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Introduction


I’m thrilled to be a part of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Reboot Your Life. I loved immersing myself in all 101 of the fabulous stories you’re about to read, and it was a joy and an honor to be asked to write a story myself.


I was so inspired by these brave and thoughtful men and women — who all feel like new friends now — and I know you’ll be inspired by them, too. What struck me most in their stories is that we can bury our dreams for years, even decades, but they still linger beneath the surface and never really go away. I knew this from my own personal experience, but to see it multiplied by one hundred is incredibly powerful.


So, bravo to every one of these contributors, who took long, hard looks at their existing lives, realized they were stuck, and had the courage and the tenacity to change them into the lives they’d dreamed about.


You’ll hear about M. Sean Marshall’s awesome wife, who helped him celebrate his layoff and turn it into an amazing adventure.


You’ll cheer on Kamia Taylor as she fights her way back from homelessness.


Fallon Kane will share the lessons she learned working in a pickle shop.


You’ll walk along with Heather Clausen as she gets herself back in shape.


You’ll be glad it was Rebecca Olker, and not you, who found herself at a writing retreat where the participants were naked.


You’ll go belly dancing with Sue Mannering.


You’ll learn how to change your negative thoughts to their opposite along with Carol Strazer.


You’ll go to Paris with Cherie Magnus, Hong Kong with MaryLou Driedger, and South Africa with Christopher Clark.


And you’ll read my story about finally writing my first novel in my minivan when I was forty-five and, at fifty, walking the red carpet at the Hollywood premiere of the adaptation of my second novel, Must Love Dogs, starring Diane Lane and John Cusack.


If you’re feeling stuck in your own life, if you find yourself whining about the cards you’ve been dealt and pointing fingers at everyone but yourself, this is the book for you. Not only will you feel less alone as you hear from people who were once standing right where you are now, but you’ll find the motivation you need to take the plunge and create a better life, and you’ll learn some practical strategies for getting there.


What are you waiting for? Enjoy!


~Claire Cook,


bestselling author of Must Love Dogs and Never Too Late
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Do It Now
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Must Love Midlife


It’s never too late to be what you might have been.


~George Eliot


The Hollywood premiere of the Must Love Dogs movie was held at the mammoth Cinerama Dome on Sunset Boulevard. I was the author of the novel it was based on. I was thrilled that, because my name was on the movie poster, I was entitled to four tickets to the premiere, which meant my husband and two kids and I could all go. We were even given a suite at the Hollywood Roosevelt.


I had no expectations, other than thinking it would be fun and we’d probably get free popcorn. I remember wandering Hollywood Boulevard early that afternoon with my daughter, poking around in all the tourist shops. I bought a knock-off Gucci bag shaped like a dog and a pink feather boa collar to clip around its neck, and decided it would be only fitting to carry a copy of the book to the premiere in it. Clearly I was thinking like a tourist rather than an author whose movie adaptation was about to premiere in a few hours, since I also bought a refrigerator magnet with a picture of the Hollywood sign on it.


By that point I’d heard premiere stories from other authors. The one that stuck in my head was from an author whose name must not have been on the movie poster because he only got two tickets to the premiere. He brought his mother. The day came and they pulled up to the red carpet. The limo driver rolled down the window and gave his passenger’s name and said he was the author.


As the driver got out to open the doors for the author and his mother, the event publicist leaned into her microphone. She announced his name and told the long line of media people standing behind the ropes on the edge of the red carpet that he was the author.


“Nah, we don’t want him,” a television reporter standing with his cameraman said loudly. Everybody else in the long line concurred with a headshake or a brush of their hand, or just ignored the announcement entirely. The author and his mother slunk along the length of the red carpet as quickly as they could and disappeared into the theater.


I’d warned my family what to expect and I wasn’t really worried about it. I mostly wanted to watch the movie. Gary David Goldberg, the movie’s producer/director, had shared every draft of the script, as well as a few short promo clips, but he hadn’t wanted me to watch the whole thing until tonight.


It was early on a hot summer night and the sun was still relentless. Our stretch limo pulled up. The driver lowered his window, gave my name and said I was the author. He opened our doors and the event person announced me. I got ready to be ignored.


Well, it turned out that not only had the actors not arrived yet, but unbeknownst to me, one of the Boston affiliates had asked Access Hollywood, which aired on the same network, to get some footage of me for them to show on the local news that night.


“We want her!” the crew from Access Hollywood yelled.


And because Access Hollywood wanted me, Entertainment Tonight yelled, “We want her!”


And then Xtra wanted me. And then everybody in the whole media line wanted me. The event publicist started escorting me toward the line. “How do you feel about director Gary David Goldberg changing Mother Teresa, the St. Bernard in the book, to a Newfoundland in the movie?” a reporter yelled.


“I would have been fine with a possum,” I yelled back.


And so I walked along the red carpet, which was actually a dogthemed green faux-grass carpet dotted with fire hydrants, taking questions from the media line. After I finished chatting with the big outlets, the event person pulled me aside and whispered that I’d done the important ones, so I could stop now if I wanted to.


“Are you kidding me?” I said. I talked to every single one of them, including the guy from a radio station in, I think, Singapore at the very end of the line. I did thirty-five interviews on that green carpet. The paparazzi were even yelling “Claire, Claire” and taking my picture when I looked. At one point I remember asking a group of them if they were really the paparazzi because they seemed so much nicer in person than I’d heard they were.


And the next morning I awoke to find out there was a picture of me, holding up my knock-off dog purse with a copy of Must Love Dogs peeking out, on the front page of The Hollywood Reporter. And in an AP piece that was picked up by hundreds and hundreds of publications, Michael Cidoni wrote that in his twenty-five years of covering Hollywood premieres, he had never seen an author have as much fun at a premiere as Claire Cook. And of course, “Must Love Dogs author Claire Cook says she would have been fine with a possum!” was just about everywhere.


This was the year I turned fifty, which in Hollywood years I’m pretty sure is at least eighty-two. My green carpet media blitz was a total long shot, and I was not in any way prepared for it or expecting it to happen. A minute or two later one of the actors — Diane Lane, John Cusack, Christopher Plummer, Elizabeth Perkins, Stockard Channing — could have arrived and the media would have dropped me in a Hollywood minute. But in this tiny window was a colossal opportunity to get the word out about my books, and when that happens, you’ve just got to go for it.


Eventually my long-suffering family and I made it inside the theater. And I was right — not only did we get free popcorn but also free soda, both delivered to us by handsome tuxedo-clad waiters. We were even seated in the front row of the first balcony, with the actors surrounding us.


Way down below, in front of the movie screen, Gary stood up to speak.


“None of us would be here tonight,” he began, “without Claire Cook and her wonderful novel. I started out as a fan of her work, and we quickly became personal friends, and I now consider her one of the few people in the world I can always count on for the truth presented in the kindest way possible.”


Behind me, some of the actors hooted. Dermot Mulroney caught my eye and gave me a thumbs-up. I was stunned. I was overwhelmed. It was one of the most beautiful moments of my life.


Just over five years before that, I’d been sitting with a group of swim moms (and a few good dads) at 5:30 A.M. My daughter was swimming back and forth and back and forth on the other side of a huge glass window during the first of two daily practices that bracketed her school day and my workday as a teacher.


The parental conversation in the wee hours of that morning, as we sat bleary-eyed, cradling our Styrofoam cups of coffee and watching our kids, was all about training and form and speed, who was coming on at the perfect time, who was in danger of peaking before championships, even who just might have a shot at Olympic trial times.


In my mind, I stepped back and listened. Whoa, I thought, we really need to get a life.


And right at that moment it hit me with the force of a poolside tidal wave that I was the one who needed to get a life. A new one, the one I’d meant to have all along. I was not getting any younger, and I was in serious danger of living out my days without ever once going for it. Without even trying to achieve my lifelong dream of writing a novel. Suddenly, not writing a book became more painful than pushing past all that fear and procrastination and actually writing it.


So, for the next six months, through one long cold New England winter and into the spring, I wrote a draft of my first novel, sitting in my minivan outside my daughter’s swim practice. It sold to the first publisher who asked to read it. Lots of terrific books by talented authors take a long time to sell, so maybe I got lucky. I’ve also considered that perhaps if you procrastinate as long as I did, you get to skip some of the awful stages on the path to wherever it is you’re going and just cut to the chase.


But another way to look at it is that there were only three things standing in my way all those years: me, myself and I.


My first novel was published when I was forty-five. Not only did I walk the red carpet at the Hollywood premiere of the movie adaptation of Must Love Dogs at fifty, but I’m now an actual bestselling author of eleven novels, as well as my first nonfiction book about reinvention, Never Too Late. Not many days go by that I don’t take a deep breath and remind myself that this is the career I almost didn’t have.


Anything can happen. It is never, ever too late.


~Claire Cook
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Conquering the Giant of Provence


The road leading to a goal does not separate you from the destination; it is essentially a part of it.


~Charles de Lint


“I do.” Those simple words, spoken amid smiles and tears on a warm June afternoon changed my life. No, this was not my wedding. My husband and I had already been happily married for twenty-eight years and had settled into a comfortable empty nester life with our two Terriers. We enjoyed hikes in the woods and had just started a new hobby identifying wildflowers. We’d also grown comfortable with the twenty-five extra pounds we’d put on, which didn’t interfere with photographing flowers.


The wedding couple was in their twenties. We knew their families, but no one else at the reception. We selected a table with two other couples and introduced ourselves. The husbands were fraternity brothers who got together yearly to keep their friendship alive.


During the entrée and dessert, they shared plans for a bicycling trip through Provence, in southern France, starting Labor Day. The trip accommodated different levels of cyclists, although the big event would be a climb up Mont Ventoux, known as the “Giant of Provence,” which is a highlight of the Tour de France. There’d be lunches at vineyards, overnights in old castles, and great food. The more they talked, the more enthusiastic we became. Several glasses of wine later, my husband and I were hooked.


When I spoke with a travel agent the next morning, it became quite clear that this trip was for avid bikers. She asked, “What size bike do you ride? What level rider are you?”


After a long pause, I said, “I’m not really sure,” which translated into “We haven’t touched a bike in twenty years.” The travel agent got us signed up and I happily told my husband the trip was a go.


Then we began investigating the biking planned for each day. Basically, it was breakfast, a brisk climb to a vineyard for lunch and wine tasting, then another ride with good climbs to the hotel for dinner. I should have thought hills, knowing Provence sits at the bottom of the Alps, but was horrified to see how long and how steep each day would be.


The trip itinerary said, “We begin with a short descent and then the consistent climb to Ménerbes.”


After several nights of nightmares about the Ménerbes climb, we dusted off our boys’ old mountain bikes and hit the park. Our local park has a popular five-mile flat loop circling a lake and many roads climbing big hills. As we rounded the lake, the “flat” loop didn’t seem quite so flat and had a long, gentle hill I’d forgotten about. In my lowest gear, sweat dripping down my face, I huffed and puffed to get up the gentle rise.


I thought I was doing pretty well until I started getting passed by walkers. My husband joked that people with walkers could pass me as my front tire veered left and right to keep me from falling over. I took frequent stops to catch my breath and drink from my water bottle. I was in big trouble. The last time I’d biked, I’d only ridden on the flat trails made from converted railway beds. And as I recalled, I’d gotten tired after about twenty miles or so of flat. Here I was, at least twenty-five pounds heavier, nearly two decades older, and planning to ride thirty to fifty miles a day with big hills.


What was I thinking?


I have two strong traits — I’m stubborn and I’m cheap. I’d set my mind to this challenge and the trip was already paid for. So my husband and I decided we could transform ourselves from flab to fit in three months. My husband spent hours poring over maps, measuring the distance, elevation, and steepness of each climb, while I rid the pantry of sweets, treats, and high-fat snacks. The minimum biker level we could sign up for on the trip was at least thirty miles a day with total climbs of 3,600 feet. My husband plotted out a ten-mile, 1,200-foot climb loop for us to work up to doing three times a day.


We also began to look at other bikers in the park. We noticed three things — they wore spandex, they had tiny butts, and they had thin and shapely legs with well-defined calf muscles. The first part was easy. We dug out the old spandex shorts our sons had worn on their high school rowing team. Our transformation was underway. Wearing spandex in public when you’ve got rolls and bumps you’ve been hiding under jeans is great motivation to lose weight.


Then we traded in the old mountain bikes that wouldn’t shift gears for new road bikes, and learned gear shifts are done by pushing the same lever as the brake, pedals are purchased separately from bikes, and “clipless” means you clip your shoes into pedals with cleats. And when they said to expect to fall over a few times getting used to the cleats, they were right.


Our summer was totally scheduled around biking. At the first hint of morning sun, we’d begin a ride before work. After work, it was back to the park for more miles. As the weeks wore on, I needed fewer rest breaks. My previously wide butt was becoming narrower, and one day I was watching my husband’s legs as he biked in front of me and exclaimed, “You’ve got calf muscles!” We were slowly transforming ourselves into real bikers. As the months passed, fewer bikers passed me, and I took great pleasure on those rare occasions I managed to zip past a young biker. I imagining him thinking, “Was I really just passed by an old lady?”


After two months, our conversations revolved around elevations and hill grades. We’d become masters at changing flats, dressing for rain or cold weather, and eating protein snacks as we rode. We increased the hills in our daily routine. When my butt muscles would burn in protest, I’d just think, “One climb closer to Mont Ventoux.”


As August ended, we had become more confident and Mont Ventoux was looking like a real possibility.


First day jitters on the trip soon ended when we left Ménerbes in the dust. In four days, we smiled at the top of Mont Ventoux, holding bikes overhead for our celebratory photo. Some people thought we’d never bike again after our trip. For those naysayers, I have news: We just finished our first century ride this weekend, completing eighty hilly miles our first day and 100 miles the next.


The trip to Mont Ventoux transformed more than our muscles. My husband and I renewed our vows to each other. We developed a special bond formed by overcoming a challenge, stopped thinking of ourselves as soon-to-be seniors, and started looking forward to new, exciting adventures together.


That June wedding helped us say “I do” to a world of possibilities we’d never imagined.


~Dawn A. Marcus
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Life Launch


Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do.


~Mark Twain


The kids grew up, moved away and left us in peace. Most evenings found us lying on separate couches in our living room. Television reflected crime scenes onto our skin, contrasting with our predictable home life. I’d fall asleep during the commercials and eventually stumble to bed with a book — where I’d fall asleep again.


We were snoozing ourselves into oblivion, and I feared this would continue. Our headstone might read, “Here lie the Paxtons — bored to death in the 21st Century.”


How do you fix a dull life? We’d talked about driving Route 66, backpacking the wilderness, navigating coastal waters. All just talk. Secretly I wondered if we’d ever do anything exciting again.


Then, within a couple of months, life as we knew it changed. Denny’s dad passed away, and our beloved fox terrier died of a mysterious ailment. Our daughter’s young friend lost his life, and several of our peers had bouts with cancer. We turned sixty as our marriage turned forty. Alarmed, we noticed photos of people our age moving into the obits, and we launched a series of conversations about life’s brevity.


As time slithered away, we revisited an old pipe dream and decided to buy a used boat. Experts recommended thirty-six to forty-two feet — a stretch for us kayakers — but comfortable for long trips or living aboard. In case a thirty-foot increase in boat length and twin diesel engines were not enough challenge, we acquired a puppy that needed to learn the art of polite peeing on a live-aboard boat.


Now, erase the picture in your mind of a trim sixty-year-old couple wearing captain caps, perched at the upper helm on an aqua sea. They maneuver neatly into a tropical port where dockworkers rush to gather the lines.


No, it looked more like this: “What if she refuses to pee on the boat?” asks the captain.


“I don’t know,” the first mate answers, not feeling seaworthy. “Heaven forbid she does her jobs everywhere, and it gets all stinky and such.”


First things first, we began pee pad training at home before acquiring a trawler. Puppy Smalls refused to pee on the pad. A determined sailor, I fenced in the pad and offered it at desperate moments. Success!


So began our thrilling future. Captain Paxton scoured the web for used trawlers. I scribbled numbers on tablets, wondering how long our pensions, semi-retirement jobs and pieces of our children’s inheritance could fund our dream. I had calculated one to ten years, just as my captain presented a list of twenty-five trawlers. We planned a Florida boat-hunt road trip.


Only our imaginations, our checkbook, and questionable sanity limited us. We departed the couches for west central Florida. We toured boats hugging the Gulf of Mexico, crossed the skinny state, and then boarded a string of trawlers in rivers along the Atlantic.


Stories flowed from vagabonds who had lived their sea dreams, elderly sailors now selling their dream vessels to new dreamers. “We lived aboard ten years,” said one aging captain. “They were the best-lived years of our marriage. My wife is ill now.” A tear glistened in his eye as we dabbed at ours.


We discovered our own love-boat with a brokerage in Fort Pierce and made an offer.


What next? Will we still work? How will we operate this thing? We would make it up as we went.


Back on our Iowa couches, excitement lit our faces. “This was the best trip I’ve ever had!” I said. “I don’t even care if we buy the boat.”


A month later, we e-mailed an offer and counter offers, arrived at a price and headed back to Florida, where a professional boat surveyor would inspect our vessel. Then we’d hand over the money, fix small issues and sail away.


After survey day and a glorious cruise on a turquoise river, I lay coiled in fetal position on our El Cheap-o Motel bed. “I’m so sorry I killed our dream!” I wailed between sobs. I felt I’d just inspected a different boat — or the same boat through different eyes. Whichever it was, our love boat no longer looked like a place I’d love to live for nine months while navigating the intracoastal waterways. The surveyor detected my angst and counseled us.


“You don’t have to buy this boat. If you see deficiencies you missed before, either counter offer and have the items fixed, or withdraw your offer,” said the surveyor, my new hero.


We countered. The seller declined. End of pipe dream or nightmare. End of story.


Or so we thought. After a week of whining, we resumed our quest, navigating from couch to deck so we could enjoy the sunset. Each evening, we shifted puppy and books from lap to lap as we sailed through basic boating courses. Within another week, Captain Paxton presented a new list of old trawlers and a fresh road trip itinerary.


This time we started in Baltimore and drove down the East Coast, hoping past experience would help us find a sounder vessel at a better price, and it did.


Terrapin is a classy 1984 with solid mechanics, teak interior, and expansive deck. Our dream boat bobs happily in a slip at New Bern, North Carolina. This unplanned location suits us. We will stay six months or a year to enjoy the Crystal Coast and to sharpen our seamanship skills.


Back in Iowa for Christmas, our grown kids surprised us with a pirate-themed treasure hunt. At one point we were blindfolded, our hands tied together, using our feet to pull a line with a clue up a flight of stairs. Minutes later we lay on our frozen deck, fashioning a hook from a paper clip; we tied it to sewing thread and pulled a clue basket up from the snowdrift below. In the barn we uncovered a wooden chest of boating supplies. Our captors made us down a shot of rum and sing a sea shanty.


Today, from the windows of our floating home, we have new perspective in a watery world. Our brains exercise as we explore new plumbing, new knots, and new docking maneuvers. We conquer cooking challenges in a tiny galley. Our boating community regales us with stories collected from smooth and stormy voyages. We soak it all up as we form new friendships over glasses of wine.


Adventures beckon: a trip to the pump-out station, a dinner cruise to a neighboring town, a trip to the Outer Banks. The Great Loop. The Bahamas.


As I type, Smalls slumbers on a couch in the salon. She’s exhausted from a romp with Hank, her doggy pal from Dock C. Soon she will awaken and make the rounds on her floating doghouse, stern to bow. Smalls embraces her new-and-uncertain life with a vengeance. We hope to follow her lead.


~Kristi Paxton
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Following My Nephew’s Dream


Commitment leads to action. Action brings your dream closer.


~Marcia Wieder


I’m not sure why I took the selfie, but I did. Sitting on my back porch in upstate New York in the late-winter thaw, I raised my iPhone and snapped a picture of a very glum individual. But why was I unhappy? I’d always been adept at figuring out internal discord, so I mentally started taking note of all the good things in my life. I was in love with my adoring wife, and we were raising our beautiful baby girl. In a down economy, I had a good-paying job that allowed my family to travel, which we enjoyed.


I eyed the forty-two-year-old man in the picture. Bottom line, I was dissatisfied with that successful job and didn’t want to leave the following morning for South Carolina where I would be overseeing a construction project. Another tedious undertaking of walking behind carpenters, electricians, and drywall installers, telling them what to do, and, like the man without the eyes in Cool Hand Luke, snapping the whip when it was time to push them faster.


What I really wanted as my dream job was what I was already doing on the side: writing and publishing fiction with my wife. We had started a little online magazine in 2008 devoted to short stories of any genre. It was a labor of love in the beginning, but a couple of years later during the eBook boom, we decided to try making some money from the publishing. It became a joke at my day job when I would say, “This assignment is my last.” Five years later, our bags were packed for our trip to The Palmetto State. It seemed like I would never have a last assignment.


I was leaving my home in the care of my nephew Kyle, who would watch over it while taking classes at the local community college. Like me, Kyle wanted to be a writer, and I had published his first poetry collection the previous year. He and I had been great buddies. I was the zany uncle, a close confidant. When I went away to the military, we lost touch, and when I came back, he was going through typical teenage strife with the added troubles of drugs and alcohol. Our relationship had changed. We struggled to find our lost common ground. We eventually found it in books and movies, though our relationship remained strained. I could see, despite his continued tribulations, that he was still an intelligent, loyal young man who was trying. When he said he would care for my house, I knew he’d do his best. And I would continue to help publish his work when I had time.


Charleston turned out to be a rewarding city with a rich history and beautiful parks and beaches, but the job itself was taking a toll on me. Unexpected delays cropped up at every turn. What was supposed to be a six-week assignment was going to take months. I didn’t want to stay that long. I had a writing and publishing venture calling me.


Back in New York, Kyle’s troubles were mounting once again as well. He was having a relapse from sobriety. On June 18, 2013, while I was getting ready for another stressful day of work, my wife burst into the bathroom to tell me my niece had called. Our house was on fire and they couldn’t find Kyle. I reeled from the shock.


I went into work as usual, anxiously awaiting news from home. Two hours later, the call came from my sister with the heart-wrenching words… they found Kyle’s remains by the back door; he didn’t make it out.


I left work, unable to focus or control the tears.


I took my little family back to New York for the service and spoke at the funeral. I stumbled around in shock. When I returned to work in Charleston, it was even harder than before as I tried to balance a job I already disliked with the loss of my nephew. I cried hard every day for the following month and searched for meaning wherever I could find it. Nothing seemed to help ease the pain. While our family had banded together and found strength, I needed something more. I strived relentlessly to get Kyle’s second poetry collection in print. I delved deep into his words. Still, no solace. And then one day, it happened.


After the assignment ended, and we returned to New York — again — I had the opportunity to read through Kyle’s dream journals that had been found in his parents’ house. Among the usual assortment of flights of fantasy and distorted meanderings of daily events, this chestnut popped up: “David had ended his career to write short stories and wear sweatpants and grow a beard ([Allen] Ginsberg) and write and I was ardent with admiration.”


That dream reassured me that my nephew cared for my happiness and me. The date in the journal entry showed he had dreamed this at a time when we were still somewhat at odds, long before I had published his first poetry. I cried again but with tears of joy.


I leafed further through his journals and found an entry about abstract time travel, an adventure where he went into the past to save me from a work-related danger. At the end, he wrote, “The dream was also about how proud and reverent I am of my uncle, or how much I look up to him.”


Kyle’s words gave me strength for my next step. I knew it was time to use all of my vacation (two months’ worth) to just write… a thought that no doubt goes through the mind of every wannabe author with a day job. My wife and I had talked it over before, and we had been saving for several years, waiting for the right time to take the chance on writing and publishing. It hadn’t happened because there’s never a right time to throw caution to the wind and strike out across the desolate plain where there’s no certain income, no insurance, no security.


While the vacation days dwindled away, the passages from Kyle’s journals preoccupied me. My thoughts lingered on the poet, who had so much to offer, running out of time. The nephew who imagined his uncle a writer. His words, “I was ardent with admiration,” came back to me. I needed more time, and I was delaying the inevitable.


I wrote my boss and told him I wanted to go on intermittent status indefinitely. If they wanted to let me go, fine. I needed to follow not just my dream, but Kyle’s too.


And here I am, working from home. Mostly seven days a week. Watching what I spend. Some months enough comes in to pay the bills and other months I’m scrambling. But you know what? Now I’m smiling in all my pictures because I know Kyle is out there, proud of me. Just as I am of him.


~David Cranmer
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A Risky Jump


When once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.


~Leonardo da Vinci


I was in a blah phase of my life. I was carrying extra weight, my hair looked awful, and my favorite clothes were baggy jeans or sweatpants. My shoes were rubbery ugly-looking flats, perfect for the way I was plodding through life.


A teacher during the day, I spent my leisure time knitting and reading. My children were grown and had lives of their own, so that challenge was over. My life had become uneventful.


I needed to take a leap. I needed to do something risky.


There was something that attracted and terrified me at the same time. My former father-in-law had spent his middle-aged years participating on a competitive skydiving team. Looking at photos or hearing him tell stories about his competitions, I would always say to myself, “Someday.”


Sadly, it took a colleague’s death to spur me into action. A fellow teacher — still in her thirties — died after waging a nasty battle with breast cancer. With what should have been a full life ahead of her, she left behind a husband and young children. I kept thinking that someday I would summon enough courage to go skydiving, but what if I ran out of somedays before I got the chance to do it?


Before I could change my mind, I called and scheduled my jump for the next Saturday. I could hardly refrain from squealing, the result of equal parts excitement and terror.


Driving the hour to the skydiving center, I felt like I might be driving to my death. Certainly, thousands and thousands of people safely skydived, but there were enough deaths that this was considered a dangerous sport. Before they even started the training, the skydiving staff had me fill out a six-page form; each place I initialed seemed to say, “If your parachute doesn’t open, it’s not our fault. If you break a leg when you land, it’s not our fault. If you die, it’s not our fault.” I stopped reading the form and blindly initialed the places that were highlighted. I didn’t want any more reminders about how risky this was.


After I watched a video about what the jump was going to be like, I worked one-on-one with Brian, my instructor. My first jump would be a tandem jump, which meant I would have my instructor strapped to me.


With his help, I learned that once I leaped out of the plane, I’d have to arch my back and put my arms out. Brian showed me a couple of different landing options, but assured me that he would make that decision when we were a few feet away from the ground. He explained that there would be a mix of veteran jumpers and beginners like me in the plane, but the experienced divers would go first.


“Each time a jumper goes, we’ll scoot closer to the back end of the bench. I won’t hook us together until right before it’s our turn.” Brian helped me into a flight suit. Everyone was loaded into the plane, and we headed toward the clouds.


It only took a matter of minutes to reach the needed elevation, but my panic level rose faster than that plane. The inside of the airplane got hot — at least it felt that way to me. It was as if I was in an oven and the oven had wings. My heart beat so fast it felt like it was going to thump its way out of my chest. My screams hadn’t escaped from my throat yet, but it was only a matter of time.


As the veteran jumpers started stepping off the bench and leaping out into the sky, I had to wait my turn. But I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to jump out. Right then. Immediately. And I didn’t care if my instructor was hooked onto me or not.


I bit down to keep from screaming. I managed to keep my seat planted firmly on the bench until it was our time to jump. Brian, behind me, hooked my harness to his and we got up.


My diving teacher walked to the gaping opening on confident legs. My legs, however, felt like they were made of rubber. A minute earlier, I was ready to leap out on my own. Now I was not so sure this was a smart thing to do.


The moment before we leaped out into the blue sky, the exhilaration that coursed through my veins was worth it. Above me was sky. Below me was sky. It was the oddest — and most exciting — experience of my life.


When the two of us leaped out, it felt like we were totally free.


I won’t lie. When Brian indicated it was time to pull the cord, I was relieved when the chute opened. With the nylon canopy above us, I figured I might end up with a broken leg but at least I didn’t have to worry about plummeting to the ground and getting squashed like an egg.


We finally returned to the ground and gathered the armfuls of parachute. My adrenaline was still pumping through my veins. And I knew. I knew. My life would never be the same. Even as we walked back to the skydiving center, I still felt thousands of miles high.


I no longer plod through life, all because I made that one leap.


~Sioux Roslawski
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Winters of Solace


You cannot be lonely if you like the person you’re alone with.


~Wayne Dyer


“I haven’t skied much,” my friend Nyna said. “So I’m not up for spending a weekend in the mountains, especially when it takes five hours to get there.”


“But you can’t improve without practice,” I said.


“I wish I wanted to go, but I don’t. I’d rather stay home, go hiking.”


“Hiking?”


I pictured the rush of sliding down the slopes and weaving between pine trees at Mammoth Mountain, my favorite resort. Hiking couldn’t compare to my winter playground.


“Let’s conquer a new trail,” Nyna said.


“Thanks, but I’m sticking with snowboarding. I just need to find someone to tag along.”


I hung up and walked into the garage to survey my gear. My one-year-old snowboard with perfectly white bindings rested against the wall. The helmet I’d purchased after smacking my head on the ice during a magnificent crash leaned against the base of the board as though napping. The gear hadn’t been used since I’d gone boarding with my last boyfriend the year before. He’d convinced me to try the sport and helped me learn to turn on the snow.


Now, a season later, I did a mental scan of friends for possible companions. Two people were avid skiers but had moved to Colorado. Another friend wanted to snowboard if she could ever afford it. The rest weren’t interested in winter sports.


I was starting to feel lonely even though I had been feeling content about being single again. I needed to do something, figure out how to get on the mountain without my friends, otherwise I’d backslide to a dark place.


I opened my computer. A search revealed a local ski club. Great! That would be easy. Then I looked at the price per trip. Too much.


What about an informal group who carpooled and hung out on the mountain? I found one of those, too, but the members seemed a lot older and were married.


My research options exhausted, I walked to the kitchen to make hot cocoa. As I reached for a mug, the answer to my dilemma slapped me in the face like a brisk breeze on a winter day.


I should go by myself.


By myself? But I could barely snowboard and didn’t know the mountain well.


Despite my counterarguments, the idea took shape with each marshmallow I dropped in the cocoa. Leave early in the morning. Plop. Stay at a hostel. Plop. Board on groomed trails. Plop.


By nightfall my car was loaded. Two days later I started my first solo snowboarding adventure. By eleven that day I sat next to a couple on a ski lift.


“Are you from Mammoth?” she asked.


“Anaheim,” I said.


“Do you and your friends come here often?” he asked.


“I came by myself,” I said.


“Alone?” Her eyes grew wide, like I said I had twelve fingers.


“Alone.”


“Good for you,” he said. “Better to come on your own than not at all.”


I nodded. A grin appeared under my ski mask. Maybe I could do this.


Each lift ride resulted in more affirmation of my solo journey. Most people admired my adventurous spirit and wished they were up for doing the same.


The five-hour drive home whizzed by as I contemplated future snowboarding trips. I schemed which weekends I’d go, the time I’d leave, which parts of the mountain I’d investigate, where I’d stay. When I pulled into my garage, my calendar for the season was filled with plans and excitement.


Come May, I returned my snowboard to the garage and said farewell until the following season. With each year I got better at snowboarding and planning my trips. I even learned to enjoy the drive.


Eight years after my first solo trip I walked into a Mammoth lodge for a lunch break. The place was packed, so I shared a table with an older man.


“Need room for your friends?” he asked.


“I’m by myself,” I said.


“Really? You should join my group.” He gestured to the empty chairs on his end of the table. “They’re not here yet, but they’re a great bunch.” He extended a hand. “I’m George.”


“Heather. Thanks, but I’m going to head out soon.”


By the time my helmet was in place and my coat was zipped up, his friends still hadn’t arrived.


“Have fun,” he said. “See you out there.”


I smiled at his kindness, but knew I’d never see him again. The mountain was too large to run into the same person twice.


The next day I went to a restaurant after my last run. As I sat by the fireplace and enjoyed the mountain view George walked by.


“Hey there,” he said.


“Hi,” I said, shocked he’d been right about seeing each other again.


“Ever been to the hot springs?”


“No.”


“Want to join us tonight?”


I weighed the pros and cons of agreeing to hang out with a stranger and his alleged friends who I had yet to meet. He did seem sincere, though, and the springs were a public place. If I drove on my own and made sure others were there it should be safe.


“Sure,” I said.


“Great. See you there at five.”


The sunset view from the hot springs was breathtaking. As the last glint of light disappeared, I climbed out of the rock-lined water, ready to take my pruned skin back to my hotel room.


“Want to ski with us tomorrow?” George asked.


“We’ll be doing some runs from the top before it gets too warm,” one of his friends said.


George had been right again. His friends were a great bunch, so I agreed to board with them. Their skill level far exceeded mine, but they were encouraging, not cocky. They helped me trust my skills and try slopes I’d avoided by myself. It made for a phenomenal day, so we decided to meet at Mammoth again two weeks later.


At the end of our next weekend on the slopes George and I sat in a lodge waiting for the others. He cocked his head to the side and smiled.


“You need to meet my friend Dale,” he said. “You’d like him.”


“Sure,” I said, figuring he’d never set us up, like the dozens of other people who’d said the same thing before.


“Excellent. I’ll make it happen.”


Six weeks later Dale and I went on our first date. Six months later we were engaged. Six months after that we were married. As I look back now I’m thankful to Nyna for not wanting to go snowboarding because it made me learn to be okay with doing things by myself, and led me down the slope to my husband.


~Heather Zuber-Harshman
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Just in Time


By changing nothing, nothing changes.


~Tony Robbins


“You are one of those ‘Just in Case’ kind of people.”


“What the heck does that mean?” I asked her, and she said it meant the opposite of a ‘Just in Time’ kind of person. “Which are you?” I wondered out loud and immediately wished I hadn’t.


“Oh, I’m a ‘Just in Time’ kind of gal,” she said with that smirk on her face. Why did I even try to be friends with her? She always made me feel like a fool. Why did I meet her every Friday after work for coffee just so I could feel bad?


“How do you know what kind of person I am? I might be a closet ‘Just in Time’ kind of person and you don’t know it.” I tried to lighten things up a bit.


“Oh, I’ll bet you have an umbrella in the bottom of that huge purse you carry all the time.” She eyed my purse with disgust.


“So what if I do? What if it rains? You’ll be the first one to get under my umbrella because there is no way you have one in that little change purse you carry.” I was not going to let her win this one.


“You carry that umbrella ‘Just in Case’, and I only carry one if it is raining. See the difference? It’s the way you are. You carry way too much baggage. It might even be the reason you have a weight problem.”


That did it. How could anyone be so mean? I left. I could hardly wait to get home, home where I would not have to think about what kind of person I was.


I stared at the door of my apartment when I got home. The note I left for the mailman was still stuck on the mailbox. “I am expecting a parcel. If it arrives, please put it in the plastic bag, inside the box, in case it rains.” I opened the door, reached over, grabbed the note off the box and slammed the door. Could she be right? Was I a boring “Just in Case” kind of person?


When I opened the refrigerator to get a drink, I noticed the rows of pickles and mustards and three kinds of “Just in Case” juices. I sat at the kitchen table and glared at my cupboards full of dishes, pots, pans, and at least fifty cookbooks that I had “just in case.” Just in case what?” In case he came back to me? In case I met someone new? In case I ever found someone to love and cook for again?


I reached for a hanger to hang up my coat. What for? In case someone drops by? In case someone might think I was a less than perfect housekeeper? I was more pathetic than I thought.


Wandering through the apartment, I realized I was a “Just in Case” kind of person. The bed. Oh the bed. I had a king sized bed. Me, alone, in a king sized bed, for what? “Just in Case,” that’s why.


My closet was full of three sizes of clothes. One size fit me, then there was one size smaller, and one size larger. That’s when I lost it. I grabbed an extra large plastic bag. Of course there were small, medium, and large to choose from. I chose the extra large plastic bag and started to throw out the small and large sized clothes. I kept holding dresses, shirts and skirts up to me. They were already out of style and they never really looked that good. They were all safe clothes; the colours went with everything, and the styles were as plain as unbuttered toast. One jacket could go with any skirt, and any shirt could go with all the pants. When did this happen to me?


I sat on the floor of my bedroom sorting shoes. I had had some for ten years and never wore them. Why? Because I might need them “just in case.”


It was after midnight when I finished loading the car. The Goodwill was the first stop early in the morning, then the second stop was the park for a run. The rain couldn’t stop me. Shopping works in all kinds of weather too. I bought clothes in my favourite colors and got my hair cut in the style I’d always wanted but was too afraid to try. It was late and I was hungry, so I stopped at the neighbourhood bar for something to eat just in time for the evening hockey game. The place was packed so I looked around for a place to sit. Arriving anywhere without a reservation was not my style. When a man offered to share his booth with me I hesitated: I couldn’t just sit down with a total stranger. Could I? I did.


He was new in town but the movers wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. He just thought he’d drive around his new neighbourhood and see how it looked at night. We talked until the game was over and noticed the bar was clearing out.


I smiled when I arrived home and threw the parcels on the bed. I decided I’d keep my king sized bed. Just in case.


~P. Avice Carr
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The Dry Truth


Desire is the starting point of all achievement, not a hope, not a wish, but a keen pulsating desire which transcends everything.


~Napoleon Hill


At twenty years old I married my husband, Bill. We were young and as compatible as rum and Coke, which was my drink of choice, one I began abusing on a regular basis. I began to notice that, while other friends would have a few drinks on the weekend, we were imbibing on an almost nightly basis.


One night I remember walking through our apartment complex, noticing how other apartments were decorated so comfy and cozy. Through opened blinds I could see walls adorned with family photos and knickknacks on shelves that gave a warm, homey feel.


This was in sharp contrast to our meagerly decorated apartment where a lone poster of Rocky Balboa hung on the front room wall. This was the late 1970s.


Between the drinking and the hangovers I’d try to convince myself that someday I too would have a beautiful home and a family — which is really all I ever wanted. Then one night in the shadow of my buzzed behavior a small voice whispered: “Nothing changes if nothing changes.”


Although I wasn’t fully heeding the message I knew that for things to change it would have to start with me.


Nothing changes if nothing changes. That concept literally changed my life.


I was twenty-three years old and into the third day of my sobriety when I woke up in the wee hours of that September morning. I hadn’t slept well and woke up feeling an anxiety attack about to strike.


Walking over to the kitchen sink I looked out the window as the sun began to rise above the darkened sky. I stood there taking in the quiet and tranquil sight, and with the serenity came the self-assurance that I was going to be all right.


Another amazing outcome was that my husband also quit drinking completely — cold turkey like me. The only thing that stayed the same was the love we felt for each other.


Recently Bill and I celebrated thirty-seven years of marriage — thirty-four of those years happily sober. We are the proud grandparents of four grandchildren, with our fifth due on Bill’s birthday.


As I write this I am sitting in the new home Bill and I built ten years ago. The walls are covered with framed photos that tell the history of our family.


In my home office the lettered sentiment above the doorway reads our truth: “Love Is All That Matters.”


In the dining room hangs a framed collage of wedding photos from both our daughters’ weddings. The sentiment: “Family Is A Gift That Lasts Forever” is etched above the happy smiles and it speaks to the thoughts of my heart, the meaning more precious than gold to me.


Our beautiful home and all its inspiration is a far cry from that lifetime ago when we lived in that apartment with a Rocky poster on the wall.


As a woman of faith I strongly believe that it was God’s nudging that put me on a different road. Me listening was the key to my success. I doubt if I would have reached the destination on my own. Only when I quit drowning my feelings did I allow my inner light to shine — just as God intended.


Thirty-four years ago I gave up an addiction to alcohol and have never looked back.


For more than twenty years now I have been blessed to share my writings in a public way. Writing from the heart is what fuels my soul, it is the reason I put pen to paper every day. I’m writing about what I know, focusing on the joys of family life, a life that I once thought was out of reach for me.


And that is the story of my dawn of new beginnings.


“Nothing changes if nothing changes.” Those five words are a powerful truth. I know. I’ve put them into action.


~Kathy Whirity
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A Family Reunion


To know when to go away and when to come closer is the key to any lasting relationship.


~Doménico Cieri Estrada


My daughter and I unpack our luggage in our Florida motel room and slip into more comfortable clothing — cotton shorts, T-shirts and sandals. We have flown down from New York to visit my eighty-eight-year-old mother who recently broke her hip. My older brother, David, who has been undergoing dialysis three days a week for over ten years, has moved in with her.


“It’s a family reunion,” I tell my daughter, Zoe.


But, truthfully, it isn’t much of a reunion because there was never much of a union to begin with. That’s because there wasn’t much of a family to begin with. When I was six and my brother was eleven, our parents divorced and my mother married a man who was saddled with four needy kids of his own. My mother later admitted, “After six months of marriage, I knew it was a big mistake.” But she compounded her error by staying married for twenty miserable years. That was our family.


My sixteen-year-old daughter and I park our rental car in my mother’s concrete driveway and step out into the Florida heat. My mother’s pink-stucco, two-bedroom home nestles within a modest community built around a small golf course and features a plush green lawn, well-manicured shrubs, and tastefully arranged palm trees.


As I open my mother’s front door, my daughter sees an invalid sitting in a hydraulic-lift chair. This woman is watching television and the remote control is resting on her lap. Her hair, normally dyed and coiffured, is gray and hangs loosely down.
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