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Introduction


We can complain because rose bushes have thorns, or rejoice because thorn bushes have roses.


~Abraham Lincoln


Wow. I am still reacting to these 101 stories, from some of the most inspiring people you’ll ever meet. I’m thrilled to introduce you to these men and women, who took huge challenges and turned them into life-changing benefits through positive thinking, creativity, and hard work. This is what we love about Chicken Soup for the Soul stories — the opportunity to learn from the example of people like us, ordinary people, who have extraordinary experiences. We focus on finding stories for you that are uplifting and helpful — ones that show how you can implement the same practices and improve your own lives.


What struck me the most in these stories is the resilience of the human spirit, whether our contributors are fighting health, financial, career, or relationship battles. They don’t complain about their situations — they just get up off the floor and deal with them — and that’s how you make lemonade after being handed a bunch of lemons.


You’ll read many stories from contributors who suffered through near-death experiences or health crises that ended up leading to new careers, improved relationships, and self-discovery. Jo Eager is an example. She is a TV reporter who had to learn to walk again after a near-fatal rattlesnake bite, and now has a new lease on life with the addition of part-time work as a fitness trainer. You’ll also be inspired by Esther McNeil Griffin, who gave away most of her possessions when she was given one year to live, pursued all her dreams, and now, a quarter century later, continues to live each year as if it is her last. You’ll read about Alicia Bertine, who decided to flaunt her bald head after chemo and became a successful bald fashion model. You can watch her YouTube videos to see her in action.


I was also inspired by the courage it took many of our contributors to leave dead-end or unhappy relationships, at home or at work, and start over again. Successful novelist Margaret Nava has one such tale. She left an abusive marriage with nothing, and rebuilt her life slowly but surely as a writer who has had several books published now. You’ll love the stories in this collection by people who changed their lives after leaving, usually involuntarily, their jobs, and now realize they are much happier with a new career path or with no job at all. W. Bradford Swift reveals in his story that he was contemplating suicide when he realized that he was unhappy as a veterinarian and needed to change his occupation. He now guides other people on their own paths to happiness through his Life on Purpose Institute.


You’ll read about how Dr. Jennifer Arnold, who stars in TLC’s The Little Couple with her husband, overcame prejudice against little people and was accepted by the renowned Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. You’ll read how pain-management specialist Dr. Rita Hancock finally figured out her own diagnosis — her constant pain was related to her feelings about her inability to care for her out-of-state aging mother.


I’m always amazed by the good cheer of regular contributor Cindy Charlton, who lost three limbs to flesh-eating disease, and writes a funny story about having to get all her errands done one morning while one of her prosthetic legs, with a broken foot, sits on the car seat next to her. She shows the detached leg to people to explain why she can’t get out of the car and needs them to help her. And I never knew that our contributor Karen Hessen had adopted the most severely abused child in America. Her story relates how she learns a lesson about forgiveness from him when he wants to tell his former abuser that he is okay now.


We also have bittersweet stories from contributors who can’t erase the losses in their lives but do find the best possible way to get through them. You’ll read about Julie Cole, who had to simultaneously plan her older daughter’s funeral and finalize her younger daughter’s wedding arrangements. She and her family managed to make the wedding a joyous event during a time of mourning. And in a really dramatic lemons to lemonade. . . to lemons story you’ll read about how grieving widow Carol Goodman Heizer got to spend a month “on vacation” hanging out with her son when she was unfairly suspended from her job, only to have him unexpectedly die at the end of their time together. She was so grateful that she had been given that time off, despite the unfairness of it, and had that month of freedom to spend with her son.


I come away from this project feeling energized and encouraged. These contributors tell stories that put our own problems and stresses into perspective. If they can overcome these challenges, certainly we can handle ours! We all want to go about our days with a positive outlook, but we don’t always know how to do it, and there are lessons in these pages for all of us.


As the father of positive thinking, Norman Vincent Peale, said, “Change your thoughts and you change your world.” I’m pretty sure that after you read these stories, you’ll feel empowered to use positive thinking to navigate your own difficult situations, reorient your lives, and improve your personal relationships. And you’ll see that there is always the possibility of a bit of sunshine behind the next cloud, even during the worst storms of your life. Thanks for reading.


~Amy Newmark
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From Victim to Victory
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No Food for Alligators


A happy person is not a person in a certain set of circumstances, but rather a person with a certain set of attitudes.


~Hugh Downs


I freely admit that I am a Pollyanna. I look for rainbows after the storm. I point out silver linings. I am accused of having a perennial smile on my face, seeing the good in everyone, and sometimes being “annoyingly” happy. On most days, I live up to my reputation. And most days, I get the proverbial swamp drained even when I’m up to my eyeballs in alligators. But there are those days when the alligators are unrelenting, snapping at my every move. They lick their chops in anticipation of taking a bite out of my Pollyanna spirit. I remember one such day when they almost devoured me


I was the homeroom mom for my son Colin’s fifth grade class. It was the morning of the end-of-semester holiday party. Colin and I were loading the car with bags of porcelain cups filled with candies, teachers’ gifts, and food and games for the party scheduled that afternoon. After several trips from the house to my car, I started one last time for the house to get my purse and keys. Upon turning on my prosthetic leg, I found myself falling forward and landing on my very cold cement driveway.


I rolled onto my side and sat up like a seasoned pro linebacker hardly realizing I was down. I spotted the lower half of my prosthesis, with my foot attached, three feet away from the rest of me. Colin was terrified that I had hurt myself and was on the verge of tears. I assured him that I was fine — it was one of those rare moments when I felt grateful for well-padded hips — and instructed him to get the rolling desk chair from my home office.


The words of my physical rehab doctor, “Cindy you will need to make friends with your wheelchair,” were swimming around in my head. I had not made friends with my wheelchair, and in fact two years after becoming a bilateral below-the-knee amputee, I donated my wheelchair to an organization that was in desperate need of one. My office chair had to suffice.


With Colin and my neighbor’s help, I got into the chair and was pushed to my car. I transferred myself into the seat right behind the steering wheel. Luckily, it was my left foot that broke. It was sitting on the passenger seat right next to me. My right foot was securely in place where it belonged, at the end of my right prosthetic leg working the gas and brake pedals.


When we arrived at school, I noticed one of my friends in the parking lot. I waved her over to my car.


“Can you help Colin take some bags into the school? I broke my foot this morning and can’t get out of the car.”


She gasped. But after I swept my arm across the passenger seat and pointed to my foot, Vanna White style, she began to laugh.


“Oh my gosh Cindy, I forgot that you don’t have real feet.”


We all laughed and agreed it could have been worse — a real broken foot.


I phoned Chris, the guy who makes my prosthetic limbs, on my cell phone and left a message asking — I may have sounded a little desperate — for his help.


“I need to be back at school this afternoon for the party,” I explained.


I said a silent prayer that my leg could be fixed.


Boy the alligators are biting today, I thought as I started the engine to make the trek to Chris’s office in downtown Denver.


When I turned my key, I found that I was riding on empty. Rolling my eyes, and shaking my head, I uttered a forlorn, “You’ve gotta be kidding!”


I then remembered that there was a service station only a few blocks from school with an attached auto repair garage. I hoped that it would be open, and that someone would be there to pump gas for me. It was still pretty early in the morning. Most businesses had not yet turned on their lights.


I drove into the station and up to the garage doors. The doors were closed, but I could see people moving around inside. I began to honk my horn. As I waited for a warm body to emerge, I tried to reach Chris again. Bingo! I got him on the second ring. He told me to come to his office as quickly as possible.


“Call me when you get here, and I’ll meet you in the parking lot. I’m sure it will be an easy fix.”


“Yes!” I pounded my fist on my dashboard. “Ha! The alligators haven’t gotten me yet!”


I may have said these words out loud.


Finally, after several toots of the horn, a grouchy looking man emerged from the garage, obviously not thrilled to have been beckoned in such a rude manner. I rolled down my window, and began to explain that I had broken my foot earlier that morning and needed his assistance at the gas pump.


“You broke your foot?”


As he looked into my car, I once again swept my arm across my seat where my left foot sat. He looked down at my leg. His eyebrows went right up to his hairline. He literally laughed out loud.


“Well there’s somethin’ ya don’t see every day.”


On my way to Chris’s office, I was listening to the radio and heard something that I felt compelled to impart to a friend. . . immediately. During our two-minute conversation, my phone died. I was out of battery power. I exhaled heavily, wondering how I was going to alert Chris to my arrival.


As I turned into his parking lot, Chris came out. He had been watching for me. He took my foot and the rest of my left leg into his office. Ten minutes later he emerged with my leg — foot attached. I put it on and hopped out of the car. He tweaked the alignment of the foot a bit, making sure that I was walking well. I left the parking lot, waving happily over my shoulder.


“Not on your menu today, alligators!”


I drove to the grocery store. Snow was predicted to start falling that evening, and by all accounts the storm was going to be a doozey. No one would go hungry at my house. After putting away my groceries, I sat down with a cup of coffee.


I looked up at the clock and started to laugh. It was not yet ten o’clock. I took stock of all the morning’s events. If I had given in to those alligators at any point, I would have never been able to find the help I needed to get me back up on both (fake) feet.


I arrived at the party with time to spare. Colin’s teacher could not believe that I had made it. I assured her that it would take more than a broken foot (and a swamp full of alligators) to keep me away from a good party.


~Cindy Charlton


[image: logo]




[image: chapter]


Rescuing Myself


Follow your passion, and success will follow you.


~Terri Guillemets


Within two weeks of our wedding, I began noticing that my husband humiliated me in front of friends by criticizing or ridiculing everything I did. Nothing I did was good enough — his way was the only right way. When he criticized or ridiculed me, I thought it was because I had actually done something wrong. When he humiliated me, I believed I deserved it. I lost what little confidence I started with and I lived in fear of making mistakes. When chastisement turned into abuse, I told myself I was wholly to blame and prayed for guidance to mend my ways.


For our tenth anniversary, I cooked my husband’s favorite meal and chilled a bottle of champagne, but my husband never came home from work. The following morning he called to say he had worked late and slept at the office rather than disturb me. I accepted his excuse. But when the nights away from home became more frequent, I began to question what was really happening.


One fall weekend, we went for a drive in the country to view the changing colors. I don’t know if it was the crisp air or the beautiful sunlight but something gave me the strength to ask my husband if he was having an affair. It felt like a bomb went off in the car. My husband started yelling at me and pounding the steering wheel with his fists. When the back of his hand connected with my nose, I grabbed the door handle and attempted to open the door and jump from the moving car.


My life was in ruins and my twelve-year marriage was over. I spent several weeks pondering what to do. My options were few: I could stay with my husband and subject myself to further abuse; I could suggest we go to a marriage counselor, which I didn’t think would work; I could file for divorce and try to pick up the pieces of my life. I had only one clear choice — divorce.


In order to assuage my husband’s rage, I filed a “No-Fault” divorce and asked for nothing more than my clothes, a box of high school memorabilia and a beat-up car. It wasn’t much but I knew I wouldn’t need much as long as I was free. Surprisingly, my husband didn’t oppose the divorce; in fact, I think it made life easier for him. On my own and almost penniless, I rented a small apartment, took a job as a receptionist and began my new life.


On and off during our marriage, I had tried my hand at writing. Whenever I asked my husband to read what I had written his response was always the same: “A third grader could do better.” Fortunately, my desire to write hadn’t dissolved like my marriage. I started writing short stories about nature, camping, and religion — things that were important to me. I spent a lot of time studying magazines to determine what kind of articles they printed and sent my work off to potential publishers. Although many of those stories were returned, some were published. Checks were few and far between but I was gaining confidence that I could actually do something right. I went to the library, checked out books about the mechanics of writing and submitted more pieces. I have now had five books published, and another is in the works.


My story isn’t unique nor is it about writing. It’s about what motivated me to write. Like many others, I allowed myself to be dominated and abused because I believed my husband had the right to treat me as he saw fit and because I thought I was inferior to him. Neither was true but it took a near disaster to wake me up to the reality of the situation.


For all those years, the signs of domestic violence had been obvious enough for me to see but, for whatever reason, I denied them. As long as I ignored my husband’s abusive actions and infidelities, they didn’t exist. If they didn’t exist, they couldn’t hurt me. But all of that backfired when I tried to jump out of the car.


Leaving my marriage was not an easy thing to do. I was psychologically beaten and physically threatened. I was confused, uncertain and torn. I hated my husband; I loved my husband. One moment I felt like running away; the other, all I wanted to do was stay and make things better.


Of course, not everyone is a writer, or an artist or an actor. But that’s not what is important. Facing up to the facts and knowing there are ways out of situations like mine is what is important. When faced with verbal, mental or physical abuse, know that you are not alone, you are not at fault, you don’t have to take it and there are things you can do to make your life better.


Writing was my path to rescuing myself. What’s yours?


~Margaret Nava
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Jane Doe No More


Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgement that something else is more important than fear.


~Ambrose Redmoon


Life was good. My husband and I had been married for twelve years, had busy careers and were raising two young children, who were our world. Our lives changed in an instant in the wee hours of the morning on September 11, 1993.


My husband was away overnight for the first time in our marriage. I had taken our son and daughter, ages five and seven, to dinner and a children’s concert earlier that evening; we were back home and fast asleep by 10:00 p.m. In the early morning hours, I awoke to the sound of footsteps in the hallway; when I opened my eyes, I saw a masked man entering my bedroom. The intruder tied my wrists and forcefully bound me. He cut my clothing with a knife, put a gun to my head, and raped me. Miraculously, he let me live and my children never woke.


In a matter of minutes, I went from unimaginable terror to survival instinct to immense gratitude. Gone were the days of taking things for granted. I was treated for a scratched cornea at the hospital, lacerations were noted on my wrists, and a sex crimes kit yielded DNA from the perpetrator. It was all a bit surreal, but I knew that I had so much to be grateful for: as long as I had survived and my children were untouched we were going to be okay. I have a strong faith in God, and with my loving husband by my side and the wonderful support of family and friends, I was back to work and well on my way to healing a few weeks after the crime. Little did I know that the worst days were still ahead.


In the weeks and months that followed, I was thrown into a world I knew nothing about. I quickly became aware of the stigmas associated with the crime of sexual assault — stigmas that even those sworn to protect and serve carried with them into the investigation of my assault. The re-victimization that I suffered at the hands of the officers initially in charge of my case was, in many ways, more damaging than the rape itself. You see, someone went to the lieutenant in charge of my case with a rumor — a vicious lie, actually — that changed the course of the investigation. Someone who knew nothing about me or the circumstances of my assault suggested to the lieutenant that I might have concocted the rape to cover up an illicit affair. And instead of investigating this rumor using standard, tested and mandated police protocols, the officer tried to break me emotionally, threatening me with arrest and everything I held dear unless I confessed to falsely reporting my rape. Though I had done nothing but tell the truth about this horrific event from the start, I was challenged and accused. I was left feeling frightened, ashamed, intimidated, and humiliated.


Through dogged persistence and the help of my incredible legal team, we saw the investigation turned over to a new team of officers. This team believed me; they gave me — and my family — the precious gift of hope. Amazingly, eleven years after the crime, my perpetrator was found through a DNA match. He was clearly a man leading a double life. To those who thought they knew him best, he was a happily married, church-going father of three. He was also a good friend of my husband’s, and had been since they were in kindergarten. The betrayal my husband feels to this day is gut-wrenching. Even more maddening was the fact that the perpetrator could not be arrested for sexual assault in my case because a statute of limitations had run out.


This life-changing experience has taken me on a journey for justice, and challenged me in ways I never thought possible. I had to go from victim to warrior to survivor, something no one should have to do.


The experience awakened my passion to fight for meaningful and lasting change. There were, of course, difficult days when I felt I could not continue the fight. On those days, I reminded myself that every two minutes someone in this country is sexually assaulted, and that most victims are so very young — under the age of twenty-four. Something had to be done, and the more I learned about this misunderstood and under-reported crime the more passionate I became.


I channeled this passion into the 501c3 charity I founded in 2007: Jane Doe No More. At the same time, I made a very big, but important decision: I would come forward publicly, on national television, to put a name and a face on the crime of sexual assault. In every sense, I would be Jane Doe no more. In doing so, I hoped to break some of the stigmas that had compromised my case. I hoped that people would understand that sexual assault is a crime that does not discriminate. That victims come from all walks of life. That victims are our friends, our family, our neighbors. That there is no shame in being a victim. I became Jane Doe no more during a two-hour primetime piece on Dateline NBC. And at that time, I introduced my organization, Jane Doe No More, to the world.


To build Jane Doe No More, I sought help from the best and brightest people I knew. I wanted to create an organization that provides information and education to both sexual assault survivors and the community at large. That same year, I successfully advocated for a change in the law that had prevented my perpetrator from being charged with sexual assault: my case was the impetus for a governor’s bill in the state of Connecticut that removed the statute of limitations on sexual assault cases involving DNA evidence.


Today, Jane Doe No More offers educational programs for college students, for law enforcement and other first responders, and for a wide-range of community organizations. We offer classes and support for survivors, engage in advocacy initiatives, and provide self-defense classes for women and girls. We have a staff and hundreds of volunteers that share my passion. Together we are improving the way society responds to victims of sexual assault. No more shame. No more blame. No more fear.


Looking back, I am grateful that something so tragic put me on a path to something wonderful — something that has become my life’s work. I dared to dream big, to follow my moral compass, and to let God do the rest. I collaborated with M. William Phelps to tell the world my story in the book Jane Doe No More, published in 2012. The priceless gift of hope is shared freely in the pages of the book, and through the smiles, words of encouragement and acts of kindness of the hundreds that share my passion. Watching other victims gain confidence, hearing them find their voice, and ultimately seeing them become strong survivors has been awe-inspiring; it has carried me through my darkest days. As Jane Doe No More grows in strength and numbers, our collective voice gets louder. What started as a whisper, when I was barely able to speak, has grown to a roar. There is no stopping us now.


~Donna Palomba
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The Return of My Son


Life is very interesting. . . in the end, some of your greatest pains, become your greatest strengths.


~Drew Barrymore


It was late at night when I received the phone call from my neighbor about my son. “Travis is in an ambulance on the way to the hospital. He’s been in an accident.”


My one and only child was twenty-four.


“Is he all right? Is he hurt?”


I wanted to ask if he was alive, but dared not say that out loud.


I had lost Travis’s father Danny in a car crash fourteen years earlier. It had devastated me. I couldn’t lose my son too.


My neighbor’s son was in the accident too, along with another young man, but they had minor injuries. Travis had been a passenger in the back seat.


“I’ll drive over and pick you up,” my neighbor offered. She knew I had night blindness and couldn’t drive in the dark.


I prayed while I paced the floor and waited for her.


Please, God, let him be okay. Let him live.


When my neighbor arrived, I phoned my mother and nephew to let them know.


When I got to the emergency room, I wanted to see Travis immediately, but the doctors told me I had to wait.


Finally a doctor came out to talk to me. “He’s being airlifted to the University of Kentucky Medical Center.”


“Can I ride with him?”


“There isn’t room. You’ll have to follow by car.”


I went with my mother and nephew to the University of Kentucky Medical Center. Metal from the car had cut Travis’s face around his right eye, and he had over fifty stitches.


The injury would leave a scar, but he had full use of his vision and would otherwise recover.


The doctor sent him home with pain medication, and that’s when I began to lose my son.


He took the medication as prescribed, because he was in a lot of pain from his injury. Not only was he dealing with the physical pain, but emotional pain from carrying a scar on his face, and PTSD from the crash.


He wore a wool cap low over his forehead to hide the scar, and refused to go outside at first.


He was always a very handsome guy who was attractive to girls, but one of those guys who didn’t realize how handsome he really was. It wasn’t vanity that kept him inside; it was self-consciousness.


I told him nothing could change his beauty, because it comes from within. I told him all the things a mother could say to help her son, but he had his own way of dealing with it.


Little by little, the cap came off, and he began to go outside.


His PTSD wasn’t noticeable until he rode as a passenger in someone’s car. He cringed or looked away whenever he passed by the site of the accident, and he became so agitated and tense at the way other people drove that he told them when to apply the brakes, turn on the signal, speed up, or slow down.


“It’s normal for you to feel this way,” I told him gently. “Do you think some counseling would help?”


“No,” he replied quietly. “I know I overreact. It’s just something I have to work out myself.”


But his way of working it out was with prescription pain medication, funded by his insurance money. I didn’t know this at the time.


Travis has a big heart and isn’t very materialistic, so I naively thought he was spending his money on other people, because he bought his family and friends nice gifts. Week by week he bounced back, but he wasn’t the son I had known before the accident. This new version of Travis was secretive, sullen, temperamental, and distant. He lived with me at the time, so his personality changed right in front of me. I attributed it to PTSD, not pills.


Then one day he came to me and asked for money. “You know I’m on a budget,” I reminded him. He didn’t say anything, but started selling off the things he’d purchased with his insurance money — TV, computer, game system, DVD player, DVD and CD collections, even shoes and clothes. I knew something was wrong, but I hadn’t figured out what.


He continued to act in uncharacteristic ways: being gone for days at a time with friends, holing up in his room, and avoiding conversations with me.


And then one evening I went into his room and was surprised to find him packing clothes into a suitcase.


“What’s up?” I asked innocently. It looked as though he were packing to stay with a friend.


He closed the flap and buckled it.


Matter-of-factly he said, “Look around, Mom. I’ve sold everything I have. I don’t have anything left.”


I didn’t have to look around. I knew his room was almost empty except for a bed, a sofa, and a computer desk.


He continued quietly, “I’m on pills and I’m going to detox.”


The truth nearly knocked me down. Why didn’t I see it? So many emotions ran through me — pain, guilt, shame, sympathy, anger — but the most powerful was love.


I walked up to him, my son of six feet two inches, and reached up and hugged him, pulling him down to sit on his bed next to me. I held him in my arms and rocked him a little, and we both cried.


“I love you,” I whispered. “I’m so proud of you.”


His decision to go to detox was as sudden as his accident.


I was astonished at his honesty and courage.


“I’m here for you,” I told him. “I’ll do all I can to help you. I can’t be there with you physically, but you already know I’m with you in spirit.”


I had watched the TV show Intervention many times, never dreaming that my own son would be in the same type of situation.


So, having been a social worker, and still his mother, I arranged for my mother and nephew to phone him that very minute to encourage him to go and let him know they were behind him too.


When he got off the phone with them and picked up his suitcase to meet his ride to detox, Travis smiled at me and said, “So you made your own little intervention, huh?”


I smiled back. “Well, sort of.”


He gave me a goodbye hug and went outside to catch his ride.


My son’s return wasn’t without a hitch. Travis relapsed once and started using prescription medication again, but was determined to get clean once and for all. So, with another effort, he finally managed to stop using and he has been clean ever since.


~Tammy Ruggles
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Making the Change


Reach high, for stars lie hidden in your soul. Dream deep, for every dream precedes the goal.


~Pamela Vaull Starr


It was mid-April and cooler than normal for Florida, which meant the A/C unit wasn’t running. That left the apartment very quiet that night. I was awakened by a noise coming from the living room at 2:30 in the morning. I looked next to me to find an empty spot where my husband should be and found the cat sleeping on his pillow. I slid out of bed to check and make sure what I heard was him and not something else. As I opened the bedroom door and headed down the hallway to the living room, I could sense something wasn’t right. The closer I got to the living room, the more an overwhelming feeling of dread came over me.


When I looked into the living room, a rush of emotion hit all at once. Disbelief at first, followed by disgust with a side of betrayal topped off with a big scoop of heartache. There in our living room I found my husband naked, on all fours, searching for his crack rock. It was happening all over again. I stood there watching him as he searched in the carpet and under the couch cushions for his precious drug. I stood there thinking, “What have I done? Why is this happening? Why did I put myself back in the situation?” I didn’t say a word; I just slowly and quietly backed away from the living room and went back to bed. I realized that this was never going to end; he wasn’t going to change, so I had to.


A few days later, I left my husband for the last time; I packed what I could and left twenty years of my life behind. It wasn’t easy to do. I had to move back in with my mother, with no money, no job, and no car. I had nothing except some clothes and a few personal items to my name.


After living in Mississippi for almost a year, unable to find work and with my unemployment running out, my future looked pretty bleak. I was becoming more depressed every day, second-guessing my decision of leaving my husband. I started to think or “convince,” myself that maybe my old life wasn’t so bad. I had my own home and a job. Now I lived with my mother in a rural area with no public transportation and no jobs.


I went to the job center, as I had so many times since I arrived, and I learned I could receive help to go back to school. I had heard my sister-in-law’s lawyer tell her if she went to school and obtained her degree as a paralegal, he would hire her to work at his firm. She was in the middle of a real estate dispute. I had helped her do much of the research to save her some money, and her attorney said we did a good job. She wasn’t interested in his offer, but it made me think that I could do this. I had always been interested in law. I felt that I was too old to go to law school and become a lawyer, but I could certainly work for one.


That’s what I did, with a little research and help from the job center. I filled out a federal aid grant application, took an entry exam at Northeast Community College, and a few months later I was enrolled in the paralegal program. I started to feel better about myself, like I had a purpose again. After my first year, I had learned enough to draw up and file my own divorce, which cost me a fraction of what most lawyers charge. Within sixty days I was divorced and moving on with my life. I have since met a wonderful man who accepts me for me, who encourages me instead of discouraging me, and who after months of dating says he loves me. . . for just being me.


~Elaine Cartwright
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Abandoning Anger


Forgiveness does not change the past, but it does enlarge the future.


~Paul Boese


“Forgive and forget,” Mother always said. I thought I was forgiving. It took more energy to be angry than it did to just get over it.


Then I adopted Kurtis — the most severely abused child to survive in the United States at the time. With hair the color of Rumpelstiltskin’s spun gold, eyes like warm caramel and skin the texture of silk, it was hard to imagine what crime this angelic toddler could have committed to warrant such violent abuse. At fifteen months of age, he had been hit over the head with a chair for not cleaning his plate. He had been placed naked on hot stove burners and dipped in boiling water for soiling his diaper. The abuse took place at the hands of a biological uncle who had adopted him and become his father.


The burns left large, red, itchy keloid scars on his buttocks, legs and back.


The traumatic brain injury left him totally blind, deaf and paralyzed on the left side until swelling was released in his skull. Kurtis was comatose for eight weeks. The right side of his brain was damaged to the extent that it didn’t provide enough stimulation for growth to his left arm and leg. One month before his second birthday he functioned at the level of a nine-month-old.


My nursing background made me a good candidate to adopt Kurtis. As much as I understood his medical history and rehabilitation needs, I knew there would be challenges ahead for him emotionally and socially. I recognized his disabilities and, at times, they overwhelmed me. I believed if Kurtis grew up angry, anger would be the biggest disability of all. My job was to teach him to forgive his abuser.


My life changed the day Kurtis moved into our home. During the first four days, I just enjoyed his presence. I worked at exercising his left foot and ankle the way his foster mother had shown me. I rubbed vitamin E oil on his buttocks and legs in an attempt to smooth out the ugly burn scars. He tried learning to walk. His heavy leg brace banged against the ornately carved wood of my Victorian antiques. I replaced the antiques with plain, functional furniture. I left plenty of space for gross motor development activities between furnishings. Mostly, I just let his wounded spirit meld with ours — his five-year-old sister Tina’s, his father’s and mine.


On Monday, I had to start locating resources to deal with the complex issues ahead. The phone had not been installed in our new country home. While Tina was in school, I loaded Kurtis into the child safety seat in the Jeep Cherokee we had purchased to travel the mountain roads, and headed into town. We first stopped at the pediatrician’s office where I told Kurtis’s story and made an appointment. The pediatrician referred us to our next stop. . . Easter Seals. They were the resource to provide Kurtis’s physical therapy. I filled out numerous forms and told Kurtis’s story. Easter Seals sent me to the local ophthalmologist and orthopedic surgeon. We were also set up with a home teacher who would stop by the house on Thursday to get acquainted. At the eye doctor, I told Kurtis’s story again and scheduled an appointment. Three times I told Kurtis’s story and he listened in. People’s responses were a mixture of horror and disbelief. I knew this was not the way for Kurtis to learn forgiveness.


By the time we pulled into the parking lot of the orthopedic surgeon, Kurtis was worn out. Everything in his environment, including me, was new. I had lifted him in and out of the car seat numerous times and carried him into unfamiliar places with strange people. He was heavy. I was tired. We both needed lunch and a nap.


A few minutes before noon, I sat Kurtis down on the green Formica countertop. The familiar alcohol smell hung in the air. The waiting room was mercifully empty and so quiet it seemed my footsteps echoed off the gray slate flooring. Soon, the receptionist stepped to the window and asked how she could help me. Tears started to flow down my cheeks. “I just adopted this little boy. He has this brace on his leg and I don’t know what to do,” I managed to get out between sobs. My nurse’s training abandoned me and left me just a mom.


So quickly, it seemed she had been transported, the receptionist appeared at my side, took Kurtis in her arms and led us to an exam room in the back. “The doctor will see you now,” she said. I had not filled out a form or even given my name. It was then I realized everyone should be at lunch, but they were making time to see us — a small, blond, fragile child with leg braces and his desperate, teary-eyed mother.


Again, I told Kurtis’s story. The doctor reacted with outrage and anger saying, “If I were your husband I would be out hunting this guy down with a gun.”


For the first time, I found the courage to say, “We don’t feel that way. We don’t want Kurtis to grow up with hate and anger. We think those would be the biggest disabilities of all.”


Over the next few years Kurtis had many painful surgeries. He endured ongoing mistreatment, injustice and ridicule from classmates. His schedule was filled with therapy and doctors’ appointments. I deplored the abuse Kurtis suffered and the disabilities it left him with. I made excuses for his abuser; he was an abused child; his wife had adopted Kurtis while he was overseas; he asked for help from the military and was turned away. All the while, for Kurtis’s sake, I kept stuffing my own anger back down inside where I tried convincing myself it had vanished. I said I wasn’t angry, so, I wasn’t angry. . . right?


This was our life: doctors’ appointments and therapy in town on Mondays and Wednesdays, doctors’ appointments in Reno and Sacramento on Tuesdays and Thursdays. On Fridays, I worked in Tina’s classroom so she would not feel left out.


One afternoon, when Kurtis was eight, he looked up from his playing and said, “Mom, do you think you can find the man that hurt me?”


Kurtis’s request took me by surprise. I wondered if I located the abuser if I could be as forgiving as I wanted Kurtis to be. “I think I can, Kurtis. Why do you want to find him?” I asked. While I waited for his response, I searched my soul and found the feelings of anger that had once churned within my gut were gone. A peace had filled me instead of hatred. Kurtis, Tina, their father and I were family — forever. This was my life. It was good.


Kurtis’ answer confirmed my thoughts. “I want to tell him I’m okay.”


~Karen R. Hessen
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Learning to Fly


If you’re going to be able to look back on something and laugh about it, you might as well laugh about it now.


~Marie Osmond


Life is not remembered in days, it is remembered in moments. There are embarrassing moments we would like to forget, and spectacular moments we always want to remember. This momentous day held a little bit of both.


May 19th, 1990, dawned bright and clear. Spring, with the flowers blooming and the sweet song of the birds overhead, usually holds the promise of new beginnings. However, for me on that day, a phase of my life was ending as well. That was the day I graduated from Emporia State University with my bachelor’s degree in English, and a minor in Creative Writing.


The ceremony was to be held on the football field. Seats were set up for the graduating class on the grass, while family, friends and other spectators overflowed from their designated section in the stadium. My proud family had traveled from out of state to see me graduate.


A few weeks beforehand, the Director of Disabled Student Services had asked me if I would like to have someone push my wheelchair up the ramp onto the stage for the ceremony. Because the field was often wet, and I am not strong enough to push myself on soft surfaces, I gratefully accepted his offer. It was a perfect plan. Well, almost.


I asked my good friend Carolyn to do the honors. For the two years I had known her, I had observed her caring and generosity on countless occasions. Even though she wasn’t actually graduating for another semester, she agreed to put on a cap and gown so that she would “fit in” while helping me through the ceremony.


It started off without a hitch. A folding chair was removed at the end of a row of graduates, and my wheelchair fit into the space nicely. The commencement address was appropriately inspiring; the speaker encouraged us to work hard and dream big, to remember our goals and not get lost in the details. Although the speech dragged on a bit, I was amused by the seniors. Several graduates had written massages in masking tape on their caps, “THANX PA” and “I HAVE A JOB” dotted the crowd.


Finally, the procession for the diplomas began. My fellow graduates glided effortlessly up the stairs and across the stage in their gowns. They smiled briefly for the cameras, and returned to their seats to the spontaneous cheers from their supporters.


At last it was my turn. Carolyn began pushing me across the field toward the ramp and the stage. The grass was a little bumpy, and it slowed us down. The gap between me and the flowing gown in front of me widened more and more. We both felt the eyes of the crowd. Then, within three yards of the safety of the ramp, one wheel sank deep into an unlikely rut on the edge of a low spot.


Oh yes! I took a nosedive into the deceptively green grass that actually covered a mud hole at the end of the stage. My gown was covered with mud. The cold wetness soaked through to my skin as I lay there in front of the whole crowd. Humiliated! Embarrassed! I couldn’t believe it. Was this really happening? No way!


Time stood still. Quickly, my assessment began. Was I hurt? No, not physically. Were people staring? Yes. Everyone. Even though my disability had desensitized me to stares to a certain extent, on this day, in this moment, I had expected positive attention celebrating my victory. Not this. I vaguely fantasized about hitting the rewind button and doing the whole thing over.


Suddenly, I heard my name over the PA system. There was a long pause, followed by a flurry of activity. The gap in front of me now extended to the podium, and even those exiting the stage had turned and could see my muddy spectacle. Almost instantly, several ushers rushed to get me back into my wheelchair. Although they were well intentioned, I just wanted to be left alone to settle and adjust myself. Somehow, the cushion I was supposed to sit on ended up behind my back and the foot pedals on my wheelchair were backwards. Carolyn kept apologizing. I dusted myself off, both literally and figuratively, the best I could and continued on the trek to receive my diploma with as much poise as I could possibly muster. Maybe the crowd clapped for me, too. Honestly, I cannot remember.


In the minutes that followed, I realized that I had a choice to make. Part of me wanted nothing more than to leave my pride on the ground where I fell, and sink into the black hole of negative thoughts. On the other hand, I knew I could choose to move on, focusing on the humor instead of the humiliation. I could look at what happened as a tragedy or a triumph. Whatever choice I made would color the memory of my college graduation for years to come. There was only one way for me to go.


At the conclusion of the ceremony, Carolyn was not finished apologizing. With an endless chorus of “I am so sorry I ruined your graduation!” she seemed to think that her repetitions might erase what happened.


But that wasn’t what I wanted to do. With a conscious decision and perspective, I reassured her. “Are you kidding me? I must have been the subject of about 500 conversations today! How many other people can say that? It was awesome! Hilarious, even! You couldn’t possibly script stuff like this. I won’t ever forget it, and I’m sure lots of other people won’t either.”


I gave her a big hug. It really was okay.


I learned many things in college about academics, friends, and my own independence.


Unfortunately, I didn’t learn how to fly. Or did I?


~Lorraine Cannistra
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New Vision


Beauty is how you feel inside, and it reflects in your eyes. It is not something physical.


~Sophia Loren


At fifteen years old, a teenager growing up in 1980s Africa, I was as confident as they get at that age. I possessed self-esteem in bucket loads; I had the looks and the attitude, was very smart and opinionated and didn’t suffer fools gladly. I was determined to set my own pace and people had better be ready to keep up; it was my way or the highway!


You see I had it going on: parents who cared, siblings whom I loved and friends with whom I enjoyed life. I loved going to school and loved more coming home at the end of each day. Unbeknownst to me, my secure world was about to come crashing down around me.


My transformation started in the kitchen, the one place where I never liked to spend any time. One minute I was trying to get the bottled gas to work, the next: Boom! From nowhere a fire exploded in my face. I fumbled in the dark, trying to navigate the flame-engulfed kitchen, praying that I was the only one in the room. No one else deserved to suffer the consequences of my carelessness and disobedience. After all, hadn’t our mother always warned us to be careful not to bring any kind of naked flame into the kitchen where the bottled gas would feed off it? Unfortunately, I had minutes before I dragged my younger brother, by the scruff of his neck, into the kitchen with me. We managed to attract the attention of neighbours who came to our rescue, helped to douse the fire and arranged emergency medical attention. Although we survived the fire, the damage, for me, was permanent.


Within a month, I went from a beautiful teenager with flawless skin to a shrivelled-up old lady, at least that was who I saw looking back at me in the mirror. I had aged decades and now had physical scars on my face and hands. How was I expected to look the world in the face without feeling ugly? How was I expected to shake hands with people with my scarred hands? How could I go back to school and face the other students?


I spent most of my time in the hospital reflecting, wondering what sort of life I would go on to have. I remembered how my friends and I used to make fun of the physical appearance of others and wondered if I would still have any friends left. My family might be able to express the same love they had before the fire, but I doubted that my friends would be gracious enough to tolerate amongst them one not so perfect-looking. I should know! Eventually, I withdrew into myself, turned my thoughts inward, and was convinced that life didn’t matter anymore. I just couldn’t see past the physical. I struggled to imagine what good could come out of this most painful experience. I was only fifteen!


The tables had turned. I used to stare unkindly at people with my friends and now I would be the object of people’s stares! How was I expected to survive in a world that judged people mostly on their physical appearance, where any kind of disfigurement was tacitly considered to be grounds for social exclusion? The worst part was that there was nothing I could do about it. Actually there was — I could either hide away from the world by becoming reclusive, or I could reclaim my life, go out and stare the world back in the face. Being a self-conscious teenager, I of course chose the former approach, initially. I hid from the world.


After several months of persuasion I decided to try the second approach, if only to get my mother off my back. I agreed to go back to school and complete my secondary education, albeit without the dedication I had exhibited prior to the fire incident. For a fifteen-year-old, it was pretty hard going. I found it difficult to raise my head and look people in the face. I was scared that I would only see pity or disdain in people’s eyes. I was right. Some people stared at me and shook their heads in pity, some looked away as if in disgust at the disfigurement, trying not to let their eyes meet mine; some others saw the colour patchwork on my skin (that’s what it looked like in the early stages) and concluded that it was a result of a botched attempt to bleach my skin white! Oh the emotional pain of it all.


With time I gained strength and confidence, and began to gradually lift my head up and look people in the face again. My self-esteem improved when I came to the realization that I first had to learn to accept myself if I wanted to be accepted by others. Once past this hurdle I grew stronger and was able to find myself again. Instead of wanting to hide from the world, my presence and demeanour forced the world to pay attention to and take notice of the person behind the scars. So I snatched victory from the jaws of defeat and formed one of the tenets of my life that states: “nobody can put you down without your permission.” I completely withdrew the tacit permission I had given the world. I got my groove back!


That near-fatal experience changed me completely and forever. Suddenly, I started to see beauty with new eyes. Not because my physical eyes had been improved by the fire, but because my inner, spiritual eyes had gained better vision and perspective. Now, more than three decades later I am a more gracious adult. Who would have thought that such a painful experience could turn out to be a force for liberation?


~Tope Songonuga
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All’s Well That… You Know


All misfortune is but a stepping stone to fortune.


~Henry David Thoreau


Ten years ago I picked up a monthly newspaper on community games, at the grocery store. Having been raised in a household of five brothers, I am a sports fanatic. As I sat down with a coffee to read up on the different events, I noticed an ad stating the paper was in need of a sports writer.


Up to that point I had had little success as a writer, having sold an essay here and there to smaller publications with what little free time I had as a mom of four young children. On a whim I e-mailed my résumé to the sports editor. Three weeks later I was on assignment.


I had never done an interview before, but I’ve always loved asking questions. My first assignment was the local ladies’ curling team. When I entered the rink with my half dozen questions on an index card, I found the curlers were grateful to have any publicity whatsoever. They were prepared to tell me anything.


My second assignment was a dream come true — to talk with Martin Biron, who was then back-up goalie for the Buffalo Sabres. Once I cornered him in the locker room, Biron couldn’t have been sweeter. Brand new to the pros, he was thrilled to be interviewed.


I wrote for that paper for four months. Every month I would invoice them for my three or four articles. No response. Every month I would call to see if something was wrong with my work and I would hear a song and dance about advertisers not paying up, but the check would be in the mail soon. The paper eventually folded and the owner/editor disappeared.


Thankfully I was able to rewrite my article on Biron and sell it to another publication for five times what that first paper would have paid, if it actually had paid. And I was able to use the springboard of my first “paying” job to get assignments from other local papers. I was off and running.
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