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In your own life it’s important to know how spectacular you are.

~Steve Maraboli



I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror for what seemed an eternity. Next to me were the dozens of dresses I’d already tossed into the “reject” pile.

Dress shopping for my thirty-year high school reunion had become very frustrating. I’d gained weight slowly over the years and wasn’t used to my new large bosom and tummy pouch.

How could I possibly find a dress that looked good on me and how could I attend the reunion looking like this? I hadn’t seen most of my classmates since high school graduation. Surely, everyone would notice I had gained weight. I felt embarrassed and ashamed. I finally settled on a simple black dress, one size too big, so it would be loose and cover my curves.

That evening I tried on the dress again at home. Who was I kidding? The dress looked horrible! Just then, as if on cue, my husband and young son walked in.

“Mom, what are you wearing?” My son giggled. “That dress is too big!”

My husband agreed. I looked at my reflection once more; I looked like I was wearing a sack. I don’t know what came over me, but I started to laugh until happy tears fell. It felt so good to laugh! It must have been contagious, because we all stood there roaring with laughter.

I returned the dress the next day and in its place I bought a bright red, formfitting dress! This time when I stood in front of the mirror, I couldn’t believe it — I loved what I saw.

“Wow, you’re beautiful!” my husband said, when I twirled around to show him.

On the day of the reunion I was nervous. I timidly walked into the venue.

“Honey, there’s no way you can’t be seen with that beautiful red dress,” my husband said. “Flaunt it!”

He knew just what to say to make me feel better, and he was right. Just then, one of my friends ran over to hug me.

“You look amazing,” she said, excited. “I couldn’t miss you walking in with that cute dress!”

That evening I reminisced, laughed and danced the night away.

That was nine years ago. Since then, I have learned to love my body and embrace my new curves instead of hiding them.

That moment I stood in front of the mirror was a turning point for me. I realized later that those dresses I tried on didn’t look bad on my body; it was my insecurities that made them look bad.

My reflection in the mirror was the reflection of my lack of confidence.

But nowadays, I love what I see!

— Dorann Weber —
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Anyone can be confident with a full head of hair.

But a confident bald man — there’s your diamond in the rough.

~Larry David



I giggled along with my husband, Gerry, as we looked through the before-and-after pictures in the colourful brochure he had received from the hair club. It was hilariously difficult for us to imagine him having hair again after being pretty much bald for the past twenty-some years. Now in his early fifties, he longed to fulfill his dream of once again having a full head of hair.

After much research, he settled on a provider that was seven hours away and would require crossing the border from Canada into the U.S. He was not discouraged by the fact that he would need to go for “maintenance” appointments every four weeks.

This non-invasive procedure was one whereby a custom hairpiece would be created for him out of human hair, coloured to match the little hair he had left, and then fused to his head via a special taping process. When he shared the details of this with me, we both cracked up, unable to quell the notion that this was nothing more than a glorified toupee!

Gerry, though, was still determined to go through with it, and I wanted to be encouraging. After all, I reminded myself, he wasn’t out buying an expensive sports car or strutting around in skinny jeans and cowboy boots! If wanting hair would be the full extent of what I humorously referred to as his mid-life crisis, then I would gladly climb aboard for the ride.

Deciding that we would make these monthly trips a little getaway for both of us, I had Gerry drop me at the mall while he went to have his first hairpiece applied. As I hurried back to where he was to pick me up, I felt the laughter begin to bubble up inside me as I tried to imagine what he would look like. Not wanting to offend him, I struggled for control as I pushed open the door and walked outside. I caught sight of him through the car window as he sat waiting for me. As our tear-filled eyes met, I could tell that he was already laughing hysterically, having anticipated my response. Now I was doubled over in mirth as I awkwardly made my way to the passenger side of the car.

It wasn’t that the hairpiece looked bad; it didn’t. In fact, they had done a marvelous job. It was more the shock of seeing my husband with hair for the first time in many years that had us both consumed in fits of laughter.

Overcoming this initial transformation, we settled into the four-week routine of traveling to the hair club for washing, maintenance and sometimes a replacement of the hairpiece, while stocking up on the many “needed” hair products.

Joking that Gerry was now more the diva in our relationship than I was found me labouring to reapply the mandatory tape to his head in an effort to keep the hairpiece in place.

Upon entering the fourth year of hair maintenance, we now had the wonderful addition of grandkids, which found us lagging a few weeks behind the compulsory appointment dates. We had also run out of the special tape, which meant that Gerry’s hairpiece was becoming extremely loose as well as a little ratty looking. Desperate to keep the hairpiece in place, we experimented with various kinds of adhesive and eventually ended up using Krazy Glue. Although the product immediately bonded to the skin, it would only work for a short time, which had Gerry wearing a ball cap over the hair during the day to keep it in place and removing it at night when he slept. After one such night, our little grandson — who had slept over and was eager to wake Grandpa in the morning — saw Gerry for the first time without hair. He exclaimed, “Grandpa! You have bald hair!” Of course, we laughed our selves silly over this, and had to admit at the same time that this whole procedure was getting ridiculous.

Later that same morning, as we were heading into the city to do some shopping, Gerry was again wearing his baseball cap over the hairpiece, which I laughingly pointed out was enormously counterproductive. Yet still holding onto the dream, he simply grinned and gave the brim of his hat a firm tug.

The mall had been well attended that day, and as we exited through the side door, we were forced to follow behind a large line of people who were also making their way to the parking lot. All of a sudden, a strong wind blew up, causing Gerry’s hat to fly off his head. I watched in awe as, with lightning speed, he grabbed the hat, but not before his hairpiece took flight! It soared through the air, eventually hitting the ground and rolling like a tumbleweed through the parking lot. Shocked, we stood there motionless at first, along with a growing crowd, staring in disbelief at this bizarre scene.

“Just leave it,” I managed to whisper under my breath while trying not to laugh. “Let it go.” Abruptly, I began walking and then running toward our truck. Thinking Gerry had heeded my advice and was following behind me, I was stunned to see that he instead was running after his hair! Uncontrollably laughing now and on the verge of peeing my pants, I stared in disbelief as a very large man viciously stomped down on the runaway hair. Picking it up, he handed it to my embarrassed husband and casually remarked, “@#$% happens.” Then he turned and walked away. With the cap back on his head, Gerry quickly shoved the hairpiece in his jacket and sheepishly returned to the truck. Seeing the condition I was in sent us both again into uncontrollable gales of laughter. With tears streaming down our faces and our stomachs aching, we got in the truck and headed for the nearest gas-station restroom.

True to form, the humour of this experience far outweighed the embarrassment, so when Gerry finally regained his composure, he said, “I think it’s time to let this hair go.”

“Set it free!” I chimed in heartily.

As we turned onto the highway, Gerry reached into his jacket, extracted the matted and dusty hairpiece, and threw it out the window. I watched through the side mirror as it settled on the shoulder, much more resembling a dead animal than something one would actually wear on one’s head.

Though my husband did grieve his hair loss for a second time, he eventually came to embrace his baldness, happy to be finally free of his need for hair and equally as happy to have such a great story to tell.

Laughter has always been an essential part of our lives, especially with Gerry at the helm, and this outrageous event continues to be one of the best “ha ha moments” we have ever had!

— Jan Kendall St.Cyr —
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Grandmas are moms with lots of frosting.

~Author Unknown



I am a fourth-generation writer and a first-generation “Grandma.” My own grandmother was called “Honie” by all of us, and that started because she called us “honey,” and we returned the favor. Or so I thought. What actually is true is that Honie felt too young to be called Grandma and so encouraged something less age-related. Since her name was Helen, she contracted it to Honie.

That tradition continued with my own mother when I had my children. Having a career in the glamorous field of writing and possessing a special talent, she considered these names: “Glamour” and “Talent.” I believe we all discouraged that, but there was a name waiting for her.

In addition to possessing talent, my mother also possessed a pet Capuchin monkey named “Bomba.” My children were quick to realize that she was, in fact, Bomba’s Momma, and that got shortened to “Bomma.” And she has been Bomma to all of her grandchildren since.

Just as her own mother did, my mother felt too young to be labeled with a name that implied generation seniority.

I forgive them both. It’s not their fault that they lived through a time when a woman’s age was never a thing to discuss or disclose. Thank goodness times have changed!

They didn’t have the good fortune to live (or work) where aging and aging well are badges of honor.

How lucky I am to be working in a retirement home and seeing first-hand every day that age is irrelevant, and it’s not how long one lives that matters, but how well one lives.

And that’s why, when my darling first grandchild, Audrey Caroline, was born on November 5, I claimed the name of “Grandma” with as much pride as the men who planted the American flag on the moon.

I’m Grandma! I am Grand MA! And I have to say, it’s the best title I’ve ever held… well, next to MOM, that is.

— Linda Williams Aber —
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There is nothing in the world so irresistibly contagious as laughter and good humor.

~Charles Dickens



Since I am in the holiday spirit (and, having just consumed a mug of hot toddy, a glass of eggnog and a nip of cheer, the holiday spirits are in me), I have decided to follow in that great tradition of boring everyone silly by writing a Christmas letter.

That is why I am pleased as punch (which I also drank) to present the following chronicle of the Zezima family, which includes Jerry, the patriarch; Sue, the matriarch; Katie and Lauren, the daughtersiarch; Dave and Guillaume, the sons-in-lawiarch; and Chloe, Lilly and Xavier, the grandchildreniarch.


Dear friends:

It sure has been an exciting year for the Zezimas!

Things got off to a rocky start when Jerry had a kidney stone. He is sorry to have to number them like the Super Bowl, but it was Kidney Stone VI. Mercifully, this, too, did pass.

Also on the medical front, Jerry took a CPR class in which the instructor used him as a dummy. The other class members couldn’t tell the difference.

To keep in good physical condition, Jerry won a one-day gym membership. He didn’t exercise very strenuously, proving to be the biggest dumbbell there, but afterward he went to an adjacent bar and did 12-ounce curls.

Continuing to show his commitment to a healthy lifestyle, Jerry attended a Wine Stomp Party at a vineyard and, re-creating a famous I Love Lucy episode, climbed into a vat of grapes and stomped them with his bare feet. To ensure the health of the vineyard’s customers, the grapes were thrown away.

Jerry may not have made his own wine, but he and Chloe did make their own ice cream. They went to a shop where the owner, impressed by Chloe’s natural ability to pour in the ingredients but not by Jerry’s pathetic incompetence at measuring them, allowed the dynamic duo to make a batch of honey-cinnamon. It was delicious, prompting the owner to tell Chloe, “Now you can say you taught your grandfather how to make ice cream.”

Jerry, Sue and Lauren took Chloe and Lilly on their first visit to the zoo, where humans were the wildest creatures, and Jerry, an acknowledged oldster, was carded by a flirtatious young woman while buying beer for the adults in the group. He roared louder than the lions.

One of the proudest moments of the year occurred when Chloe graduated, magna cum little, from preschool. She had a prominent role in the ceremony, which was attended by Jerry, Sue, Lauren, Guillaume and Lilly, and was tops in her class. Afterward, everyone had milk and cookies. Yale or Harvard couldn’t have done better.

A milestone was reached when Lilly celebrated her first birthday. Big sister Chloe, who’s 4, helped her blow out the candle on her cupcake and, as their little friends applauded, helped her eat the cupcake, too. Talk about sisterly love!

And there was an addition to the family: Xavier, Katie and Dave’s beautiful boy, made his grand entrance into the world. Sue and Jerry, aka Nini and Poppie, went on a road trip to meet him, and Jerry quickly learned that changing diapers on a boy is a lot different from changing them on a girl. That’s because boys have an apparatus that is not unlike a water cannon or, considering the oscillation, an in-ground sprinkler system. It was a geyser on a geezer.

But Jerry didn’t mind because he got to do some male bonding. On a subsequent visit, Jerry introduced Xavier to the Three Stooges, making him giggle uncontrollably by doing Shemp imitations. The women, naturally, were thrilled.

Xavier met cousins Chloe and Lilly on a visit to Nini and Poppie’s house. The three adorable children had a ball, laughing, playing and, not surprisingly, proving to be more mature than Poppie.

We hope your year has been fun-filled, too.

Merry Christmas with love and laughter from the Zezimas.



— Jerry Zezima —
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Plant flowers in others’ gardens and your life becomes a bouquet!

~Author Unknown



“What do you want to do for your birthday?” my husband asked in an exasperated voice.

“I… I want… I don’t know,” I stuttered. “Something special.”

“You want to go to that new restaurant?”

“No.”

“Go out with friends?”

“No.”

“What?”

“Something special, so I don’t just feel old.” Maybe I just needed to bite the bullet and get some hair dye or some new skin cream.

“Hmm.” He disappeared into the garage. I’ve always thought garages were built just so men had a place to escape.

With no party in sight, I decided to use my positive thinking. How to celebrate? I couldn’t think of any event that would improve my attitude toward my birthday. I had no idea what I truly wanted or needed.

Christmas time had always been my favorite celebration. I loved to give gifts to family and friends. And that’s when I realized it. If I loved giving gifts, then I could do that for my birthday! Why not?

This is how I came up with my annual Birthday Person.

In the months before my birthday, I think of all the people who have blessed me. I search for a small token — a gift. Then I plan what I want to say. After writing my first rough draft, I get a clean sheet of paper that doesn’t have tearstains on it. And then I create the finished product and mail it with my gift. There have been many tears involved in writing notes to my Birthday Person, tears of joy, tears of healing — tears shared on the giving and the receiving end.

I chose my mom the first year. I was her eighth child. She gave me life and added a great deal of fun and love along the way. Next was my sister, Ouida. We shared everything. Best of all, she shared her faith with me and many others. She died a few years after I made her my Birthday Person.

I’ve chosen a Birthday Person or Persons each year: my sisters, brothers, daughters, youth directors, pastors, grandchildren, family and friends — all people who have changed my life in amazing ways. Some years it has been more difficult to choose a Birthday Person and several times I’ve selected a whole group — my Sunday school, Facebook friends and more. It has blessed me beyond any gift I could have received.

By changing my thinking from getting older to focusing on others, I have eliminated the fear of more wrinkles and gray hair. I’m amazed when glancing back over the copies of these letters to see many people on my list have now passed away — my mom, sisters, brothers and friends who changed my life. These were people who gave me so much, people who I could never thank enough — but at least I was able to thank them on my birthday.

Now I look forward to my birthday every year. Taking the time to say thank you not only makes me happy, it has changed my life.

My “Birthday Person” tradition has spread to many of my friends. The power of turning a potential negative into a positive, of saying thank you before it’s too late, is more rejuvenating than any box of hair color or skin cream could ever be.

— Peggy Purser Freeman —
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It takes a very long time to become young.

~Pablo Picasso



Helen entered my life after a parent approached me and asked if I would consider hosting a foster grandparent volunteer in my kindergarten class. My answer was an immediate yes.

As a teacher, I strove to make the classroom feel like a family. Many children did not have grandparents or had ones who lived far away, so I thought this was a wonderful opportunity for children to be nurtured by an older adult. I introduced her to the class by the name Grandma Helen.

I was not quite certain what to expect when Helen first came to us. I had envisioned a little old lady, possibly frail, who would read and spend time with the children. Little did I know that Helen would walk into the classroom with a spring in her step and a twinkle in her eye. She said she was available up to three days a week for about four hours. She was anxious to help in any way she could.

Helen’s enthusiasm was contagious. Her energy level was so high I would joke that if we ran a race, she would win. She was agile getting up and down from those little kindergarten chairs even though “grown up” chairs were available.

The students gravitated to her right away. It turned out that she did not want to read to groups of students, but really enjoyed sitting at learning stations while students were working. There they would talk and she would make note of their questions and concerns. Not all students were able to focus and finish their work on time, so she helped the ones who needed a little extra guidance. She had endless patience helping a child learn to cut with scissors or tie shoelaces.

Wintertime always brought the battle of the coats and boots. The children had about twenty to thirty minutes of outside recess. Grandma Helen helped zip thousands of jackets. When the students came inside there were always a few stuck in their coats when the lining of their jackets got caught in their zippers. She would patiently lift the offending coats over their heads and work to loosen the zippers. This even happened to me, and I was grateful that I didn’t have to wear my jacket until lunchtime!

Helen was only scheduled to work a few days a week, but that soon turned into every day. I looked forward to her cheerful presence and extra help. The students eagerly waved to her from their tables when she walked through the door. If she didn’t arrive by snack time the students wanted to know where she was.

Her volunteer hours stretched into longer periods of time where I would find her standing at the sink washing paintbrushes, putting materials together or cutting the miles of laminated paper materials. Pitching in and doing these activities saved me so much time. Her work allowed me to leave school by 5:00 so I could spend more time with my family.

Grandma Helen loved coming to school. She was always disappointed when I called her on extremely cold and icy mornings and told her not to come. This lovely seventy-eight-year-old woman drove to our school from a town that was thirty minutes away. The school parking lot was situated a distance from the front doors and I was worried she would slip on the ice.

It was very exciting when the Department of Aging honored her and three other foster grandparents at a recognition dinner. Their families, teachers and principals were invited to join them. Grandma Helen remarked that she didn’t understand why so many of her friends were content to stay home and be lonely instead of having meaningful activities to look forward to during the day.

She enjoyed attending class parties and delighted in the children’s excited reactions when she gave them candy on Valentine’s Day and books at the winter holiday party. She felt wonderful when she helped a child complete a craft. We were all grateful for the many times she cleaned up paint spills and kept papers from sticking together after an enthusiastic student used too much glue.

Grandma Helen became a special friend to me. I looked forward to her calming presence. I was filled with curiosity to see what she might pull out of her canvas bag on arrival: would it be hats and mittens, extra socks, maybe a snack for the class or even a teacher supply I needed?

She was supportive of me as a teacher and became a compassionate confidante. We shared stories and events about our lives and families as we became close over the years. We even met occasionally over the summer months.

Grandma Helen spent years in my classroom. Amazingly, I retired before she did. She graduated to second grade and continued to spread her kindness and generosity.

— Jean Ferratier —
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They must often change, who would be constant in happiness or wisdom.

~Confucius



“Mom, you don’t need to call all the time to check on me,” our twenty-year-old son, Joe, said. “I’ve got to go. And Mom, you need to get a life.”

Before I could say goodbye, he hung up. His words echoed in my head. “Get a life.” I felt like I’d arrived to work at the best job in the world and been handed a pink slip. Being a mom meant everything to me.

It seemed one day our house bustled with activity, and then the next day it was quiet. There were no teenagers bursting through the front door asking, “What’s for dinner?” There were no more late-night chats about school, crushes, or jobs.

In an effort to lift our spirits, one weekend my husband Loren said, “Let’s go for a drive.” We caught the ferry and drove up Whidbey Island. Standing on the bluff at Fort Casey, Loren and I watched tugboats drag barges through the Straits of Juan de Fuca. We’d visited the favorite Washington state park dozens of times with our kids.

Tears dripped down my cheeks as a chilly March wind whipped off the water. “It feels strange to be here without them. I can hear their laughter in the air and see Ben chasing Joe down the beach, whacking him with kelp.”

“I know.” Loren pulled me close under his arm while we strolled to our car. “I wonder what they’re doing today.”

Scenes from their childhood played in our minds as we drove from the park. The emptiness we felt with half our family missing ruined our outing. A few miles from the ferry I interrupted the silence. “Well, we can’t just mope around the rest of our lives. I think we need to go to new places, places we never took the kids, places not already filled with memories. We need to build new memories of our own.”

“Hmm…” Loren nodded. “You might be right.”

While my idea simmered, Loren and I talked of dreams long left dormant. We considered changes we needed to make to move forward. Plans took shape as we envisioned our future together.

In May we traded our family car for a sporty SUV. In June Loren took a two-week vacation. We packed our clothes, loaded an ice chest filled with fruit and sandwiches into our new car, and hit the road. Instead of heading north or east like we’d always done as a family, we drove south.

Traveling down Highway 101, we explored the Oregon and Northern California coastlines. Whenever we needed a rest, we pulled off the highway at the nearest beach. Seated on the tailgate of our vehicle, we ate meals from the ice chest. We held hands, strode miles of oceanfront beaches, and sat on driftwood logs to watch the sunset.

We booked a room at a B&B, something we’d never done. The innkeeper operated a side business making fused glass and offered classes to guests. We marveled over glass vases and platters, swirled with color, displayed in the dining room. “Do you want to sign up for a class?” I said to Loren.

He gave me a skeptical grin. “I don’t know. We’ve never done anything like that before.”

Smiling, I shrugged my shoulders. “That’s the point. Come on, it’ll be fun.”

We paid our forty dollars and signed up for an afternoon class. Huddled over a workbench in the innkeeper’s studio, we spent several hours learning the process of fused glass. I watched Loren select colored glass chips from numerous supply bins and arrange them in unique patterns. We each made two coasters, had hours of fun, shared a new experience, and learned a new craft.

We had so much fun on our trip we started a list of other places we wanted to visit.

However, when we returned home once again, we faced a quiet empty house. After twenty-two years of raising kids, we felt lost until we realized we finally had time to focus on our own interests. We cleared out the kids’ bedrooms and turned one into a study. Loren registered for college and earned a degree. We repainted our daughter’s old room and transformed it into an art studio. Loren built me a painting table and I signed up for watercolor classes with a local artist.

We skated along fine until that first holiday season approached. Without the flurry and excitement of our kids it was miserable. Alone, we slogged through the field of the Christmas tree farm our family visited each year. From a dark corner of our closet Loren retrieved cardboard boxes labeled “Christmas.” I loved the sights, sounds, and smells of the season, but when we unwrapped the first decorations, I held up a calico cat fashioned from wallpaper with buttons sewn on to attach the legs. “Bethany made this,” I sniffed. “And here’s the rabbit Joe made, but he’s not here to hang it on the tree.”

Loren wrapped his arms around me and pulled me onto the couch. “Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we buy new ornaments?”

His suggestion seemed a wild extravagance. I gazed into the box of homemade decorations. Each one came with years of memories. “Okay.” I jumped up from the couch. We rewrapped the ornaments in tissue. Loren carried the boxes back to the closet.

On Saturday we went to the store. “I feel like newlyweds on our first Christmas together,” I said.

Loren laughed. “We’re a long way from those days.” Eyes wide with delight we strolled each aisle. A string of twinkly lights for the tree and several packages of shiny ornaments lifted our spirits and helped us glide through the season.

One evening early in the new year Loren said, “Hey, let’s catch a movie.”

“What, right now?” I glanced at my watch. “It’s nine o’clock.”

After a moment’s thought I raced to grab my coat. “You’re on.”

Near midnight, stars twinkled in the sky as we strolled from the theater. “I don’t remember the last time we went to the late show.”

Loren gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “Not since we were dating.”

When we arrived home we spotted the answering machine blinking. Loren pressed the button and we heard Joe’s voice, “Hello… Hello… Pick up the phone… Hey, it’s ten o’clock. Where are you guys?”

I laughed as Loren and I snuggled into bed. “He told me to get a life.”

— Kathleen Kohler —
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Years may wrinkle the skin, but to give up enthusiasm wrinkles the soul.

~Samuel Ullman



“Don’t worry, those are just age spots,” the esthetician said in a reassuring tone, as she handed me a small tube of beauty cream.

“Are you absolutely certain that these are age spots?” I questioned, pointing to the dark spots on my hands.

Angie, the esthetician, smiled warmly and pronounced, “I’m 100% positive.”

I let out a squeal of delight and hugged her tightly — letting the tube of beauty cream fall to the floor.

“You have no idea how long I’ve waited for these to appear,” I confessed.

Angie looked slightly bewildered, and I realized there was no possible way I could explain my excitement. I was just a little disappointed that she hadn’t mentioned the wrinkles around my eyes and the sprouting gray hairs near my temples. I was so proud of them! In fact, the whole visit was a huge letdown, but since I was using a gift certificate — given to me by a friend — I didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

What Angie didn’t know was that I wasn’t supposed to live to see age spots, wrinkles or gray hair! At age forty, I wondered if I would live long enough to see any signs of aging. I was in the battle of my life — fighting breast cancer — and all I really wanted to see was my boys, ages nine and fourteen, through safe passage into adulthood. (And maybe a grandchild or two!)

After the five-year mark of being cancer free, I started to have hope. I saw the actual beginnings of wrinkles. I called them laugh lines because I couldn’t stop giggling at the squiggles on my face; I was actually getting older! In fact, I attended my older son’s high school graduation wearing no make-up, just so everyone could see my new wrinkles.

When I got my first gray hair, I quickly pointed it out to my husband. “Look, honey, a gray hair,” I announced, fluffing it up so he could see it better. Mark, my husband of thirty years, always seemed a little disinterested in hair issues, but I think it had something to do with the fact that he was bald by the age of thirty.

On our thirty-fifth wedding anniversary, while I danced at our younger son’s wedding, I was giddy with excitement because I had sprouted two new gray hairs and lip lines. There was no way the make-up artist was going to cover up those beauties; I simply wouldn’t let her!

There was so much to look forward to because age spots hadn’t made their appearance yet… (or so I thought) and I was approaching my sixtieth birthday and our fortieth wedding anniversary.

While I was taking a trip down memory lane, Angie interrupted my thoughts. “Here’s another sample of fade cream that you can put on your hands twice a week before going to bed. During the day, use liberal amounts of sunscreen,” she warned. And then I gasped when Angie mentioned the second option. “Of course, you can always have your age spots removed with lasers,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Remove them?” I protested. “Why would anyone want to do that?”

Angie stared at me — not understanding — while I explained; “I’d very much like to keep them — all of them — if you don’t mind.”

She shook her head as she handed me the spot-fading cream and asked if I would like a follow-up appointment.

“No thanks!” I said with a grin. “I won’t need the anti-spot cream or a follow-up appointment.”

As I walked out the door of the spa, I was beaming with gratitude to have such a wonderful “diagnosis” of age spots! Absolutely nothing could have prepared me for that.

Later that year, I celebrated two milestones — my sixtieth birthday and twenty years of being cancer free. I’m absolutely thrilled to be growing older with gray hair, wrinkles, and now — age spots. I’m not sure why anyone would want to take them away or make them disappear because they are — after all — long-awaited gifts.

And I can see the beauty in all of them!

— Connie K. Pombo —






[image: Image] The Bon Jovi Challenge



It’s a great thing when you realize you still have the ability to surprise yourself. Makes you wonder what else you can do that you’ve forgotten about.

~Alan Ball



Not long after I turned forty, my husband surprised me with tickets for the local leg of Bon Jovi’s Have a Nice Day Tour. The band had been a favorite of mine since the 1980s, when I couldn’t get enough of “You Give Love a Bad Name,” “Wanted Dead or Alive,” and “Livin’ on a Prayer.” I was excited to see the Jersey boys again and enjoy a blast from my past, and possibly hear a hit or two from their more recent musical endeavors.

I headed off to the show ready to revisit those bygone glory days. At the time, I wasn’t depressed about hitting middle age, but I had come to believe that all the “big moments” of my life were behind me. I had married a wonderful man, had three beautiful children, written several reference books, published articles in national magazines, and worked on a number of television productions. I viewed my remaining years as a time of a quiet complacency, devoid of any fresh conquests. Sure, there would still be things to look forward to — my children’s graduations, their weddings, becoming a grandmother one day — but those would all be milestones “once removed,” where I would be a spectator watching from the sidelines rather than an active participant on the field.

The concert opened with “Last Man Standing,” a song from Bon Jovi’s most recent album. Its lyrics promised “there’s magic in the night” to fans attending the show, and that’s exactly what the band delivered. From that first song, I was struck by the complexity of this new music, and it dawned on me that Jon and his fellow performers were approximately the same age as I was. But they were continuing to grow and expand and develop creatively, whereas I had taken myself out of the game. As the concert went on, I began thinking that I should challenge myself to venture off in new, untried directions. If they could do it, why couldn’t I?

The following day, I purchased the Have a Nice Day CD and played it all the way through, at least once a day, over the next few weeks. I found the song “Welcome to Wherever You Are” especially inspiring since it seemed to speak directly to my situation. The words warned against giving in to doubt and encouraged belief in the power of untapped potential. As I listened, I resolved to stretch my own horizons and push myself toward goals never before imagined.

For me, that meant taking a stab at writing fiction. As a journalist, my background was in newswriting and editorial research, and I didn’t consider myself capable of producing creative works. After all, I had always told myself I was a word technician, not an artist, but now the time had come for me to step beyond that self-imposed boundary.

Within four months — aided by Jon’s dulcet tones — I had written and sold my first short story, a piece about a grieving father who copes with loss by helping the homeless. Another sale soon followed, and then a poem I penned about summer giving way to fall garnered a national award. By the end of that year, I had a half-dozen published fiction credits to add to my résumé.

Buoyed by that success, I decided to try something I never thought I could do: write a children’s book. It took two years and eight drafts, but I did find a publisher for my tale, and the work remains in print to this day. And it all began at that Bon Jovi concert, when what I thought was a destination turned out to be a crossroad. Taking the unfamiliar path has led to incredible places that I would not have even believed existed before that night, and there is still much uncharted territory awaiting me.

So, thank you, Bon Jovi, for showing me that creativity doesn’t come with an expiration date, and that the only limits constraining us are the ones we put on ourselves. The road ahead is as wondrous and rewarding as we choose to make it, and I can’t wait for whatever lies beyond the next curve!

— Miriam Van Scott —
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Say yes and you’ll figure it out afterwards.

~Tina Fey



So, what was a mild-mannered, middle-aged librarian doing on the TODAY show? I’d written an essay, “At Ease with a Body Fighting Gravity,” about the fact that I’m more comfortable in a bathing suit at age fifty-eight than I was in my youth, when I actually had the body to rock a Speedo. This, apparently, was so unusual that after it was published in The New York Times, a TODAY show producer invited me onto the show to talk about it.

“I’d love to,” I replied, “but not in a bathing suit.”

I had my doubts about whether a librarian gabbing about an essay would make for riveting TV. While I can be funny on paper, I’m no dazzling wit. You’d never use the words “life of the party” to describe me. Plus, the prospect of being on national television was, to put it mildly, terrifying. At work, I’m always ready to entertain a crowd of toddlers with “The Wheels on the Bus” or “The Itsy Bitsy Spider.” But entertaining millions of people on live TV? That sounded more like an Itsy Bitsy Heart Attack.

My library colleagues assured me that I could do it. “If you can handle Tiny Tot Story Time,” they told me, “you can handle anything.”

So, what’s it actually like to be on the TODAY show?

It wasn’t my usual day.

A limo turned up at 5:00 a.m. to take my sister Diane and me from my suburban Philadelphia home to 30 Rockefeller Plaza. (Trust me, this isn’t how we librarians usually roll.)

After arriving, we were shown to the Green Room (which wasn’t green; it was actually orange and purple). There was yummy-looking brunch chow I was too nervous to eat, and wall-mounted flat screens playing the show I was about to be on.

“Toto,” I said to my sister, “we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

For the next ninety minutes, I was efficiently passed from one earbud-wearing, clipboard-wielding young staffer to another, each of whom filled me in on what was happening and what to expect next.

“Roz Warren? You’ll be here for twenty minutes, and then we’ll take you to Hair and Make-up.”

Hair and Make-up, it turns out, is just a beauty salon, but at warp speed. Fifteen minutes after I hit the salon chair, my straight blond hair had been transformed into something with shape and body. My face was spackled with glamorous gunk, including burgundy lipstick and heavy mascara — a look my sister pronounced “garish” when I rejoined her.

“But I’m sure it’ll look great on screen,” she said. (It did.)

We waited in a new lounge with a random assortment of other garishly made-up strangers, again watching the TODAY show. A woman who’d been with us in the Green Room earlier was now onscreen promoting a parenting book.

I was, I realized, on a TV-guest conveyor belt, swiftly carrying me toward my three minutes of fame.

“Your segment is scheduled for 8:35,” a staffer told me. “It’s a beautiful day, so you’ll be out in the plaza instead of in the studio.”

At 8:15, I was taken to a “dressing room” to change into the Eileen Fisher garb I’d brought with me. To my surprise, it wasn’t a room at all, just a curtained-off corner of Hair and Make-up. I ducked behind the curtain, stripped down to my undies and suited up.

Once in Eileen Fisher, I felt more confident. I might soar on my segment or fall flat on my face, but at least I’d be well dressed. (And my local EF store had given me a whopping “She’s wearing this on the TODAY show” discount!)

My producer turned up to wish me well. My segment, she said, would start with an upbeat clip of AARP-aged women talking about feeling beautiful. Not only that, but staffers had offered any woman in the crowd watching the show who was over sixty the chance to “background” my segment if she’d stand behind me holding a brightly colored placard proclaiming her age.

Sure enough, when I took my place on a chair out on the plaza, I was cheered by a happy group of middle-aged women (my peeps!). They had no idea who I was, of course. All they knew was that, thanks to me, instead of being stuck at the back of the crowd, they were also about to be on national television.

Two minutes before airtime, Savannah Guthrie, a slim woman in a stunning turquoise cocktail dress, took the chair opposite mine and shook my hand. (Folks have since asked if she looks as good in person as she does on TV. You’d better believe it.)

“I’m Savannah,” she said. “I liked your article!”

A writer I know who is often on television had advised me to look as upbeat and animated as possible. “You may feel as if you’re grinning like a crazy person,” she said. “But it’ll come off great on camera.”

I wasn’t finding it difficult to grin. This was pretty amazing.

Somebody was counting down. Five… four… three… two…

We were on the air.

Savannah Guthrie is, without question, worth every penny they pay her. I am now her biggest fan. Guthrie made sure I didn’t make a fool of myself on national television. Every question was calibrated to make me sound well informed and entertaining. And when it became clear that I’d never finish my final anecdote in time, she zipped in, nailed the punch line, and ended the segment on a laugh from the crowd.

Okay, so maybe I’m biased, but I think it was terrific television.

The cameras stopped. Guthrie moved on. “Great job!” said my producer.

Twenty minutes later, my sister and I were back in the limo, headed home. (And by five that night, I was back at the circulation desk, checking in books.)

It was an amazing, incredible, once-in-a-lifetime adventure.

And I’m really glad it’s over.

If you ever get invited on to TODAY, here’s my advice: Get plenty of sleep the night before. Bring your sister. Wear Eileen Fisher. Don’t expect the Green Room to actually be green. Smile like a crazy person. Enjoy yourself.

And give Savannah my best.

— Roz Warren —

Editor’s note: If you look up “Roz Warren TODAY show” on the Internet you’ll find a video of Roz’s appearance. It’s fun to watch.
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To dance is to be out of yourself. Larger, more beautiful, more powerful.

~Agnes de Mille



When I discovered my passion for Irish Dance in my mid-forties I learned everything I could about it. This was despite the disparaging comments of some of my friends. They tried to talk me out of my dream, saying I was too old to master this art form.

I didn’t listen to them. I took classes, practiced every day, paid for private lessons, went to workshops, and constantly listened to music for competitions and shows. Frankly, I never liked being in the competitions. But, they forced me to practice and improve my technical merit. Over the years, I accumulated a few silver and bronze medals.

And then, at age fifty, I won a gold medal for performing the hornpipe, a difficult solo step, at an Irish Step Dance competition in Estes Park, Colorado. This was the reward for all my hard work and the validation of my dream. I had done it despite the naysayers.

At the end of the competition, while I stood in the dancer tent admiring my medal, a pair of Irish dance shoes went flying past my head. The shoes were not intentionally aimed in my direction. But the words of an angry fellow competitor were: “You have no right to that medal, Padgett. You are way too old to be dancing, competing or even thinking about performing an art this demanding and athletic. Even if you were of an appropriate age to enter this level of competition, I should have won. I am so much better at technique, timing, and all around dancing than you will ever be.”

I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I was reliving all the negative words I had heard over the years, from all the people who said I couldn’t do it. I stood there, hurt, trying to regain my emotional balance. Then I felt a hand rest gently on my shoulder. An unfamiliar voice asked, “Do you believe her?”

I turned to face the judge who moments ago had awarded me the gold.

“Yes ma’am. She has better technique and sense of musical timing. She is just all around better than me,” I admitted.

“No, she isn’t,” the adjudicator told me. “Do you know the difference between the silver and gold? Do you know why you were awarded this medal today?” she asked.

I dropped my gaze from hers and shook my head.

She lifted my chin, looked into my teary eyes and said, “You reflected hours of practice and honing of your craft, just like many others. You managed to keep the beat and execute a difficult step, like many others. Your posture was straight, and you demonstrated ability to remember the intricacies required. You were up against some tough competition out there today, and you gave a flawless performance. From a judge’s point of view, it can be difficult to select one dancer over another when awarding medals.

“But, if mechanics and technical merit are equal, the decision will fall to the one who dances with her heart. Some do the dance; others are the dance. Today, you were the dance. And that, my friend, is gold.”

That was my last Irish Dance competition, not because I feared decapitation as the result of airborne footwear. It was because the calendar does not lie. My years of hard, competitive Irish dancing were over. I entered the contest knowing it would be my last.

I am not prone to melancholy over things out of my control — like the passage of time. And I honestly cannot say I spend a lot of time looking at the dance medals I accumulated over the years.

Nonetheless, the medals do come in handy once in a while. For example when someone tells me they cannot realize a dream because of age, perceived inabilities or opinions of critics, I extend this invitation, “Would you come to my house for tea, please? I want to show you something.”

— Laura L. Padgett —
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