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    Foreword


   


   

    

     

      I never saw the woman’s face. I only heard her voice.


    It was spring of 2002, and I was in the middle of a radio interview, talking about my new book , The Right Words at the Right Time, in which I had asked 108 famous people—people I admired—to write about the words that changed their lives. Halfway through the interview, a listener called the station and told a story that would stay with me.


    Her teenage son had been in a terrible car accident, the woman said, and as she sat in the hospital waiting to learn his fate, two doctors prepared her for the worst.


    “You have to know when to let go,” said the first doctor, gently warning her that her son was probably not going to make it. The second doctor, believing that her child might pull through, cautioned her that, due to his injuries, he’d never be the same again. Then he added, “But life is precious.”


    Both men were telling the truth as they saw it, the caller explained, but their words couldn’t have been more different.


    “I sat there trying to decide which words I would hold on to through that night,” she remembered, confessing that neither scenario was something she’d ever dreamed of happening to her son. “But in the end, I hung on to the words of the second doctor. Because life is so precious. And these were the words that gave me strength to endure the life trial that was to come.”


    The woman was so honest, and her account so moving. I’d been hearing stories like this ever since the book had come out. Everywhere I went, people were eager to tell me about the right words in their lives. In airports. At book signings. In countless, heartfelt letters sent through the mail.


    That day in the radio station, I was reminded that we’re surrounded by heroes everywhere—and I thought about how exciting it would be to assemble a new collection of right words stories, not from celebrities this time, but from everyday Americans.


    Famous people have lots of opportunities to be heard. This book would provide a voice for everyone else.


    The more I thought about the idea, the more I realized that the best way to find stories for the book would be to cast a net across the country—along both coasts and through the heartland. And so we did. We announced a nationwide contest in the pages of the paperback edition of Right Words, asking readers to search their memories for that vivid moment in their lives when words made all the difference. We set up a website for online submissions. We hung posters in hospitals and military posts, in schools and police stations and prisons. And Parade magazine, which had been a champion of the first book, lent a hand by soliciting stories from its readers.


    It didn’t take long for millions of thoughtful words to suddenly materialize around me—riveting, well-rendered letters, more than a thousand all together, from 30 states and three countries. Reading them late into the night was a joy, but choosing the 101 essays that would appear in this book was daunting. People didn’t simply send us random thoughts that strung together a few memorable words from their past. They sent us their stories, pieces of their lives.


    As I’d learned from the first book, the right words can transform us. They can challenge us at a crossroads; they can help us through times of sorrow; they can dare us to action. They can be spoken with love or shouted in anger. The right words can be funny words, thought-provoking words, words that prop us up when we think we can go no further.


    And they can be found almost anywhere—in a poem or a songbook, illuminated on a computer screen, stitched onto a wall-hanging, or scratched into the dirt with a wooden stick.


    Whether set in a small schoolhouse on the plains of Wyoming or in a Zen Buddhist monastery in Japan, each story we received sprang from the heart. For Michael Raysses of Los Angeles and Nebraskan Steve Martinez, the right words were spoken by strangers, one at a Starbucks, the other in an emergency room. Arizonian Susyn Reeve learned about human compassion, thanks to a chance encounter in a rainstorm. A teenage employee of Burger King grasped Floridian Tim Ciciora’s hand and spoke two words that almost made a tough guy cry.


    And for four special contributors to this book, words alone helped them extract a measure of hope from the devastating heartbreak of September 11th.


    As the nights wore on and the stacks of letters grew, I became increasingly awed by the bounty of truth that surrounded me. I am a wiser person, I think, for having taken the journeys so eloquently recounted in the pages of this book. And I’m thankful for the generous spirit of our contributors, whose strong and intimate and touchingly personal stories may help all of us to find our own right words.
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    Part One


    The Simple Stuff


    

     

      “My mouth must have fallen open,

     


     

      because he laughed and said,

     


     

      ‘Yes, I do mean you. Really.’”

     


    


   


   

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

   


  





     

      The Homecoming


     


     Timothy Ciciora


     

      Command Master Chief, United States Navy, Retired

      




      Atlantic Beach, Florida

     


     

      

       

        My ship, the USS John L. Hall, a guided missile frigate, had just returned from Desert Storm to its base in Mayport, Florida. As my fellow sailors and I walked down the pier, the first thing I saw was a 500-foot inflatable Budweiser beer can.


      

       What the hell is this? I thought to myself. We had no idea what was going on stateside while we were overseas, nor any idea of what kind of reception was awaiting us. Suddenly, it seemed, we were the flavor of the month.


      A giant crowd of families and well-wishers was there to greet us, but this didn’t lift my spirits. I wanted no accolades or honors—I just wanted to get home. My master chief noticed my attitude.


      “This reception is a lot better than the one I got when I returned from Vietnam,” he snapped. “So keep it to yourself.”


      But after 12 years of service, I was sick of the Navy and thinking about getting out. I’d enlisted right after high school. Back in Chicago, I hadn’t been the greatest student, and I knew there was more out there beyond my own backyard. I wanted to see the world and get a different kind of education. I wanted to be somebody. I wanted to do some good. Besides, McDonald’s didn’t offer a retirement plan.


      But now I was at a crossroads. The last nine months had been long ones. We’d been sitting in Haifa, Israel, waiting for our six-month tour to end when the problem in Kuwait unfolded. Suddenly we were on our way to the Gulf. We accompanied the first carrier in years to go through the Suez Canal—right into the Red Sea and on to the Persian Gulf for a three-month extension.


      On the way home, however, I began to think about my career in the Navy and soon grew distraught. Although I was a chief petty officer, I was having trouble advancing. I wanted a higher rank—more power, more prestige—but I had been passed over twice for promotion. So I was arrogant. If I couldn’t advance, what was I staying in for? On top of all that, I was tired of leaving my family. I wasn’t getting to watch my three sons grow up. I even missed my second son’s birth. This would definitely be my final cruise.


      Back at the pier, the carnival-like atmosphere raged on. Along with those welcoming our arrival were swarms of merchants, some with an arm slung around a sailor, all of them trying to make a buck. Above the crowd waved banners that read WE SUPPORT DESERT STORM.


      I tore through the circus and made my way to the parking lot. Finally, I spotted my wife, Terri, standing by our car and grinning from ear to ear. Right away I felt a sense of calm.


      My three boys—11, 9, and 7—were in the back seat, with their faces pressed against the rear window. The minute they saw me, they jumped out of the car and tackled me on the tarmac. I hardly recognized them—they’d grown so fast! We shared big hugs, though my youngest son was a bit hesitant. Like, Who is this guy?


      As I slid into the driver’s seat, Terri announced, “We’re going to your mom and dad’s in Indiana.” This was good to hear. I hadn’t seen my parents in eight years, and hanging out with my three brothers again would also be great. Besides, I needed to go somewhere inland, far away from the water, far away from those mammoth gray ships.


      Even though I felt good about making the trip to Indiana, I was troubled during most of the drive. As Terri and the kids slept through the night, I had plenty of time to think. What kind of a job could I get on the outside? The last civilian job I had was as a delivery boy for a medical supply store. I didn’t even know how to write a resume. But if I stayed in the Navy, didn’t I run the real risk of being killed in action? A glance at my sleeping sons in the rearview mirror drove home this awful thought.


      My mind buzzing, I didn’t stop driving until we hit Chattanooga the next morning. Figuring this would be a good place to have breakfast, I pulled into a Burger King. It felt good to see the big orange and red sign. It was like a mecca to me. Overseas, they have American-style restaurants, but let’s face it, the food just doesn’t taste the same.


      As my wife and kids groggily adjusted to the daylight, I walked inside and made my way to the counter. A teenaged girl stepped up to the cash register. She was tiny, with short brown hair, probably just out of high school. She took my order, and a few minutes later returned with my food. Just as I was reaching for my money, she spoke to me.


      “Excuse me,” she said in a timid voice. “Did you just get back from the war?”


      I was still wearing my uniform. My hat was on the back of my head, my tie was undone, and I had a five o’clock shadow. But despite my rumpled appearance, my full dress of medals was obvious.


      “Yeah,” I grumbled, thrusting a twenty at her. I knew I was being an asshole, but I’d heard this routine before. Civilians always ask the same questions: “Are you a Navy Seal?” “Did you kill anybody?” “Did you blow anything up?” I didn’t want to hear it, nor was I in any mood for small talk. I wanted to get my food, get out of there, and get home.


      The young lady didn’t take offense at my rudeness. Instead, she gently rolled my fingers back around the twenty-dollar bill in my hand. Leaning over the counter and planting a small kiss on my knuckle, she looked up at me and stared for a second, as if she was memorizing my face. Then she spoke one word.


      “Thanks.”


      Did you ever feel like you suddenly owed the world an apology? That’s how I felt at that moment. Here was this kid who had no ulterior motive, no agenda, no business deal to offer me. And yet she bought my breakfast for me anyway. Her register would probably come up short for that shift, and she’d have to make up for it out of her own pocket. But that didn’t seem to matter to her. Unlike that throng back at the base, all of them jumping on the bandwagon, as if supporting the war was some sort of fad, this young lady’s gesture had come from the heart. She was letting me know that she felt safe, that she knew someone was watching over her. When she spoke that one word, I didn’t see just a girl expressing gratitude. I saw an entire nation saying “Thanks.”


      I suddenly felt like the Grinch feels when he discovers what Christmas is all about. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I had a purpose being in the Navy. It wasn’t about money and rank or prestige. It was about raising the flag. We do what we do because no one else can or will do it. We fight so others can sleep at night. And I had forgotten that. So this sudden, unexpected expression of thanks from a total stranger hit me like a lightning bolt. I’d received many decorations over the years, but nothing could compare to the simple tribute she’d given me. It made me remember why I was here. It renewed my faith, not only in my military career, but in life, as well.


      I was too choked up to respond to her. With a lump in my throat, and fighting like hell to get out of there before I started crying like a baby, I quickly made my way to the door. When I got back to the car, I discovered that the tears I thought I’d been holding back were now streaming down my cheeks.


      “What happened,” Terri asked. “Are you okay?”


      “You know,” I responded after a moment. “It really is true what they say.”


      “What is?” Terri asked, confused.


      I then planted a soft kiss on my wife’s forehead.


      “Broiling does beat frying,” I said.


      There was no way I could’ve talked about it right there. So I just drove out of the parking lot. A single word from someone I didn’t even know had transformed me. It changed my life, and my family’s. I knew that I would be wearing my Navy uniform for a long time to come.


      As I looked for signs to get back onto the highway, the road ahead of me seemed very clear.
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      A Beautiful Shade
of Yellow


     


     Jackie Sigmund


     

      Business Owner, Independent Contractor

      




      Charlotte, North Carolina

     


     

      

       

        When my dad disappeared with my sister, it came as a total shock to my mother and me. Looking back, I shouldn’t have been so surprised.


      I was born in New York City, and spent most of my early childhood constantly moving among military bases in Germany, Austria, and Italy. Dad was an Army sergeant and a tough cookie. When he said something, you’d better do it. He had an explosive temper.


      When we finally returned to the States and settled in South Carolina, Dad’s verbal abuse of Mom continued and they finally separated. After that, things actually got worse.


      Mom and I didn’t have much money, my dad did very little to support us, and mom went from one job to another. The only possible escape would have been weekend visitations with my father; but Dad, who had always favored my sister, Janice, rarely asked me to come.


      Then when I was 12, my father took my sister for the weekend and they never came back.


      Days turned into weeks and months into years—and never a word. To be honest, I had mixed feelings, as Janice and I were not terribly close at the time. We were total opposites. She was a blonde, I was a brunette. She was the stern, older sibling; I was the kid sister, always being told what to do and what not to do. We resented each other’s presence, and we constantly pushed our parents’ buttons, vying for their attention.


      Not long after they disappeared, Mom ran out of money and we were forced to move to Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, where we lived in a small, railroad apartment with two other families. The place was cramped, and our only ventilation came from a window in the kitchen and another at the other end of the long and narrow hallway.


      I was miserable. The soundtrack of summers on Stuyvesant Avenue was full of gunshots, alley cats, police sirens, and people arguing. Our only air-conditioning was putting a mattress out on the fire escape, and we often fell asleep in the sweltering heat, filled with fear and anxiety.


      Naturally, this was a very rough time for my mother and me—no money and my sister gone—and yet Mom never let that get her down.


      “I’m off to get a job!” she’d yell out in a cheerful voice most mornings. And even though she rarely came home with one, she never lost her spirit. We got by because all of us worked together. The kids would do whatever odd jobs we could find, and we always knew to bring our earnings to the table to share. If my mom was not working, her friend Sue, who shared the apartment with us, would help her out. And vice versa.


      Sometimes the only way Mom could find work was through the barter system. She would take a job sweeping at the butcher’s or grocery store in exchange for extra food. I always loved potato chips, but they were a luxury we couldn’t afford—so Mom tossed beef fat into a skillet and fried it up into little chunks for snacks. I also remember thinking fruits and vegetables came in cubes, because when my mom would get leftover fruit she’d chop off the brown edges so they ended up looking like squares. I know this sounds like a “we were poor but we were happy” story, but the reality is, there were times I got very depressed.


      One day, I was feeling especially desperate. Nothing mattered. I was tired of living in a two-bedroom tenement, sleeping three to a bed. I felt like there was no way out. I began longing for my earlier childhood days, when my father would take me on visits to the cotton farms of South Carolina. I loved the horses and played with the pigs and the chickens. I soaked up the farmers’ love of life. They had nothing, but they were happy.


      

       Dear God, I thought to myself in the prison of my Brooklyn apartment, if I’m going to have nothing, just let me have nothing on a farm, where I can take my shoes off and run.


      My mom noticed my unhappiness and took me out for a walk. Everywhere we went, we were surrounded by trash, dirt, and depression.


      “I hate my life,” I told my mom. “There’s no joy, just ugliness.”


      Mom didn’t say anything, and we walked in silence for a few minutes. Finally she spoke.


      “There really is beauty if you just take time to look for it,” she said.


      “Yeah, mom,” I grumbled, staring at the tops of my shoes. “Where is the beauty in this godforsaken place?”


      Mom’s voice brightened. “Look, Jackie!” she said. “Is that not the most beautiful shade of yellow you’ve ever seen?”


      I didn’t know what she was talking about.


      “Where?” I asked, looking up at her.


      Mom took the toe of her shoe and moved a rumpled piece of newspaper on the ground. Beneath the paper was a plain yellow dandelion.


      “Find happiness where you can,” she said softly. “It’s not just the great big whammo things. Look for the beauty of life in the small things, and you’ll be the happiest person alive.”


      With that, she reached down, picked the dandelion, and slid it into my hair.


      I knew right then that my mother’s words would be with me for the rest of my life. And they have been. Whenever I feel down, I still look for a beautiful shade of yellow.
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      A Message
in a Teddy Bear


     


     Daniel Walisiak


     

      Manufacturing

      




      Naperville, Illinois

     


     

      

       

        On that beautiful fall morning, my fiancée and I kissed good-bye as we left for work. We said, “I love you” to each other as we always did. We didn’t know it would be for the last time.


      The date was September 11, 2001. Susan worked on the 92nd floor of the South Tower in the World Trade Center in New York City. She was not only my fiancée. She was my best friend.


      After both towers came down, I made endless attempts to find her. A few days after the attacks, family members were allowed to visit Ground Zero up close. As I stood along the fence, staring blankly at the ruins, I realized in my heart that she was gone.


      Near the Family Help Center was a makeshift memorial with pictures of the missing posted on a wall. The long mural of faces seemed to go on for countless city blocks. I walked from one end to the other, examining every photograph. At one point, I spotted a large box filled with little teddy bears that people had left as gifts of kindness for family members of those who were lost. I took one and put it in my pocket.


      Later that evening I noticed that the bear had a note pinned to it, written by a pre-K student through her mom. The little girl was named Demi Coon, and she was from Shawnee, Oklahoma. Along with her name and address she offered her prayers and sympathy.


      I was so touched by the card that I wrote to Demi the next day, thanking her for her kindness. Along with my letter, I enclosed a teddy bear that I had bought for Susan a while before. Two weeks later, I received a letter back from Demi, which she had dictated to her teacher. Again I wrote her back, and before long, I was exchanging letters on a weekly basis with Demi and her classmates at Pleasant Grove School in Shawnee. They told me about their lives, and I did the same. Writing and receiving those letters kept me going through the impossibly long months leading up to Christmas 2001. Susan and I had planned to be married that winter, and my life no longer seemed to have purpose without her. I eventually moved back to my hometown of Chicago.


      But the letters from the schoolchildren kept coming, and in February, I called the school and said I’d like to come meet Demi and her classmates in person. I knew this was an extraordinary thing to do, but I was still so lost and sad. My hope was that once I arrived and interacted with the children in a positive way, maybe I’d begin to feel better.


      Demi and her teacher were waiting for me at the airport. As I walked down the ramp, Demi spotted me and smiled; then she ran forward and gave me a big hug as if she’d known me forever. I met her family that evening for dinner, and they were warm and gracious. The next morning, the school held a reception for me. It was overwhelming. Not only did all the children and faculty from the school attend, but so did many people from the Shawnee community.


      After the students, their parents, and grandparents filed into the gym and took their seats, the pre-K class performed what they called their “Rise and Shine” program. They were adorable—singing, dancing, and reciting their parts. They brought tears to my eyes.


      “Smile, Danny,” all of the children said from the stage. “We love you.”


      I would hear these words again and again from those four-year-olds throughout the entire day—during the assembly, in class, after school on the playground, even as I boarded the plane to return home. Although they were total strangers, these kids expressed their love and joy in a way I had never known before. I hoped that spirit would stay with them for a lifetime.


      Back in Chicago, I stopped for gas on my way home from the airport. The attendant greeted me with a cheerful, “How ya’ doing?”


      “Great!” I replied, noticing myself smiling in the reflection of the gas station window. It was the first time I’d done that since September 11th without feeling guilty. At that moment I knew that my life would go on.


      I owe those children from Oklahoma a debt of gratitude that I can never repay. I made a promise to them that I would come back for a visit every year until they graduated. It has been almost four years since I lost Susan, and I’ve kept my promise. I cherish each visit more than the last.


      Susan had always wanted to be a teacher. She was going to school to get her degree, but never had the chance to fulfill her dream. I am now convinced she had something to do with this whole thing. Just like those children, she continues to help me smile.
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      An Umbrella
to Remember


     


     Susyn Reeve


     

      Interfaith Minister and Spiritual Counselor

      




      Camp Verde, Arizona

     


     

      

       

        When I was 15 years old, my mom was hospitalized for two weeks, undergoing surgery for severe back pain. Because my two older sisters no longer lived at home, I was suddenly the “woman of the house.” I desperately wanted my dad to think I was doing a good job, so I was very careful to be helpful and always do the right thing. That included making meals. Ironically, my dad, a quiet man, would have been pleased if I simply made him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for dinner. But I wanted my mom to know that everything was okay on the home front, so I cooked.


      One night while I was preparing dinner, I noticed that one of the burners on the stove didn’t light when I turned the knob. I’ll ask Mom about this when I visit her tomorrow, I thought to myself, figuring my dad didn’t know much about anything in the kitchen.


      The next day, Saturday, was chilly and rainy. Despite the bad weather, I decided to walk to the hospital. Once inside, I dried myself off and sat down to talk with my mom. As sheets of rain pounded against the window in her room, I told her about my week, the meals I’d been cooking, and how I was doing a good job taking care of Dad while she was away from home.


      Then, casually, I mentioned that one of the burners on the stove wasn’t working. My mom’s reaction was immediate and scary.


      “Are you trying to burn the house down while I’m here in the hospital?” Mom snapped. “Go home right now and ask the superintendent to fix the pilot light in the stove! Do I have to take care of everything myself?”


      Furious and ashamed of myself, I stormed out of her hospital room shouting, “I’m trying to take care of things while you’re gone! I’m never going to visit you again!”


      I bolted into the elevator, tears streaming down my face. It was only when I got to the first floor and walked to the front door that I realized the intensity of the downpour. The rain had gotten much worse, and I had left my umbrella in Mom’s hospital room. There was no way I was going back up there! So I stepped into the rain and began my walk home, crying all the way.


      Within a quarter of a block, my clothes were already soaked through to my skin—and I had three more blocks to go. I felt so alone. Mom’s hospitalization had frightened me, and I’d been doing my best to be helpful. But, once again, I obviously hadn’t done enough! I was doing it all wrong! About a block from my apartment building, I noticed a man coming up the street, carrying an umbrella. He saw me, too, and hurried over.


      “Looks like you’re getting wet,” he said to me. “Would you like to get under my umbrella?”


      I took him up on his offer and we walked in silence. Less than a minute later we were outside my apartment building. I looked up at him.


      “Thank you,” I said. The man smiled at me, nodded, and went on his way.


      It all happened in just a moment, but I have thought about it for more than 40 years. In the middle of my distress, a complete stranger had reached out to me and offered help. The gesture was small, the words few, and yet they had given me comfort when I most needed it.


      I have tried throughout my life to extend my own “umbrella” when others have seemed in need. If this stranger could transform my despair with such a simple act of kindness, maybe I could do the same.


      I walked into the building and saw our superintendent. I told him about our stove, and he went with me to take a look. Within moments, the pilot light was lit.
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      Wisdom on Wheels


     


     Maralyn Schwer


     

      Self-employed Pastry Chef

      




      San Francisco, California

     


     

      

       

        When I was six or seven, my father taught me to ride a bike. It was scary to ride without training wheels, and like every other kid alive, I suffered many failed attempts. But my father never let me give up. He was the picture of patience, running beside me with his hand on the back of the seat, over and over, as many times as I needed him to. This helped me gain confidence.


      Finally, I took off by myself down the sidewalk. I’ll never forget the wind blowing against my face and the feeling of utter freedom and joy when I realized what I was doing! So what if I didn’t know how to stop and eventually fell over? That didn’t diminish the moment. My father’s message was clear: Keep trying. It pays off.


      About ten years later, my father gave a speech to my Hebrew high school graduating class, and that was still his message to all of us: persevere. Then in college, when I became familiar with the philosophy of the I Ching, I had to laugh to myself: The phrase “Perseverance brings good fortune” frequently appears in those ancient Chinese teachings. Did my father the cantor know how very Eastern he was? His words and deeds were so simple, yet they gave—and still give—me the confidence and optimism to get through many challenges. They’ve shaped my personal life and my worldview.


      My father died 19 years ago. Shortly afterward, I saw a greeting card in a store, and on the front was a photo of a little girl on her bike with her father running alongside, his hand on the seat. Inside, the message read, “Thanks for sticking with me.” I had to leave the shop.


      But five years later, I found myself running next to my son as he was learning how to ride his own bike. At one point, his frustration became too much for him, and he wanted to quit.


      “Keep trying,” I told him, assuring him that the pleasure of the ride was well worth the effort. He believed me, and eventually he mastered his two-wheeler. Soon we were riding together.


      I hope my son is learning that perseverance does bring good fortune. I know that’s what his grandfather would have told him.
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        When I was 13, I figured it would be easier just to drop dead. I didn’t know I had hit the customary angst of puberty. I thought it was just me.


      Growing up in my family was like sharing a hotel with a few other guests you only saw at meals. My businessman father didn’t have much interest in kids; he wanted to wait to see if they ever amounted to anything first. My attractive mother and her wardrobe lived in a social whirl. My older brother had his own life. So, I hid out in my room and read books.


      Outwardly, my childhood seemed fine. I had lots of friends, got all A’s, and was often class president. But I also weighed about 15 pounds less than everyone else and didn’t even need a bra—at least not physically.


      When the teen years hit, everything changed. In eighth grade, what I had—brains, grades, leadership skills—didn’t count anymore. Looks did. Now, I was just a skinny kid with braces, zits, and straight hair. A true Plain Jane. My family’s word for me was “homely,” and they said it a lot. My dad told me I should learn to take a joke.


      One Saturday, my mother—in desperation—took me to get a permanent wave. When I was a kid, perms took all day. First, your hair was soaked in a solution that smelled like rotten eggs. Then it was wrapped in little bits of tissue paper, each clump rolled tightly around pink rubber rods. Next, you sat under a metal, conelike device that was part heat lamp, part hair dryer. And there you sat for hours until the perm “took.” Finally released from this metal contraption, you’d watch as your newly curled hair was cut and styled, all while your body tried to cool down.


      On this particular day, I was getting a perm because, that evening, my mother, grandmother, and I were going to a concert by the renowned pianist Roger Williams. His first hit recording, “Autumn Leaves,” was already a classic. Williams had won world acclaim for his playing, and now he was performing in my hometown!


      Out in the dark concert hall, I sat beneath my smelly curls, my hot pink cheeks still stinging, marveling at the beauty flowing from Williams’s hands. When he played “Stardust,” all of us in the audience were swept up in the power of his music.


      As the evening wore on, Roger Williams’s performance became more and more dominated by the man himself—his sincerity, his self-deprecating humor. After the last haunting notes of the final encore, it seemed as if the entire audience surged backstage to meet him in person.


      My family was at the end of a very long line. While the musicians packed up their instruments and stagehands took down the set, Roger Williams sat at a card table in his shirtsleeves, looking hot and sweaty, signing autographs, and chatting with well-wishers. By the time we reached him, it was nearly midnight.


      Taking a deep breath and timidly stepping to the table, I held out my program. Roger Williams sneaked a quick glance at his watch, looked up at me, and smiled warmly.


      “Well, hello, pretty girl!” he said.


      I was stunned. No one had ever called me “pretty” before.


      My mouth must have fallen open, because he laughed and said, “Yes, I do mean you. Really.”


      Then with tears rushing to my eyes, I watched him sign my wadded-up program and turn to greet the others. Later, he asked my grandmother to send him the show’s reviews and wrote her a personal thank-you note when she did. I still have it. That was 45 years ago.


      That night, I went home, locked myself in the bathroom, and stared at myself in the mirror for a long time. I practiced my smile and whispered the words to myself very softly.


      

       Well, hello, pretty girl.
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        It was the end of a grueling 24 hours in a Zen Buddhist monastery in Kyoto, Japan. Dehydrated from little to drink and eat, and exhausted from unfamiliar chores, my head was pounding, my stomach queasy. Throughout the day, I had washed the outside of a building in the early-morning chill, swept the garden, kneeled on the kitchen floor to peel potatoes and onions, carried bundles of heavy blankets from one residence to another, and spent hours in intense meditation. What little sleep I tried to get was spent fitfully tossing about on a blanket on a wooden floor. My beanbag pillow had not helped.


      What was a slight, middle-aged woman from Kansas doing here?


      As a graduate student of comparative religion and philosophy at Wichita State, I had wanted to experience, as much as possible, some of the disciplines of other religions. In particular, I dreamed of visiting a temple monastery to experience “Zen life” firsthand. So my husband and I made a trip to Japan.


      When we landed, my brother, who was an academic in Osaka, informed me that I had an interview with Kosan, the head monk at Ryoan-ji. Even though I knew the chances of being allowed to visit were slim, I was elated. This was one of the most revered temples in Japan!


      My audience with Kosan lasted three hours as he interrogated me about my sincerity. I sat in the lotus position throughout, pleading my case: I had done yoga for 15 years. I’d make do with the language barrier. I was on my own path of enlightenment.


      After convincing Kosan that my intentions were serious, I was taken into the sanctuary for one more interview, this time with the temple’s abbot. He was sweet and compassionate and went over everything, explaining the rigorous and austere life of the monastery. If I didn’t get in, I figured, I could still savor this unique experience of drinking tea in ancient teacups in the most famous monastery in Japan.


      Finally, after another two hours (in the lotus position), the abbot relented. I could stay at the monastery for a day and a night.


      My first requirement was to remove my wedding ring and chain necklace, then exchange the clothes I wore for a heavy, black robe and straw sandals. Immediately my awkwardness was apparent. The dilapidated and stringy straw sandals kept slipping off; the oversized robe trailed after me. I had to walk slowly and cautiously. Not exactly a flying nun.


      It didn’t take long for me to realize that I was little prepared for the full impact of Zen discipline with its demand to purge oneself physically, mentally, and emotionally, in hopes of bringing a full awareness of each moment. In addition to the manual labor I was assigned, I was required to absorb other endless details: how to align my sandals neatly; how to brush my teeth without spilling a drop of water; when and how to bow, pass food at mealtime, and fold the bedding correctly; and how to splash cold water on my face before rushing off to chant sutras at four o’clock in the morning.


      Because the monks observed a vow of silence, I spent much of my time on my own, scurrying along as best I could, my sandals scuffling beneath me. At all times, I had to remember to concentrate on each moment and to practice frugality in every sense of the word—with food, drink, time, and speech.


      Gykushu, the resident nun and my interpreter, explained the Zen life to me this way:


      “Have no concern with physical discomforts such as cold, hunger, and pain,” she said. “All is Zazen.” (Translation: All of our tasks must be practiced with a complete calmness of mind.) I thought of these words as I sat in full lotus position throughout the three- and four-hour sessions of meditation. If even one small part of your anatomy moved, a monk would discipline you with a stick. (He did so with me because one of my thumbs wasn’t perfectly placed.) By midmorning of the second day I was shaky, drained, and nauseous.


      Finally, toward noon, I was given my final task: to iron a heavy, black cotton robe. I had to make it completely smooth, one painstaking patch at a time. By now, I had a crushing headache.


      On my knees on the wooden floor, I pushed the old, lukewarm iron over and over the material, trying frantically to press out the stubborn wrinkles. But nothing helped, and the creases remained. Bending forward made my head throb and my stomach churn.


      

       Please, God, I desperately begged to myself, don’t let anyone know I’m sick. I was emotionally spent and ready to cry.


      It was at this precise moment that Gykushu walked in. I leaned back on my heels, iron in hand, and raised my eyes to her. Seeing this small, serene woman with the shaved head and the caring black eyes, I smiled back wanly.


      “Oh, Gykushu,” I murmured at last, “I’m not doing a good job.”


      Gykushu knelt down. Leaning toward me and looking directly into my eyes, she declared firmly and softly, “DeMar, you must remember this: There is no good. And there is no bad. All that matters is how much you try.”


      I felt the tension leave my body. I realized that in wanting everything to be so perfect, so good, I had made myself sick.


      When my time to leave the monastery had arrived—and when the ironing was finished—I took off the cumbersome robe and awkward sandals, collected my belongings, and told Gykushu and Kosan good-bye. They had been gracious, loving, nurturing. And so with head high—and stomach upside down—my 24 hours of monastic life came to an end.


      Back home, as I’ve lived through the many busy years of marriage, work, graduate school, mothering, and grandmothering, Gykushu’s words, “All that matters is how much you try,” have become my mantra. When ideas are vetoed, projects rejected, recipes flop, knowing that I tried keeps me unperturbed and even lifts my spirit. This has changed my life.
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        What do you call a spelling bee, tennis practice, a soccer fund-raiser, one dentist appointment, two sick guinea pigs, a three o’clock board meeting, and a full-time job? In my house that’s referred to as Tuesday.


      Being a single mom requires stamina, patience, and the power to reshape time itself. But, alas, it’s no longer enough to be Super Mom. Every magazine cover now insists that we have firm abs, too—like a sort of Supermodel Super Mom. On the upside, I still do have the body I had at 20. On the downside, it wasn’t so swell then either. In spite of my success as a mother, sister, daughter, friend, producer, writer, and school volunteer, there are three words that really bug me: “Just Do It.”


      I’ll never forget the first time I saw that clearly over-caffeinated Nike commercial. It caught me off guard. I was in the middle of weeping on my sofa, having just survived a slumber party with nine little girls. They had managed to stop giggling by 2:00 A.M., and yet clamored for pancakes by six. Covered in flour, with inky circles under my eyes, I resembled something that had fallen off the back of a bakery truck.


      And then there it was on the television screen: a parade of women, certainly my age, gritty determination plastered all over their perfect bodies. As they ran—over rocks, up mountains, across rivers—the sweatier and more alluring they became. Here was the kind of woman who might, in fact, be a mother, but who wouldn’t know a carpool unless she could swim a hundred laps across it.


      Then came the Nike logo and that booming voiceover: “Just Do It!”


      I finished my doughnut, turned off the TV, and thought to myself, Doing It is one thing, but must I Do It uphill, too?


      Why did I continue to care about this slogan so much? Because, frankly, I have no time to Do It, and the older I get, the less I want to Do It, anyway. Besides, it was always my understanding that Demi Moore looks the way she does so I don’t have to. Sure, I have friends who rise with the sun to swim and run and cycle their way into tight jeans and jiggle-free miniskirts. I’ve tried, but I will never be one of them. I can’t seem to carve out the time or my glutes. I have no hand-eye coordination, limited agility, and most important, a huge genetic disadvantage: Jews don’t make the best athletes.


      First of all, “Air Abramowitz” would never work on a sneaker. Secondly, we’re not movers—athletically speaking. We tend to excel at wandering. In fact, if wandering were an Olympic event, you might see more Jews in sports. But you don’t. Sure, we made a mad dash out of Egypt for the Promised Land, but the truth is, we were hoping the promise included a food court.


      Frankly, I’d like to be less soccer mom and more hot soccer mamma, so I joined a gym. I’ve never actually gone, mind you, but I still love telling people that I belong to one. It gives the illusion of Just Doing It with less risk of injury.


      I wish I felt guilty about not carving out my own hard body, but I don’t have the time. Instead, I am thrilled by my full life if not my fuller dimensions. Yes, my abs are more washing machine than washboard, and I’ve got cleavage that’s large enough to be French braided, but I’ve finally decided that my magazine cover will just have to say, “Delicious!” If I’m going to take a big bite out of my life, then it’s sure as hell going to include dessert. I guess that makes me more of a Super-Soft Super Mom. I don’t look so good in the cape, but my daughter tells me I make a great pillow.


      The more I think about Just Doing It, the more I realize I’m doing it all every day. So what do you call back-to-back meetings, Brownies, company for dinner, trumpet practice, guitar lessons, fall soccer, a new bunny rabbit, laundry mountain, two book reports, and a Margarita Night Out with the Girls? At my house we call that Just Doing Fine.
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