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


~John A. Shedd





I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard people say they are making a concerted effort to step outside their comfort zones and try new things. It’s one of the most prevalent themes in our books, even the ones that are about completely different topics.


So that’s why we decided it was time for another book from us about saying yes to the new, broadening horizons, and doing things that scare us or make us uncomfortable. When you do that — get out of your comfort zone — you are invariably proud of yourself. You feel energized and empowered, and ready to try even more new things. It builds on itself and before you know it, you’re that fun, adventurous person who’s always up for a challenge.


I know it has worked for my husband and me. We’ve taken some of the big steps outside our comfort zones — paragliding, ziplining, snorkeling, vacationing in the Middle East — and we’ve taken small steps — trying a new food, shopping at a different grocery store, playing a new game. They all contribute to our general feeling of wellbeing, and they keep us actively involved in the world instead of existing in one with boundaries that are gradually shrinking.


In this new collection you’ll read about skydiving and trying oysters, traveling solo in foreign lands and talking to someone new at a party, starting a new career and trying a new hairstyle. The big things and the little things. They all matter.


I’m sure you’ll be motivated to step outside your own comfort zone after you read a few of these stories. They’re organized into chapters whose names alone will provide you with positive direction:




	Reinvent Yourself


	Face Your Fears


	Believe in Yourself


	Challenge Yourself


	Try Something New


	Be Daring


	Follow Your Dreams


	Go Far Away


	Just Say Yes


	Put Yourself Out There


	Reach Out and Connect





So go forth! Try new things, overcome your fears, and broaden your world. And here’s my little secret: If you’re about to do something scary, see if there’s a video about it on the Internet. Before we went ziplining in Costa Rica, I watched a couple of videos that tourists had posted on YouTube, from the very place where we were going. That’s why I seemed so cool, calm, and collected when we got there. I already knew what was going to happen. And before I went paragliding off a 1,000-foot cliff in Oman, I watched a video too. It really helped.


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


And thank you for being one of our readers.


— Amy Newmark —


April 1, 2023
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Once we believe in ourselves, we can risk curiosity, wonder, spontaneous delight, or any experience that reveals the human spirit.


~E.E. Cummings





I’ve heard it said that middle age is the time when God/the Universe grabs you by the shoulders and yells, “Okay, I’ve been suggesting so far, but now I’m insisting. It’s time to use the gifts I gave you!”


It took many decades for me to figure out what my gift was and how to use it. I had been a cinephile all my life, even before I knew what the term meant. As a child, I would sit through movies I loved over and over (when that was allowed), disappearing completely into the worlds they created, often to escape my own. I dreamed of someday having the ability to create films that would transfix others the same way. But school was difficult for me for many reasons (that’s a whole other Oprah), so I struggled just to get by and never made any serious effort to learn how to write fiction. Becoming a screenwriter seemed as unlikely as building a spaceship and flying to Mars.


When I was fourteen, I took my first timid step at writing for public consumption by submitting a poem to a “talent showcase” at my junior high school. I was shocked when it made it into a booklet that was passed out to every student. For a week or so, I was treated very differently. Previously invisible, I was now a “published poet” receiving praise and slaps on the back. In the humblest of ways, I had discovered the power of the written word.


I began to read more and dabble with writing, but an already deep-seated lack of confidence prevented me from having any serious hopes for a career in literature. I felt like those things only happened to other people. However, as more years passed, I began to have a strange feeling when I walked into bookstores and libraries. I would look at the thousands of books and ask myself, “Are all these people smarter than me, or did they just try harder?”


So, I kept reading and maintained a journal of quotes that resonated with me. I wrote stories that embarrass me now — my first timid attempts at creativity, like a bird trying to fly for the first time. And I started watching movies not only for entertainment but to break down how great stories are told. As I struggled to develop the necessary skills, find my own writing “voice,” and convince myself it was even possible for me, I toiled at more than twenty unrelated occupations. More years passed. The lack of confidence that afflicted me early in life took decades to shake. My writing improved, but it didn’t matter how many people told me that something I wrote had touched them; the wall within me was too strong to believe I could make a living at it. I began to fear I would never make my childhood dream come true. Then I had children, and the need to make a living became even more important and constricting.


I had a job that paid well, but I detested it. Suddenly, the company went out of business. Being set adrift was frightening, but it forced me to choose between getting yet another job I didn’t like or finally committing to a career as a writer — or at least something that would improve my writing. The solution was copyediting. It wasn’t writing, but it was in the ballpark. I spent more years awash in a sea of words and loved it.


But creativity always found a way out. One of these ways was through a CD of songs I wrote and sang for my first child. The composer I worked with became a good friend, and, coincidentally (or not), we shared a desire to write for film. He said he had an idea for a Western TV series and asked if I’d like to script it. It was way outside my comfort zone, but I jumped at the opportunity. We wrote twelve episodes together. Though we had a lot to learn, it felt very purposeful, like taking a gasping, flopping fish out of a bucket and putting it in water. I knew more than ever that this was what I was supposed to do. What I didn’t know was that it wouldn’t be that show that would launch my career, or that writing it was how I would cut my teeth as a screenwriter. The show got bogged down in legalities due to our inexperience, but we didn’t quit. We wrote other scripts and then created a production company — Temple Gate Films — with a third partner. I wrote several feature film scripts that have not been produced yet. Paying dues before one can reach the lofty heights is not just a cliché. Like real taxes, there is no way to avoid paying them.


Well-meaning friends and family members warned me that “it’s a very hard business” (which it is), and I should “have something to fall back on” (which I did: copyediting). I also heard another cliché — “It’s who you know” — which is also often true. But the people in the entertainment business who are helping me now are people I met along the way, and I wouldn’t have met them if I hadn’t taken action.


Others accept whatever we say we are without question. When I began to define myself as a writer, producer, and production-company owner, I began to make connections and receive help. It was sometimes mysterious how I would meet the right person at the right time. Like the movie Field of Dreams, we built it, and they came.


There were a thousand great reasons to quit along the way, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. The alternatives were unbearable: Spending my one sacred life in “quiet desperation.” Betraying that kid who sat in the movie theater wondering if he could do it. Never knowing what it feels like to fully master my greatest passion. So, I forged ahead. I let myself rest after disappointments, and there were plenty, but I always got back up, which is all success really is. Some call it dogged determination. Working twice as hard as everyone else. Never quitting. Calvin Coolidge said it best: “Nothing in this world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”


I’m here to testify that constantly stepping outside of one’s comfort zone pays off eventually. A few weeks ago, my production company received funding for our first feature film. Principal photography will begin this fall. I will finally sit in a movie theater and see actors performing my dialogue. It took eight years, but I did it. (Well, forty years really, but eight since I fully committed.) It’s also worth noting that I didn’t do it alone. Success requires a lot of reshuffling. I eliminated people who discouraged me and surrounded myself with people who believed in me. I broke through the walls of my comfort zone by becoming a copyeditor, then a screenwriter, and then a production-company owner. Along the way, I submitted stories to books and magazines, which also required some comfort zone demolition. I’m proud to say that twenty-nine of those stories are in Chicken Soup for the Soul books, for which I am eternally grateful.


I achieved my goals not only because I walked through fear repeatedly but because I embraced it as a doorway to knowledge and achievement. I don’t regret the decades it took to “make it” because I use every emotion I felt back then in my writing now. We can be crushed by failure or we can make it mean something. When I write a character who’s frustrated or heartbroken, I’m not faking it. I’m also not faking it when those characters are happy and victorious at the end of the movie. As the poet Edwin Markham wrote:




Ah, great it is to believe the dream


As we stand in youth by the starry stream;


But a greater thing is to fight life through


And say at the end, the dream is true!





— Mark Rickerby —
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I don’t focus on what I’m up against. I focus on my goals and I try to ignore the rest.


~Venus Williams





At 10:00 A.M. on an ordinary workday, my supervisor called me into his office, shut the door and gave me the bad news. “I’m really sorry, Kathleen, but you’re part of the company-wide layoff. You have to clear out your desk and leave immediately. I hope you don’t take this personally.”


Who was he trying to kid? Not take it personally? I was devastated! After all, I had been doing a good job as a technical writer, according to my last evaluation. Customers had been calling to tell me they could finally understand the instructions on how to use the electronic instrument they had bought from us.


I remember saying to him as I pointed to his office door, “Go out there and pick someone else; I’m supporting a family.” I laugh about it now, but I was serious at the time. As a single mom supporting my daughter, Anne, I had lots of responsibilities. I couldn’t just go home and tell her we would be cutting back on things and eating spaghetti without meatballs. Or maybe we’d have to move to another city; her life could change radically. Later that day, when Anne came home from school, I told her. A typical teen, she didn’t seem too concerned. She just said, “Don’t worry, Mom. You’ll think of something.”


The only trouble was that I was in an emotional tailspin. I couldn’t think straight. Unable to come up with a plan, I dragged myself around for the next week. I did the bare minimum in the apartment, but I mostly sat around in a semi-daze, watching soap operas and game shows on TV. Finally, I told myself I had to get off the sofa and look for a job.


I did the usual résumé thing: updated it, adding my last but fateful job to the list, and sent it to all the companies in a thirty-mile radius that I hoped could use a good technical writer. There were only a few. I didn’t feel very optimistic.


My next move was to stand in the unemployment line so I could at least pay some of my bills. While I was waiting for a woman to process my paperwork, a man approached me and asked, “Excuse me, but weren’t you part of the recent layoff?”


“Yes,” I said. “Why?”


“Are you familiar with the Dislocated Workers’ Program?”


I wasn’t.


He explained that it was a retraining program for people who were laid off in high-tech fields and wanted to change careers. “If you’re interested, go see Mr. Hill. He’s in charge of the program.”


I found Mr. Hill’s office. He was a personable man who repeated what the first man had told me. The government would pay the tuition, books and fees for a person who was laid off in a field in which jobs were scarce in the area.


Months ago, a friend of mine had left the company to attend nursing school at the local university. I had briefly considered doing the same, but I didn’t have the courage to quit my job and attend college full-time. I told myself to keep an open mind as I talked with Mr. Hill.


“You mean the government will pay all my tuition to go to, say, nursing school?”


“Yes.”


“Would they pay for me to attend the university?”


“No, it’s too expensive. But they will pay for you to go to the community college.”


Just like the little light bulb that goes on over people’s heads in the comic strips, I felt something click on in my brain. I thought, Maybe I should start listening. Maybe the answer to my predicament is here in Mr. Hill’s office. He must have sensed my growing enthusiasm because he suggested I go to the college to see if I could get in.


“Classes started yesterday,” he warned, adding that the nursing school usually had a lengthy waiting list, so I might not get in. On my way to the college, I reminded myself again that this could be the answer I was searching for and to keep an open mind.


I arrived on the campus around 11:00 A.M. My first stop was the counseling office. The fellow I spoke to was pleasant but not encouraging as he repeated what Mr. Hill had told me about the nursing school being filled and having a waiting list. My next stop took me to the Continuing Education Office where another pleasant person told me the same thing.


I needed a breath of fresh air, so I stepped outside into the warm August sunshine. Thoughts ran through my head: Do not give up. Don’t let those people discourage you. Who is the right person to talk to? Who has the authority to let me into the nursing school? My experiences in the business world told me to go to the person at the top.


I found the nursing office and asked the secretary if I could speak with the head of the nursing school. She was on her lunch break, I was told, but would be back shortly. The secretary told me I was welcome to wait.


The dean returned. She had a formidable look about her as she waved her hand toward the chair in her office, indicating that I should sit down. I felt like a little kid in the principal’s office, apprehensive and nervous. I introduced myself, told her I wanted to become a nurse, and that the government was paying my tuition.


Fifteen minutes into the interview, she snapped, “Be here tomorrow morning, 9:00 sharp, for a nursing lecture. We’ll take care of the necessary paperwork later,” meaning my transcripts and official application, and her letter of acceptance. An hour and a half after I had begun my quest, I was an official member of the nursing class! Later, I learned that two people had dropped out the day before. Apparently, I had arrived at exactly the right time. Everything had fallen into place perfectly: Mr. Hill, the director of the nursing school, and the openings in the nursing class.


Attending college full-time for two years, borrowing a large sum of money for our living expenses, and working twenty-four hours a week wasn’t easy. I graduated with an associate degree in nursing, was offered jobs in both hospitals in town, and passed my nursing boards. I was a licensed registered nurse! I acquired a flexible career that allowed me to work almost anywhere in the world at a wide variety of jobs. All it took was an open mind, faith in myself, and motivation.


— Kathleen Cox Richardson —
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To free us from the expectations of others, to give us back to ourselves — there lies the great, singular power of self-respect.


~Joan Didion





I had drinks with a friend a week after my husband and I separated, and she asked me what I was going to do to celebrate my newly claimed life. Dance around the house naked? Have a party for myself and invite all my friends?


“A turkey-and-cheese sandwich. That’s what I’m doing,” I said, already smiling at the devil I was becoming.


When Eric and I decided to marry, it was assumed we would keep kosher, the ancient, traditional Jewish practice of separating all dairy and meat. And, for the next thirty years, I never mixed the two. There is a biblical reference to this concept — something about not cooking a calf in its mother’s milk. But, in modern times, the practice is less about the sacred text and more about the deeply held belief that food is sacred, mealtime is precious, and families should be thoughtful about what and how they eat.


My husband was raised in that tradition. I was not. Still, I agreed to this arrangement without a second thought. That was the first step toward losing myself — to what, over the next three decades, became reflexive — putting aside my wants and needs in service to the marriage and family.


I understand the value of ritual. In a land where we are not the dominant culture, maintaining customs helps us hold onto that part of our identity, to the physical reminders of who we are, especially with kids. I used to cook Shabbat dinner every Friday: homemade challah and matzah-ball soup. It was good for the kids, but ritual and rules were never really my style. When I was a kid, I wore a “Challenge Authority” T-shirt to threads. Why were these ancient rabbis lording over my kitchen?


Learning new routines in the kitchen is like learning a new language, and I’m bad at languages. Keeping kosher means having two sets of everything because nothing that touches dairy can touch meat: two sets of dishes, two sets of silverware, two sponges — not to mention all the extra towels, pots, and pans.


So many of the foods I had grown up eating — tacos with ground beef and cheese, turkey and cheddar toasted on a bagel, steak with blue cheese — I had to abandon. Frantic after-work scrubbing of the morning milk dishes formed the roadblock between me and the shoulder roast I needed to cook for dinner. Clearly, I mumbled as I tossed the dairy sponge into the cabinet, keeping kosher was sanctioned by men before women left the house to work. Over the course of thirty years, this sacred ritual evolved into a symbol of the sacrifices I had made, of the person I had left behind when I became a wife and mother.


Now, here I was in the regular, pedestrian grocery store, standing at the deli counter, where I had not dared to tread for three-plus decades. (Kosher meat only comes from the kosher butcher.) I took a number and surveyed the selection. Several kinds of turkey — but wait! There was bologna. Salami! And it was all hanging out, casually, right next to the cheeses. I almost walked away from the sheer excitement of it all. But then they called my number, so I did it. I ordered a pound of roasted turkey and a half-pound of baby Swiss. I took the packages and placed them together in the cart. I grabbed some bread without checking the label to see if it contained non-kosher ingredients and then sashayed nonchalantly to the checkout line. I’d gone rogue.


I drove home with the contraband. Back in the kitchen, I placed my packages on the counter. I stared at the meat and cheese. There we were, me and my future. I walked away to look in the mirror and make sure it was still me. I was shocked to see the same self as always — curly hair still intact, limbs still attached.


I prepared my sandwich, slapping cheese on top of meat like a seasoned pro, and sat at the table to eat. Slowly, with each bite, I felt the possibilities burst open, the long-lost combination reminding me I could reclaim myself, reclaim what I wanted to taste in my own life.


Maybe tomorrow I would try a patty melt.


— Debbie Chase —
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Do the thing you fear, and continue to do so. This is the quickest and surest way of all victory over fear.


~Dale Carnegie





I joined the Navy in 1981 because I stumbled across an ad in The Atlanta Journal-Constitution: THE NAVY. It’s not just a job. It’s an adventure.


I wasn’t looking for adventure, but in fine print was the clincher. The Navy needed instructors. Bingo! I had seven years of teaching experience so I signed up.


On a crisp October morning, I started training at Officer Candidate School in Newport, Rhode Island.


I didn’t grow up in the military, so everything was new, from doing an about-face to learning how to salute. In many ways, that was to my benefit. I had no preconceived notions about Navy life and no bad habits to break.


Every day, my company followed the Plan of the Day. We attended classes from Monday to Friday, played sports at Mandatory Fun on Saturday, and endured daily room inspections. The only time I was in my comfort zone was at Chapel on Sunday morning.


One day, the Plan of the Day told us to report to the swimming pool. The Navy had instructed us to bring a one-piece bathing suit, a terrycloth bathrobe, and a thick towel, so I knew there would be a swimming test.


I didn’t expect it to be a challenge because I had recently overcome my fear of water. When I was twenty-four years old, I took swim classes at the YWCA — Guppy classes, in fact. They were for people like me who had to build up the courage to stick their big toes in the water.


To my amazement, I enjoyed the Guppy class. I signed up for the next one (Tadpole), and the next and the next. I learned all the basic strokes, how to drown-proof, how to swim to the deep end without panicking, and how to float on my back. When I saw that the next class involved the diving board, I decided I had learned enough.


As it turned out, that wasn’t necessarily the case.


The day came, toward the end of Officer Candidate School, when we had to prove that we could swim.


Piece of cake, I told myself. I felt comfortable in the water.


The first exercise was easy. We had to swim from the shallow end of the pool to the deep end and back using any stroke we wished.


Next, we had to drown-proof for an hour. Again, a piece of cake. While the men struggled to keep afloat, I leaned my head back and counted the ceiling lights. The only odd thing was looking down at one point and seeing a fellow officer candidate walking on the bottom of the pool. I had never seen anyone do that before. I later learned that men are less buoyant than women.


And then the officer in charge of the swim test told us that our next exercise was to swim underwater — under a pretend ring of fire.


Here, my buoyancy kicked me in the rump. I dove underwater but kept popping up to the surface. I made several attempts to swim under the “burning oil” around our pretend ship but never could do it.


The instructor grinned at me and said, “Officer Candidate Wells, you are a French fry!”


Women weren’t allowed on ships back in the early 1980s, so I wasn’t overly concerned about swimming under burning oil. Neither was he.


Then, we were told that we were going to jump off a twelve-foot platform. We were to fold our hands over our chests, take a deep breath, hold our noses, and jump.


We went up the stairs and lined up for our turn. One after the other, officer candidates jumped in and surfaced.


When it was my turn, I went to the edge, put my toes in the proper place… and froze.


There was no way I was jumping twelve feet into the water. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I had a fear of heights.


I was holding up the line, but I couldn’t move.


The guy behind me said, “You need a push?”


“Yes, because that’s the only way I’m getting off this platform.”


It was the most terrifying thing I had ever done.


Later, when I thanked him for the shove, he gave me a Cheshire smile and said he had fun pushing me off the platform.


I’m glad someone enjoyed my leap of faith.


Seventeen weeks of Officer Candidate School challenged me and made me a better, stronger person. I learned how much I could do that I didn’t know I could do.


Did the Navy cure my fear of heights? No. To this day, I can’t climb a six-foot ladder without my head swimming. That never interfered with my naval service at all and made me glad I had chosen a career that kept me at sea level.


Getting outside my comfort zone was good for me. Learning what you can’t do can be just as important as learning what you can.


— Lila W. Guzman —
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Coming out of your comfort zone is tough in the beginning, chaotic in the middle, and awesome in the end… because in the end, it shows you a whole new world.


~Manoj Arora





As I approached mid-life, friends and relatives questioned where I might retire someday. I’d often dreamed of living on an exotic island somewhere, but, in reality, I figured Pat and I would probably stay put in our house on the hill in Jamesville, NY even though it was too big for us now that our children were grown. We had many interesting conversations about places we could consider, but each time I always ended by saying, “I’ll never go to Florida! I hate golf.”


Pat suggested we step out of our comfort zone and travel around the United States to search for the perfect place, but we never found anywhere we both liked. We continued to pour money into our forty-year-old house, grimacing with each check we wrote for landscaping, driveway resurfacing, fireplace maintenance, and snow removal. We were tired of spending money on things we weren’t enjoying, and the cold seemed less kind as each winter passed.


“I’m thinking about watching ocean waves,” Pat said dreamily.


“Oh, that sounds nice,” I concurred. “A place where we can walk the beach for hours and collect shells?”


“I could do that,” Pat said. “I’m thinking about driving to a restaurant in a Jeep with the tropical breezes blowing through our hair.”


“Oh, I could do that,” I murmured. “And ride bikes?”


Pat nodded. “Swim?”


“Oh, yeah!”


“No more shoveling snow!”


“I agree!”


We were both on the same page, but we didn’t know what book. I was dreaming of someplace south, craving warmth, but I didn’t know how far south I would go. I heard horror stories about snakes, deadly spiders, frogs, and brain-eating ameba. We decided to sell our home while we figured out where to go. But first we had to tackle the basement.


As basements go, ours wasn’t horrible. Half of it was a converted family room. The other half was an accumulation of forty years’ worth of stuff.


It took two years to downsize. During the purging phase of our life, my sister invited us to stay in her retirement home in Florida during January. I didn’t want to go there, but I didn’t want to endure the brutal cold at home. Additionally, I wasn’t well, and it gave me an opportunity to recover in sunshine and bask in warmth. My sister was giving me a free vacation in her beautiful home in Florida, away from snow and the stress of cleaning out our home and deciding where to retire. It was in an oddly named place: The Villages.


I thought my sister was too young to have a home in a retirement community surrounded by old people — especially in Florida. She told me to step outside my comfort zone and embrace change. I figured I wouldn’t do that in Florida, but I agreed to be open-minded for her sake.


When we arrived, her house was clean and comfortable. We thought it was a perfect home, square footage-wise, and we agreed we could live in something similar. But we didn’t want to be surrounded by a lot of old people who sit around in rocking chairs on their porches, snooping in our business.


The second day there, we went for a long walk around the village. It was lovely! Many people were outside early in the morning, walking, biking, and jogging. They were checking their Fitbits. They weren’t old; they were my age! No one was rocking in a chair. I peeked in the pool area and saw people swimming laps. As they were toweling dry, they said they swam a mile every day! I saw people scurrying into classes — not biomolecular engineering but dance aerobics. The teacher was eighty-three years young. She didn’t look it, nor did she act it. She pointed to several of her students who were also in their eighties and nineties!


That night at dinner, Pat and I discussed this retirement community. It was different. We drove around in golf carts and loved it. Each night, there was a different band playing music in the town squares. We loved being outside in the fresh air, under the swaying palm trees, and basked in the moon glow and starlit sky. We weren’t sitting in front of a TV like zombies. We were out dancing.


On the third day, I went to an open house. I definitely could envision myself living there. I signed up to take golf lessons and, much to my surprise, I hit the ball and liked it. I found a golf store near the town square where we both bought a set of clubs. I didn’t want to go back home. This Shangri-la made me feel happy, young, lively, and free-spirited. I didn’t want any of it to end.


By the end of the month, we had bought a house about a mile from my sister’s. Our relationship blossomed, and, unexpectedly, I was excited to grow old together in this paradise. Within two years, we relocated to Florida permanently. I had to eat my words: I was living in the place I said I would never go, and I was golfing three times a week. Thank God I had the courage to step outside my comfort zone because now I’m the happiest person in Florida!


— Barbara Sue Canale —
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Being a mother is learning about the strengths you didn’t know you had… and dealing with fears you didn’t know existed.


~Linda Wooten





I’ve been called a perfectionist my entire life. The all-A’s, well-mannered, tidy child turned into an adult with a successful career, immaculately organized home, and picture-perfect family. But I’ll let you in on a little secret: It’s easy to appear perfect when you only do things you know you’ll succeed at. I have a habit of quitting when I don’t think I’ll live up to my own unrealistic expectations. When I didn’t make the varsity team my junior year, I quit playing softball altogether. After getting a B- in Chemistry, I changed college majors. As a new mother, I quit nursing my first baby after one day of struggling.


The truth is, I enjoy creative things like making music, drawing, and writing, but I stopped doing them. A note slightly off-key or a line of prose that didn’t quite flow had me throwing in the towel. Perfection in artistic things is too subjective, and I always deem my attempts as not good enough and therefore not worthy of my time. I tend to stay in my comfort zone of measurable outcomes. One hundred percent on the test. Winner or loser. Success or failure. Perfection or… not.


As I entered motherhood, I was met with a world full of measurable outcomes: milestones, growth percentiles and school grades. My older daughter met and exceeded expectations. She talked at an early age and was reading before kindergarten. I kept up with the other moms: “Sally said ‘mama’ last night!” “Billy started walking!” “Johnny can already write his name!” Having the perfect child meant I was the perfect mother, right?


When my second daughter was born, everything was perfect again. I got pregnant the first month of trying, had an unmedicated birth, and she took to nursing immediately. Motherhood success. She was the most beautiful, happy baby with a splash of dark hair and piercing blue eyes. She always had a smile on her face with the sweetest dimple on her delicate right cheek. She was drawn to music from an early age and would bob her head to any beat. No matter how quietly it was playing, she would find the music and dance along. She was the picture of perfection.


But things changed. With each passing month, she failed to meet developmental milestones. The older she got, the more behind she fell. I kept hoping she would catch up, knowing some kids just needed a little more time. But at eighteen months she was just starting to crawl and was nowhere near walking. That’s when we had her first evaluation. The doctors asked me questions like “Can she pull herself up to stand?” “Does she wave goodbye?” “Does she say ‘mama’?” The answer to every question they asked was no. She was below the 5th percentile for height and weight and more than a year behind on all milestones. The doctors ordered more tests and prescribed a variety of therapies.


Tears quietly streamed down my face the entire car ride home from that appointment. My life was suddenly unraveling. There was part of me that feared the worst. A piece that wondered what the future held. Another piece screamed: Why my baby? Another piece felt the pang of guilt: What did I do to cause this? My beautiful baby, whom I loved more than life itself, wasn’t perfect.


As I pulled into the driveway, I wiped away the tears with the back of my hand and glanced at her in the rearview mirror. She was buckled in her car seat, head bobbing and body wriggling to some song on the radio that, in my strife, I hadn’t realized was playing. She had a huge grin on her face and that little dimple in her right cheek. In that moment, it felt like something hit me square in the chest, taking my breath away. My tears changed from ones of grief to those of a mother feeling her heart explode with love for her child. And I knew it all didn’t matter — not the milestones, or the growth charts, or the hope that she would “catch up.” It didn’t matter if my baby, my family, or my life was perfect. The only thing that mattered was the pure joy I saw on her face, and I knew I wouldn’t change anything about her, or this life, even if I could.


My daughter is now three years old and has diagnoses that include global developmental delay and cerebral palsy. We have been to countless specialists, therapies, and evaluations. She can walk now with the help of braces on her feet. She wears sparkly purple glasses and can say a few words. Even though this journey is not what I expected for my child, I still wouldn’t change anything. She is tenacious, loving and joyous. And she loves music. She still dances anytime she hears a beat. She hangs onto the couch and sways her hips, bouncing to the rhythm. She waves her tiny arms and claps her hands. Even though she often falls, and her movements are uncoordinated when she dances, the happiness on her face always shines through.


I still often wonder what the future holds for her. She might not ever make it to Broadway and dance on a big stage, but one thing I am certain of is that when she stumbles, she’ll get back up and keep dancing, full of joy, with a smile on her face and a dimple in her right cheek.


Out of the many lessons my daughter has taught me so far in her short life, the best one is this: Life is about seeking joy, not perfection. Perfection is like an oversized wool turtleneck that, when first pulled on, feels warm, cozy and safe. Under lumps of loose fabric, it hides the body from judgmental gazes. But soon it begins to feel too hot. It starts to itch, suffocate, and choke. My daughter has helped me begin to unravel this garment of perfection, exposing me.


I feel free. I’m free to spend the rest of my life seeking joy — not worrying or comparing my life to what it “should” be. I’m enjoying what it is. And I’m going to start doing the things I love to do again. I’ll choose to play the song even if a note is missed. Paint the picture that gives me peace even though it might not ever hang in a gallery. I’ll run the race that makes me feel powerful, even if I come in last. And I’ll write my stories. I’ll write for my daughters. I’ll write for myself. I’ll write, not for perfection, but because it brings me joy. And that’s what life is all about.


— Amy Stros —
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As you begin to live according to your own guidance and your own daring everything changes completely.


~Leonard Willoughby





I walked to the desk wearing my red flats, otherwise known as my confidence shoes. My new manager introduced me to my coworkers in the neighboring cubicles. I gave them a big smile, but inside I was filled with doubt. I had taken the leap, but had I done the right thing?


For the previous ten years, I had called a different desk my work home — my teacher’s desk at my local high school. I was an English teacher at my alma mater, and for many of those ten years, it was my dream job. However, in the last few years of my career, I’d found that things had shifted inside me. I wasn’t as passionate standing in front of the classroom as I had been before. I’d found myself wondering if the classroom was really my final career destination or if there was something else calling to me. I’d wondered if I was brave enough to do something about it.


Truthfully, I knew it was time for me to leave education long before I hit “Send” on the first application. However, changing your mind about what you thought would be your forever dream is never an easy transition. We tell ourselves all sorts of things to stay in our comfort zone because, let’s face it, change is hard.


As a little girl, I lined up stuffed animals on our stairs and pulled my dusty chalkboard to the bottom. I would “teach” my auditorium of pupils as my mother cooked dinner. I thought teaching was my life path. However, there was another passion within me even then.


From the time I could hold a pencil, stories flowed from my brain. I would fill journals with stories of ladybugs and wily cats. I would write poems and detail my day in my first non-fiction drafts. Writing was my way of connecting with the world. Although I was shy and introverted when speaking, the words flowed effortlessly with a pencil in hand.


When I got older, though, writing seemed like a childish whim and not a career. Thus, I did the next best thing for a bookworm who loved writing — I became an English teacher.


My time in the classroom fulfilled me for many years. Surrounded by books and words, I was able to live out my passion to a certain extent. During my career, I even saw another one of my dreams come true. My first novel was published in 2015, and since then I’ve had over twenty novels published in both the romance and thriller genres. I even became a USA Today bestseller.


Seeing my writing efforts come to fruition in a published work made me realize that teaching wasn’t my deepest passion. In reality, I was masking my desires with what I thought was a practical choice.


The heart can only be stifled for so long, however. During the past year I’d started to realize that, more than teaching others how to write, I wanted to make a career out of writing myself.


I started to explore my options and step out of the box I had meticulously put myself in. I accepted that the dreams we have at age five don’t have to be our forever dreams.


It took a lot of applications and soul-searching to find my new place. I was rejected many times. I talked myself into all sorts of career options only to realize they weren’t where my heart was. Some days, I even talked myself out of leaving teaching. But the restless spirit is relentless in the pursuit of happiness, so I pushed on.


In May, a job posted at a corporation for a Communications Specialist. This job was essentially a full-time writing job. It was a chance for me to pursue my passion in a way that was financially stable.


I’d like to tell you that switching jobs after ten years was simple and that I didn’t have any doubts. That would be a lie. Anytime you leave a familiar career, with co-workers you’ve known for years, it’s a little uncomfortable. From the moment I put in the application until the moment I walked to my new desk in my red shoes, I had a lot of anxiety and doubts, even though I was chasing my passion.


Still, months later, I appreciate the decision I made and the courage it took to make it. I am now somewhere that lights up my soul and sparks my passion.


Oftentimes, being truly fulfilled in our career means we must take that tenuous step outside our comfort zone. We must ask the really hard questions of ourselves, such as: Am I really happy? Is this my true passion? Does my job still light me up? And when we get the difficult answer, we must respect ourselves enough to be brave and make the change.


Sitting at my new desk now, I no longer see the change as scary. I see it as an exciting opportunity to unleash new potential in myself, to learn and grow. Most of all, I’ve learned through the experience that it’s never too late to change your mind. So, if in the future, my current desk feels too small and I find my heart wandering again, I know I will have the courage and strength to do what feels impossible — take the leap into a new horizon.


I think we all need to find that courage to chase our passions. Life is short, the world is big, and there are so many ways to use our gifts to make a living. I had a quote from Walt Whitman on a poster in my classroom: “Now voyager sail thou forth to seek and find.” It worked for me.


— Lindsay Detwiler —
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We cannot become what we want to be by remaining what we are.


~Max De Pree





It started with a simple statement: “I think I want to start a podcast.” My husband and I were sitting on the back porch sipping our coffee as we watched our chickens chase a grasshopper. It was our Covid lockdown morning routine. When he mentioned the podcast, there was no parting of the sky or doves suddenly appearing. I had no idea that his podcast would unwrap my security blanket of being support staff and jumpstart my own career.


But it did.


As a homeschooling, work-from-home mom living in a farming community, the pandemic hadn’t affected me as much as it had most of the world. My husband, however, was a manager at an international company that told all employees to work from home until further notice. He was getting bored.


“Without having the long drive to the office every day, if I was ever going to do it, this is the time,” he said.


I assumed my normal role as a supportive wife. Of course, he could do this! Then, he could write a book. Then, he could be a great speaker at international conferences. He could become a leader of leaders.


“How can I help?” I asked.


My journalism background meant that I was a natural at writing questions for him to answer within a given topic. I handled the show notes, press releases, and social-media pages. That evolved into e-mailing people and requesting interviews. The audience steadily grew.


But there were inevitably solo shows, and my husband wanted to try an episode where I was on the mic as well.


“Conversation makes a podcast more natural,” he theorized. And it did.


We started with Q&A sessions with me as an interviewer, but then we moved into more banter when there were topics on which I could contribute a unique perspective. Honestly, I think it was just the chemistry between my husband and me that made it work. These episodes were more open-mic conversations with talking points than anything else. But people were drawn to our authenticity and openness.


During the process, I slowly started noticing my much younger self shining through.


In high school, I was pretty fearless. In college, I became even more extroverted. I was the editor of everything, wrote controversial editorials that knocked heads with the powers that be, won some major awards, and went on to be the first student to ever give the commencement address.


We had such difficulty having kids that when we finally did, all my energy went to my family. There was much less Jamie and much more Mom. Between germ infestations and the sheer difficulties of getting three kids under five years old ready to leave the house, I became more and more isolated. That isolation became my security blanket.


I intentionally made the “full-time mom” decision and always thought I’d get back to “me” someday. But I had settled into the support-staff role so much that I forgot what that “me” looked like. It wasn’t a bad person to be, but it certainly wasn’t the person I envisioned myself becoming.


Slowly, the podcast rekindled the younger me: The woman who asked hard questions and fearlessly answered them when asked. The woman who made a verbal faux pas on tape and laughed at herself. The person who asked for an interview, was declined, and asked again. The fearless Jamie.


And I liked it.


Even as we finished the podcast’s final episode, I knew I didn’t want to go back into my shell. I had to figure out how to utilize this new version of a younger me — full of gumption and rekindled ambition, but now with the wisdom that accompanies age and experience.


I started by piggybacking on the business podcast and landing writing gigs in the business space. With successes under my belt, I set aside more hours in my day and dove into more writing. Within eight months of daily writing, I had developed a work-from-home, steady-income job that utilized my skills.


Then, I took a stab at my real passion: fiction. I framed my first check and hung it on the wall as a reminder to myself that my husband’s dreams aren’t the only ones worth pursuing.


It’s been a couple of years since we stopped making the podcast. Last week, my husband and I again found ourselves sipping coffee on the back porch when he said, “It’s funny, I didn’t know it at the time, but the podcast may have been more for you than me.”


And he’s right. Yes, he benefited because he is recognized as an expert in his field. But, for me, that mic changed my life in a way I never anticipated. It reconnected me with… me.


— Jamie A. Richardson —
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We are not our age… We are our energy.


~Author Unknown





I always wanted to learn how to fight. Yes, you read that correctly: FIGHT. Fifteen years ago, I watched a mall security video online. In the video, I saw a male snatching a purse from an unsuspecting female shopper. He ran away through the crowd. This caused a commotion. In the thief’s path was a male shopper walking the mall with his friend. Due to the yelling behind him, and the fact that a guy was running through the crowd, he quickly realized what was happening. With one fluent backwards kick, he floored the thief. Yes, you read that right: With one kick, he floored an adult male. I was seriously impressed, and my desire was born to become like him.


Years passed, and I never forgot the video or my desire. I still wished I was able to do something cool like that, to protect myself with one kick or punch.


As a woman, I felt vulnerable walking alone in the woods or to my car in a parking garage at night. I disliked feeling powerless but I thought I was too old, or that a female couldn’t learn to fight. Maybe I would make a fool of myself if I tried.


I did check out a taekwondo school in my neighborhood. But, looking through the windows, I was intimidated by the sandbags, boxing balls, boxing gloves and other scary-looking fighting equipment. It confirmed my fears that it was not a place for a woman over fifty. Time passed, and every time I drove by the taekwondo school, I glanced over longingly.


I was in an unhappy marriage where I had chosen for too many years to relinquish my power. The smallest incident could set off my husband. In order to protect myself and the children, I had learned to hide my true self. I didn’t speak up, contradict, or question, and I definitely didn’t fight back because this would unleash verbal rage. I chose to be submissive to keep the peace. I became a shell of who I really was.


I found solace and strength in my spirituality. It gave me hope and I found peace in my daily, hours-long walks with my loyal German Shepherd. Nature was my home, my temple. Journaling became my safe haven, the place where I could connect with my true self and start the process of valuing and loving myself again. The more I distanced myself from the toxic behavior in the home, the stronger I became. I eventually left the marriage and chose my happiness.


Thus came the day when I finally entered the dojang (training hall) of my taekwondo school. I was going to learn to fight even though I was terrified. When I entered the class and realized I was the only female I had to talk firmly to myself. The instructor was welcoming and encouraging, though, and luckily another female showed up.


Putting on those boxing gloves and punching those sandbags liberated my soul! I never even knew what I was missing until I punched and kicked those sandbags with all my might. With every punch or kick, I felt alive and healed. I let go of my anger and pain. An uppercut, a hook, or a punch? Preferably all three back-to-back. Kicking? Yes, please. Forward, side kick, backwards or all three? I come alive and soar high when I unleash and reconnect with my inner and physical strength.


Am I as strong and fit as the young male fighters? Of course not. Can I kick as high and hard? Definitively not. I try not to compare myself to others. I appreciate my “old” body, and I firmly believe in the power of my thoughts.


Today, four years later, I almost have my black belt in taekwondo! I even joined kickboxing. You can find me in the dojang four times a week. I am a woman who is nurturing, caring, and loving but also strong, confident, and powerful. I am a bad-ass fifty-seven-year-old grandma, and I can floor you with one kick!


— Shirlene Raymann —
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You have the power to choose bliss.


~Amy Leigh Mercree





The repetitive squawking of an overeager bird stirs me out of my slumber. Before I open my eyes, the soundscape of the African bush fills my ears. Each bird, cricket, and creature plays its part in perfect harmony with the rest. I never tire of the ever-changing rhythm of their songs.


This life is a dream, my wild and wonderful utopia. We live in an animal sanctuary deep in the heart of Kruger National Park, hidden in the African bush. We work here on keeping harmony between humans, animals, and the vastly diverse natural landscape. We protect wildlife from poachers and human interference. We are silent partners, standing in solidarity with the natural world and all its species.


This was not how I always lived. I had an office job in a big city. I was part of the rat race. I wouldn’t say I was unhappy by any means. Just apathetic. Comfortable. I woke up and went to sleep with this nagging feeling that surely there was something more to life. I just never had the courage to chase it. I thought I had what I had, and that was that. I could always dream or fantasize about shaking things up, but my comfort was something to be valued.


I thank my lucky stars every day for the moment that shook me out of that frame of mind. I ripped off the warm embrace of my comfort zone, shook myself loose from the shackles of obligation, booked a flight and embarked on a journey with an unknown destination. And it led me here.


The mornings are frosty. I welcome the steam rising from my coffee as I look out on the river stretching in front of our living quarters. As far as the eye can see, the unadulterated, natural landscape stretches in front of me. It is a sight I will never tire of, ever-changing and always breathtaking.


We start our days taking a drive through the bush. Each morning is an adventure. We never know which animals we’ll encounter. The energy of the bush is incredible. The animals move around with ease, coexisting the way only nature can. The overwhelming smells, a mixture of dry, sandy dust, aromatic flowers, and animal musk, remind me of the distance between us and the artificiality of urban life. As we drive, the sun beats down on my face, and I survey the scenery for signs of life. I do not have to look long. A herd of springboks grazes up ahead, munching peacefully. The younger boks shake what their mama gave them, hopping to and fro animatedly. We watch them for a while, getting entrenched in the hierarchy of pack life. We follow the boks as they move in synchronicity toward the watering hole.


We usually spend a few hours at the watering hole, observing the comings and goings. Endlessly entertaining, it strangely reminds us of a school cafeteria, each animal representing a different clique. Elephants, with their magnitude and gravitas, are the highlight for me. Their strong, silent wisdom and stern beauty make them endlessly fascinating. I am perpetually captivated by the family dynamics within herds of elephants, and the sharp contrast between their extremely playful nature and their fierce protectiveness and loyalty.


Baboons are equally as enthralling. Watching them, I forget that these are not humans because their behaviors and interactions feel extremely familiar — aside from combing each other’s hair for bugs. I have yet to witness humans doing this — but never say never.


Each time I think I have decided on my favorite animal, another will come along and change my mind. Zebras, giraffes, rhinos, buffalos, hyenas, wild dogs, the big cats — all are captivating, beautifully stunning, and irreplaceable in their own way. That is why we do this. These are special creatures whose land is being stolen from them. Unlike humans, they just want to exist. They have no concept of profit or development. They have an amazing unhuman-like ability to appreciate everything — every leaf, every stone — just the way it is. If you ask me, that is true bliss. After a few hours of watching the animals, we make our way back to the sanctuary.


We spend the day nursing the animals we have in our care. Some are victims of poachers. Others were caught in mangled fences. Others were harmed when they strayed too far into human-settled areas. We care only for the animals that have come to harm through human intervention. We allow the natural world to function as it does. Once the animals have been nursed, we release them into the bush as soon as we can, which is a bittersweet feeling. We grow attached to these animals, all with unique, wonderful personalities. It is a joy to witness them reintegrate into their world once we have helped them. The rewards here are endless.


The downtime of our days is filled with creation. We paint and draw. We write stories, poetry, plays or scripts. We dance, sing or act for the joy of it. We try to express ourselves artistically for our own benefit, not to attempt to sell or profit from our art. It is entertainment for the sake of entertainment — the way art was meant to be created. We exercise, do yoga, and relax before cleaning and getting ready for our evening bush drive.
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