyes began to see.


It was the hardest thing I had ever done, worse than going through my divorce. I walked out of my mother’s life. I had enough of her power and control! Enough of her self-pity! Enough of her dumping the weight of the world on my shoulders! Enough! Enough!


After two years of counseling, my therapist suggested I try talking to my mother. Immediately, my heart pounded in my chest, fearing that one moment spent with her would destroy every bit of progress I had made. I told him I would consider it.


Several months later, I opened my eyes to a beautiful Saturday morning and knew this was the day. I jumped out of bed, and before I could change my mind, I asked my husband if he would take me to see my mother. I needed every drop of his love and support.


We pulled up to the curb as Mom and her new husband were walking to their apartment.


Rolling down the car window, I said, “Mom, can we talk?”


Like walking the Green Mile, I shuffled down the long, narrow corridor to her apartment. We sat down at the small kitchen table, and taking a deep breath, I poured out my battered heart.


And without a tear in her eye she said, “Sandi, if I have done anything wrong, I’m sorry. I just don’t know why we can’t let bygones be bygones and start over.”


The same old story. Let’s not get to the cause of our constant battles. No sense in delving into the truth. Let’s just cover it up and pretend it never happened.


“Mom, why can’t you see that you’re not the only one hurting? You’ve been so consumed in your own pain that you can’t see how you’ve hurt me. Right now, I don’t know if I love you or hate you. That’s why I have to stay away, to try and figure it out. I’m sorry, Mom. All I’ve ever wanted to do is make you happy. But I can’t. Nobody can.”


It would be six long years before I came close to trying again. Six long years of sorting through the guilt and shame of abandoning my mother. Six long years of facing it without the support and understanding of my siblings. Six long years of facing Mom’s friends, seeing the shame-on-you glare in their eyes.


And during those six long years I learned that I am not responsible for my mother’s abusive childhood and the physical and emotional pain she suffered. I learned that I’m not God and that He never expected me to take on the tremendous job of fixing my mother. He told me so. Loud and clear. And the heavy burden lifted.


Finally, feeling emotionally strong enough to allow her back into my life, we gradually built a relationship. Sometimes it was good, sometimes it wasn’t. And although my mother never changed, I did. I grew stronger than I ever thought possible.


I still wish I had known a mother’s unconditional love. I still wish I had seen just a glimmer of approval in her eyes before she died. But I’ve learned that I can live without it.


The relationship I had with my mother taught me that no matter how hard we try, we cannot fix people’s broken lives. We cannot try saving them without losing ourselves in the process.


It was tough. It was painful. It was fearful and confusing. But I’m glad I did it. I have my life back. I’ve reintroduced myself to myself. Like a flower in the dessert, I’ve come back.


~Sandi Staton
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Positivity in the Wake of Adversity


Happiness is an attitude.


We either make ourselves miserable, or happy and strong. The amount of work is the same.


~Francesca Reigler


Joining the Navy was the most daunting and life-changing decision I have ever made. I still clearly remember the anxiety of being dropped off at the Naval Academy for my first day of “plebe summer,” the boot camp–style session leading up to the first year of school at the Academy. Watching my parents wave goodbye with tears in their eyes, I was full of doubts, wondering if I would regret accepting my appointment as a midshipman. My fellow plebes and I were corralled from one group of red-faced, order-barking upperclassmen to the next as we recited mission statements, statistics, and songs from memory… and it was only day one! I was terrified — not of the calculated chaos enveloping me, but that I didn’t belong.
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