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  FOREWORD: AN ACT OF KINDNESS


  Years ago, I wrote Random Acts of Kindness with the belief that simple deeds can bring smiles to people’s faces. My book reflects the Golden Rule that we all learned in elementary school: Treat others the way you want to be treated. I loved reading and publishing other people’s stories of kindness—just as I now love reading this Contagious Optimism book series and its stories from the people who want to spread such a positive movement. I am proud to be part of a community that’s making the world a happier place for the next generation. You, reader, have joined a wonderful community by picking up this book.


  I consider this book an act of kindness. So many people are sharing their stories of loss and times of struggle in order to help others overcome their own experiences. The Contagious Optimism book series inspires others to find their way when they feel lost.


  I recall an occasion of inspirational acts of kindness nearly two years ago when the world seemed to stop. Twenty-six children in Newtown, Connecticut, died in a school shooting. The light went out in so many people’s lives and being happy seemed to be an impossible feat.


  Instantly, people started to bring back that light. A “pay it forward” movement spread through word of mouth and social media. There was a “pay it forward” line outside a Starbucks drive-through. One photographer took free photos for families. Some left money beside vending machines to bring a smile to an unsuspecting customer. Though simple, these acts lifted hearts and inspired others to give back. People felt that they needed to do something, and that they did. I am most interested in the way these acts spread: by example.


  Give this book to someone who feels stuck and needs an inspiration. Learn how people who have gone through the worst experiences overcame their obstacles. After you finish this book, think about what you will do to help spread optimism in the world.


  Our acts of kindness can be small, but they can have great impact. In this Contagious Optimism book, 10 Habits of Truly Optimistic People, the stories are small, but the messages are larger than life. I firmly believe that the more goodwill and happiness we spread, the better the world becomes. Enjoy this book and, above all, stay positive.


  Will Glennon


  San Francisco, California
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  FOREWORD: OPTIMISM IS VIRAL


  The biggest goal you can have for an online posting is that it will go “viral.” That’s when it is so appealing that others spontaneously pass it along until it reaches far beyond your own capacity for promoting it. This is the same concept behind 10 Habits of Truly Optimistic People. We want this to be so uplifting and enjoyable that you can’t resist enthusiastically telling others about it.


  I’m an optimist, a proud and bold optimist. I believe in the eternal possibilities for life to expand and improve. I’m convinced that anything can be better.


  This book series is designed to spread that positive belief to the entire world. There is no need to settle for a life that can be tolerated when you can aspire to a life that can be celebrated. You and I can make this world better every single day through a myriad of small and large actions that will encourage others and improve circumstances.


  Growing up, I never thought my life would matter much. It was my operating assumption that I’d serve my time, do some good, have some fun, and then be gone—forever. I expected to be a nice but unimportant person. One day all that changed. I heard a radio broadcast by Earl Nightingale that told me, “If you’ll spend one extra hour each day studying your chosen field, you will become a national expert in that field in five years or less.” I was stunned! What?! With just one extra hour a day? Even I could do that! That’s the day my life changed direction. This can happen for you as well.


  You can change the direction of your own life simply by reading or hearing just one encouraging story a day about how someone else made this world a better place, or how they overcame a challenge or achieved a goal. Just one story a day and your life will change direction too.


  You can also make a profound difference in your world starting now. Within one hour you can have a positive impact on someone or something. Look around you. There are things large and small that can be improved, and you are in a position to make them better. You may not be able to do it all or do it alone, but you can become the contagious force that starts the growth process. And as you grow and improve personally, you’ll make an even bigger difference.


  Because you are reading this book, you are already on the right path. Make that your new habit of choice: read something positive and uplifting every day. Even if it is just for a few minutes, do it every day without fail and you too will be “without fail.” Sure, some things you try won’t work as planned. But failure is not when things don’t work; it’s when you stop working! Gain a new positive mindset today and become a Contagious Optimist!


  Jim Cathcart


  Bestselling author, world-renowned speaker


  Carlsbad, California
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  WELCOME


  Welcome to 10 Habits of Truly Optimistic People, the second volume in our Contagious Optimism book series. We are proud to continue our mission of bringing uplifting stories and insight to readers all over the world. No matter what may be happening in your life, it is encouraging to learn how other people have persevered and found their silver linings.


  Real stories can be powerful. I learned this when I was young, during visits with my relatives. When I think back, I vividly remember visiting my grandmother in New York in the 1970s. I can still smell her cooking; I can still feel the comfort of her living room couch. However, what I remember most are the stories my relatives told. While I may have heard those stories a thousand times, I would give anything to hear them again today.


  It was from those visits that I learned about the lasting impact of a person’s stories, and it is why I made it my mission to capture real stories from real people around the globe. Stories connect us, and as the Contagious Optimism books strive to do, they can bring joy and spread optimism. I believe we all have the capacity to make optimism contagious just by sharing our life’s adventures, our successes, and even our mistakes. Just look at it this way: Whether people are enduring good times or bad, just knowing that others have been in the same boat and have persevered is comforting. It spreads a message of hope.


  The underlying theme of the Contagious Optimism book series is “positive forward thinking.” Positive forward thinking means finding the silver lining in the difficulties of yesterday or today, and going forward with the confidence that tomorrow will be better. I believe that each of us has this ability, but sometimes we need to hear or read examples about the way other people have accomplished it. This series includes stories from people who have successfully found their own silver linings, even in difficult circumstances. Our books also include insight and guidance from a global team of professionals. These professionals include career coaches, life coaches, spiritual professionals, medical professionals, financial professionals, wellness experts, self-help experts, and many others.


  I truly believe that reading stories of how others have persevered through their life’s adventures will help you to discover positivity in your own life. These stories are proof that we can all find our silver linings.


  We appreciate having you as a reader and welcome you as a potential coauthor in a future volume. Please see the “Share Your Stories” section at the end of this book to learn more.


  Thank you for reading, and stay positive!


  David Mezzapelle


  Jupiter, Florida


  CHARTER ONE


  EMBRACE CHANGE
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  If you accept change and embrace what life offers,


  it is more likely that you will be successful


  when you come across the peaks and valleys of living.


  If we don’t evolve, we only stand still.
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  Life frequently throws curveballs at us, some good and some not so good. It’s how we handle those curveballs, learn from them, and move on that really matters. The curveballs themselves are temporary; they come and go. It’s our reaction and our ability to persevere that reveals our true strength. We may not always have the strength we think we need, but we evolve, we learn, and we do ultimately find it. That’s the beauty of every learning experience.


  If we were Superman, we would not let anything stop us in our mission to protect what is important. Only one thing gets in Superman’s way: kryptonite. How does Superman handle kryptonite? He avoids it. As a proponent of optimism for many years, I have always thought that I could write a screenplay for a new Superman. In my version, Superman finds a way to build immunity to kryptonite. This immunity would serve him well and give people around him the comfort that Superman is truly invincible. What is your kryptonite? Imagine your life without allowing your personal kryptonite to get in the way of your dreams.


  This chapter focuses on embracing what life throws at us, including change. Change is a general term, but we look at it from the standpoint of life-changing and life-impacting events. Change, like curveballs, is inevitable in our lives. It is important that we accept change, learn from it, and evolve. By reading real stories and insight from all over the world, we learn how others have accepted change and moved on. We learn how they turned kryptonite into a stepping-stone that is no longer a threat.


  David


  
    Had I been rigid about my own ideas for a career path, I would have missed out on the incredible journey my life has taken. I am not only thankful for the many blessings in my life, but also for the flexibility that made me see that change is healthy, and something that should be embraced, not avoided.


    —Molly Hoover, West Palm Beach, Florida


    Hope requires us to believe in something bigger than ourselves. We should live our lives optimistically, striving to improve other people’s situations more than our own. Optimism is hope manifested in our daily actions to make the world a better place for all to live in and enjoy. By being encouraging, honest, and hopeful, we can be the catalyst that positively embraces and transforms another person’s attitude toward life.


    —Mike Cuppett, Memphis, Tennessee
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        THE ROAD BACK RECIPE

      
    

  


  ROBERT HAMMONDS


  
    Don’t go around saying the world owes you a living. The world owes you nothing. It was here first.


    —Mark Twain

  


  When the Financial Meltdown of 2008 hit, many hardworking people were negatively affected in ways not seen since the Great Depression. People had to reevaluate, reinvent, and reenergize their lives and work habits like never before while looking to create new ways to support their families.


  I was no different. I was a mortgage broker and a pretty good one, but when I witnessed the devastation of a market that, overnight, ceased to exist, I knew I had to do something. I had three beautiful children and a wonderful wife who counted on me to provide for them, and it quickly became apparent that the old ways of making a living were gone.


  While many of my contemporaries complained and pointed fingers at both Wall Street and the government, I decided that I could not bother getting caught up in such discussions. I had a family to support, and complaints and inactivity were not options. While I was frustrated and scared at times, I knew that the only true course for getting my career back started with me. I would have to clear out all the negative thoughts that were draining my energy and start adopting a positive mental attitude. The road back would have peaks and valleys; there was no question. However, I knew that I was no different from others who have had to deal with hardship, and that there had to be a silver lining.


  I have always treated people well and have been fortunate to have built a diverse set of contacts over the years. I knew I would have to count on people to help me on my journey, so I used these potential advocates as my starting point. I adopted the attitude that I would not feel embarrassed or ashamed for something I had no control over, and I reached out to everyone I knew. Reaching out to my contacts and asking for help taught me my first lesson on the path back, which I will share with you: Continue to push yourself and hold yourself accountable for what happens next. Contacts help, but they have lives and challenges too. Therefore, let them know what you need and seek their advice and help, but know that your success is ultimately your own responsibility.


  The second lesson on the path back? Look for ways to supplement your income. I taught classes at a local university, became an elected official of the town I live in, and delivered subpoenas. Additionally, I had another part-time job and continued to help my clients with mortgages. There is no shame in hard work, especially when the priority is your family. Today, I am grateful to have a steady job, and while it is not perfect, it has gotten me back to working full-time with benefits for my family, and I am thankful to have a consistent paycheck.


  As I look back, I can say that I am most proud that I challenged myself to become better in all aspects of life, and with the markets showing some signs of improvement, I continue to look for the silver lining. So remember, the recipe to recovery starts with reaching out to people for help and knowing that action and a positive attitude are essential to getting back to where you need to be.


  
    CONTAGIOUS REVIVAL
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    The world does not owe you a living. Reevaluate, reinvent, and reenergize yourself, and your growth will make the next phase of life even more rewarding.
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        THE POWER OF BELIEVING

      
    

  


  ALISON NANCYE


  When I was a little girl, I dreamt of finding my dad. The only problem was, no one knew where he was. My parents were only twenty years old and dating when my mom got pregnant, and they broke up before I was born. It was one of those things in life that just happens.


  Growing up, I would often ask my mom what my dad looked like and what his personality traits were—I wanted to know who he was. I clung to the small pieces of information that she shared, and I would spend hours daydreaming that one day I might bump into my dad on the street and suddenly know he was “the one.” But I was only a kid, and I didn’t realize how unrealistic that was.


  As I started to grow up, many people told me that it would be impossible to locate my father, and my dream of finding him began to diminish. By the time I entered my twenties, this dream was almost nonexistent. However, despite what people told me, a part of my heart always knew he was out there somewhere, and one day I’d be able to reach him. I made the choice to believe.


  Although this belief stayed with me, I put it on the back burner until one day when I was thirty-three. I was doing a self-development workshop that was all about claiming your dreams and connecting with your true life path, and naturally, my dream of finding my dad came up. I realized that though I had suppressed it, it had never gone away. Rather than putting my power in the belief that I would find him, I had chosen to put power in my lack of faith. Once I discovered this, there was no turning back.


  I became focused on my goal to find my father and restore that missing link. I was on a mission, determined to put my power back in the right place. After doing research and using all my resources, my resolve paid off: I found him. I discovered that my dad was living just twenty minutes away from my husband’s family. After putting all the pieces together to ensure that he was my father, I decided to leave a message at his local bowling club. It was one of the happiest days of my life when he returned my call. I finally knew where my dad was, and, at thirty-three, I finally heard my dad’s voice for the first time in my life.


  Today I am forty-three and delighted to say that I still know my dad. He is very active in my life and is a big part of my family. Not only that, but as a result of finding him, my mom finally got her greatest wish: to marry a man she loves and have a child with that man—though it wasn’t exactly in that order. It was at my wedding a year after finding my father that my parents reconnected after almost thirty-five years of lost contact. They reignited their love, got engaged a year later, and a year after that, they were married. To this day, my parents are still happily married to each other.


  Finding my dad and witnessing how our renewed connection has influenced my life has been overwhelming. I finally have what I so desperately wanted as a child: a father. As a result of fulfilling this lifelong dream, I now work to encourage other people to go after their own dreams. I have also found the courage to go after more of my own. We only get one life, and much of our happiness and success come down to where we put our power. My advice to everyone is to put their power into believing.


  
    CONTAGIOUS BELIEF
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    Even if you want something really bad, it can be easy to get discouraged—by others or by your self-doubt. But don’t give up. Believe. There is so much power in just believing.
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        HOW SHAKER NEVER LEFT US

      
    

  


  NORMAN WAIN


  First I told my wife, Nina. She was shocked; tears flowed from her disbelieving eyes. “You really think it’s best for us to move?” she asked.


  I had been working with my two partners for several months on the possibility of moving from Cleveland, Ohio, to Westchester County, New York. I had the chance to leave the ranks of the wage earners and move on to an ownership position at a radio station—something I had been thinking about since I became a disk jockey. It meant that my partners and their families, and our own little group, would move to what we considered foreign land.


  Nina was born in Cleveland. She attended Roxboro Elementary School and Heights High School. She had left Cleveland for a few years to study at the University of Michigan, but she returned to be with her family and friends. We had been married for ten years and we were very happy in our little home on Scott-sdale Boulevard in Shaker Heights, a Cleveland suburb. Our three little girls, aged five, seven, and nine, had known no other home, and it was difficult deciding how we’d break the news.


  Nina was elected by default to be the “quarterback” of the move. It wasn’t pretty when we told the girls, even though Nina had every word and every moment planned out in advance. It would be an adventure, a trip of discovery, a bigger house, a chance to see Gramma Pearl more often, and a fun time for all. The kids weren’t buying it. To their credit, they finally accepted the reality when we started the mundane tasks of packing and selling the house.


  I actually thought we could pull off the move without too much grief. But then, all too quickly, like a thunderstorm that catches you by surprise, the reality hit us. We left the house behind, driving east to the end of our boulevard and turning right onto Warrensville Center Road. Then it happened—the unreal stillness in the car was broken by Cathy, our youngest daughter, who said simply, “Daddy, why do we have to go? Why can’t we just stay here?” With that, three kids and two adults burst into tears. We cried for at least ten minutes.


  Finally, when the tears subsided and I could see the road again, we continued toward the unknown land called Westchester County. The adjustment to new surroundings and new people was difficult. About a month after we made the move, the kids were restless at bedtime one night and refused to go to sleep, so Nina and I decided it was time for a family meeting. We did this from time to time to solve problems, and the kids liked it. At this meeting, we decided that the least we could do was buy them a dog as we had always promised. With assurances that we would look into it, we finally got everyone back to bed.


  We rushed into action as soon as we knew they were asleep. Within two days, we were able to find a babysitter and race to the nearby shelter, and we eventually came home with an adorable dachshund puppy. We went to the kids’ bedrooms, woke them up, and gathered them in the kitchen to welcome the newest member of our family. The girls were ecstatic. They took turns petting and feeding the puppy. All there was left to decide was his name. Suggestions came up but were rejected immediately. Finally our oldest daughter, Beth, solved the problem to everyone’s deep satisfaction.


  “Let’s call him Shaker,” she said. And that is what we did.


  
    CONTAGIOUS CHANGE
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    New opportunities are full of the unknown, but are also full of possibilities. Embrace new beginnings, but don’t forget your roots.
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        HOW TO ADDRESS YOUR BIGGEST FEAR

      
    

  


  LIISA KYLE


  What are you seriously afraid of? Stop for a moment and listen to your thoughts: Deep down, what is your biggest concern?


  We all harbor fears at different levels. We might be anxious about the future or worried for the well-being of those we love. Sometimes we’re worried about particular things we can’t control, or frightened to speak in public, or panicked about meeting an important deadline.


  These everyday fears usually mask something bigger, scarier, and more significant. Deep down, within each of us, is a fundamental fear: our worst nightmare—the thing that terrifies us to our core. Let’s call it the “Big Fear.” It could be the fear of being unloved, the fear of failure, the fear of being unworthy, or the fear of death.


  The Big Fear affects us profoundly. It influences our actions, beliefs, and expectations. A lot of Big Fears are really overblown exaggerations of our worst-case scenarios. Let’s take fear of failure for example. Deep down, it can feel like you aren’t “good enough” and will never amount to anything. It can feel like you’re wasting your life, or that you’ll end up homeless, alone, and unloved. That’s a Big Fear, and a heavy burden to carry around. It’s difficult to be cheery with this fear in mind.


  A few self-aware people already know the nature of their Big Fear, but most of us don’t. Our minds want to protect us from pain and harm so we tend to bury our fundamental dread. Our brains find comically complex ways to prevent us from thinking about it. But until we know the true source of our fundamental fear, we can’t address it or overcome it. We are blind to the very thing that affects our lives the most.


  Although it takes courage to look inside ourselves and identify our Big Fear, the payoff of doing so is enormous. First, you will feel relief because you will no longer be tormented by this unknown entity. Recognizing your Big Fear means that you will be able to see how it affects you. You will be free to make different choices and to take different actions. You can better understand yourself, and, if you choose to, laugh at yourself (in a good way).


  Often, when you find your Big Fear, you’ll realize it’s really not that bad, or that it’s not applicable to your current life. It could be that, as a kid, you were fearful of failure, but now you realize that you are successful in many ways. This epiphany will allow you to let go of this Big Fear. It may have motivated you to achieve a lot earlier in life, but now you can release it because it is no longer necessary.


  So let’s identify your Big Fear. Clear your schedule. As fast as you can, answer the following:


  As a child, I was afraid of _______________________________________


  My parents were afraid that ______________________________________


  As a teen, I was nervous about ___________________________________


  As a young adult, I worried about _________________________________


  If I’m honest with myself, I’m really afraid that ______________________


  You’ll know when you hit upon your Big Fear. Your body will tell you. When you identify your Big Fear, you’ll suddenly sit up straight, or gasp, or tingle. It may elicit tears, or anger, or a desire to bolt from the room. They don’t call this reaction “fight or flight” for nothing.


  Now, the first thing is to be proud for identifying what’s really going on deep down. Be kind and gentle with yourself for taking this scary step in your personal development.


  The next task is easier; it’s time to address your Big Fear. Ask yourself: Is this Big Fear valid? What evidence is there to the contrary? Give yourself a reality check.


  Next, take a moment to appreciate this fear. Yes, appreciate it. How has this fear helped you in life? What good has come from it?


  Lastly, ask yourself how your Big Fear affects you today. What does it cost you to harbor this fear? What benefits would there be to releasing it? Is it time to release this fear? If it makes sense, let go of it.


  
    CONTAGIOUS PRACTICE
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    Going forward, monitor your thoughts and actions. Should you find yourself feeling anxious or nervous or unreasonably fearful, see if you can detect the influence of your Big Fear. Pat yourself on the back for noticing. Bonus points if you can laugh about it. Understand what’s going on and let it go. Release your Big Fear.
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        THE FIGHT FOR SIGHT

      
    

  


  MELODY GOODSPEED


  On a very ordinary day in 2003, I was driving to work, stuck in the usual 495 traffic. No worries, I thought, as I cranked up Dave Matthews, not caring what others thought as I broke out singing and car dancing. As I inched closer to work I went over lesson plans for my day as a teacher; I taught third-grade students with emotional disabilities, and I loved my job. Looking back, I wonder why that day in particular is so clear to me now. Maybe it was because during that ride to work, I realized everything in my life was almost perfect. I was twenty-six years old, I had an amazing job, and my coworkers had become close friends. I was working toward my master’s degree in special education, and life to me was so sweet. It was a moment when I was able to reflect on what I had accomplished and take it in with a breath of gratitude.


  However, several weeks later I started getting terrible headaches. I didn’t think much about them at first, and attributed them to my busy schedule. When I went to the doctor, I was told my headaches were nothing more than cluster migraines, and I was sent on my way with steroids to calm the pain. But the pain never stopped, and it took several emergency room visits and tests before the true cause was discovered. I remember leaving an MRI fearing that the results were going to be bad, but I allowed myself to hope everything would be okay since the hospital released me.


  Then, the phone call came.


  I was told to come back to the hospital as quickly as possible. When I arrived, I waited in the ER with my parents for what seemed like years. The doctor came in and shut the door. He said something about a blood clot and pressure on my eyes, which would affect my sight. As I pulled myself out of the cloud of confusion, I looked around the room and saw teary-eyed faces of shock, pain, and hopelessness. At that moment, I thought about my drive to work a couple of weeks earlier, and I knew that my perfect world had changed.


  As the nurses hooked me up to medicines to shrink the blood clot in my brain, I still allowed myself to hope. I went home after a couple of weeks, but a few days later I was so sick that I had to call 911. The next three weeks were the most painful time I had ever experienced. My vision was leaving me and there was nothing I could do to stop it. The pressure from the clot was too much for my body to take, and with each passing minute I could see the beauty of the world slipping away from me. Finally, one morning in June 2003, I awoke and it was gone. That is a day I will never forget.


  I took a long time to heal, and I spent the next year sick and depressed. Eventually, the clot disappeared and other surgeries took away the physical pain, but the emotional pain and feelings of helplessness stayed with me. I felt as if I had lost everything, and I didn’t know if I would be able to laugh or truly feel positive again.


  However, after several months of being at rock bottom, I decided I had two choices: either give up or fight. I chose to fight harder than I ever had before, using my anger as fuel and my loved ones for support. I found myself going to rehab and learning to live as a person without sight. Each moment required so much effort and concentration, and though I had wonderful therapists, I moved through each day with no emotion.


  While at the rehabilitation center, I used screen-reading software that allows a person without sight to interact with the computer using speech. One day, I entered my computer class and was disappointed to find that I was the only student that day. This made me angry because I didn’t want to be the center of attention during the lesson.


  When my instructor, Charles, came over to greet me, he immediately said, “I can tell something is bugging you.” I could hear the concern in his gentle voice, and I felt comforted and understood. Like me, Charles also had a disability: he was in a wheelchair, so he knew what struggle felt like.


  As we started our lesson and I began slowly learning about spell check, I felt my frustration over my situation building. In the middle of the lesson, I suddenly exploded and broke out into uncontrollable sobs. I screamed, “I hate spell check! I hate being blind and I want to die right now!”


  Charles went over and closed his classroom door, brought me a bowl of chocolate ice cream, and rubbed my back as I sobbed on his shoulder. He then told me the story of his accident over twenty years before when he lost the use of his legs. It was difficult for him, but he pushed on and kept finding purposes in life, such as becoming an instructor for the blind. Charles then shared that his daughter, Liza, had also lost her vision, and described how painful it was that he had not been able to prevent it for her. He asked if I’d like to talk to Liza. Once I pulled myself together, I was on the phone with a woman who sounded so free-spirited and happy. Charles and Liza showed me that I could overcome anything and find joy and purpose even in the worst situations. They helped place the first logs of hope and strength on my personal dam, and that was the first step in my walk with blindness.


  Those three months of therapy were difficult, but I believe with all my heart that life never gives you more than you can handle. My teachers and loved ones helped remind me that life was not over—just different. Now, I feel extremely passionate about helping others through their trials in life. I want others to know that life is good, even if it hands them a bad situation. I had a hard road and I still do, but I have more blessings than hard times. I am a mother, wife, friend, family member, dog owner, coworker, and teacher, and I love life too much to let darkness fall over it.


  
    CONTAGIOUS POSITIVITY
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    Loss is something we all have to endure in our lives at one point, but it is how we craft the situation that matters.
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        LEARNING TO DANCE IN THE RAIN

      
    

  


  VANEETHA RENDALL


  “Why do you walk like that?”


  That single question haunted me for years. Young children would boldly demand an answer as they pointed at me. Adults didn’t dare voice the question, but looked puzzled as they watched me walk. As for me, I would ask myself that question daily as I struggled to understand why I had to be different from everyone else.


  When I was in elementary school, none of my classmates were familiar with polio. With the vaccine’s development in 1952, it became a disease that my friends only heard about from their parents. Even in India, where I was born in 1964, polio was almost eradicated, so the vaccine was no longer given to infants. However, at three months of age, I contracted the disease. Thinking I had typhoid, the inexperienced doctors gave me cortisone to lower my 105 degree fever, and within twenty-four hours, the virus had spread throughout my infantile body, leaving me virtually a quadriplegic.


  With limited medical options, my family quickly left India and moved to London, where I had my first surgery at two years old. Shortly afterward, we moved to Canada and I went on to have twenty more surgeries, many at the Shriners Hospital, where I lived for months at a time throughout my childhood. Most of my operations were muscle transfers to help me walk, though I always had a pronounced limp—visible evidence of my handicap. The doctors recommended I try a special school for people with disabilities, but my parents were determined to keep me in regular public school so I could learn to survive in the real world.


  While hospital life was lonely, it was less painful than the constant mocking I experienced in the real world. When I was seven years old, I was attacked by a group of boys on my way home from school. They threw stones at me and called me a “cripple.” My self-image was so poor that I felt ashamed of my disability instead of feeling anger at the boys.


  That was not an isolated incident: the bullying continued throughout elementary school. In fifth grade, one of my classmates tormented me daily by imitating my limp, laughing at my weak arms, and openly mocking me in front of everyone. One day, after humiliating me, she added, “You don’t mind me doing that, do you? I mean it doesn’t make you cry or anything? I just think it’s funny, that’s all.” I fought back the tears and laughed instead. I wasn’t going to let anyone see me cry.


  I buried the hurt of that teasing to please others, yet it constantly whispered to me that I didn’t count, that I didn’t belong, and that I’d always be an outsider. However, at age sixteen, acceptance from an unlikely friend broke through that pain, convincing me that I was worthwhile for the first time. This high school friend was willing to look past my limp and get to know me. Undaunted by my handicap, she talked about it naturally, as if it were nothing to be ashamed of, which seemed to dismantle its power.


  Before meeting her, I had never talked about my disability with anyone; I would immediately change the subject if anyone even broached it. By not addressing it, I somehow felt I didn’t have to face it. In reality, I faced it every day, but I faced it alone, with my own assumptions of what others were thinking. My friend encouraged me to accept my scarred, misshapen body and see what it said to others: that I had suffered and overcome, that I had character and courage. Viewing myself through this new lens was liberating, and it changed everything.


  Life has had its twists and turns since those long ago days of high school, and my struggles have not been limited to my physical disability. I have faced the death of a young son, a painful divorce, and a decline in my strength, each of which has brought its own sorrows. However, coming to terms with my handicap was the turning point for me, for it has enabled me to view all my circumstances through a lens of optimism and grace, and it has allowed me to find joy in unexpected places. For that, I am truly grateful.


  
    CONTAGIOUS DANCE
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    We are resilient, we can overcome, and we will endure.

  


  
    Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass—it’s about learning to dance in the rain.


    —Vivian Greene
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        AUTISM AND INNER STRENGTH

      
    

  


  ANNE BENNETT-BREADY


  When my son Nate was diagnosed with autism at the age of three, I was devastated. I was in shock for an extremely long time, and then decided that his disorder was my fault. I was not sure what to do because, back then, there weren’t many resources available. Little was known about autism at the time, so I began to do research in order to help my son in any way possible. It was a journey that I was forced to travel, and it seemed as though there was no end in sight.


  When I finally overcame the shock of learning that my son was autistic, I felt an urgency to begin some kind of treatment as though every minute mattered. However, when I began to gather information on treatment, the prospects were overwhelming! I had a long and confusing list that included every type of therapy, from drug therapy to dolphin therapy. Other types of treatment included auditory training, special diets, and specialized educational programs. I didn’t know where to start.


  I convinced myself I would find the end to this maze of treatments, and ensure that my son lived a happy, well-adjusted life. I knew that my faith, my inner strength, and the love I felt for my son would get me through, and my heart spent a lot of time convincing my mind that things would work out. Nate’s salvation became my purpose in life. I let go of my own wants and needs, and dedicated myself to his recovery. However, though that was my choice, every choice has consequences. I didn’t think that ignoring my own needs for the sake of my son would result in long-term physical health problems as well as emotional distress, but I am still dealing with those issues today.


  The stress I felt while caring for Nate was self-destructive and emotionally draining, but I couldn’t stop putting all my effort into helping him. I was fortunate to have one of the best schools for autism located twenty miles from my home. This establishment was truly my life preserver. I learned that autism is not a bad word, but simply refers to a neurobiological brain disorder that affects communication and socialization. It did not result from anything I had done while I was pregnant or had done in my past.


  In raising Nate, I learned that though I could not cure my son, I could gain some control over the situation. I began to take this control by reading and absorbing everything about autism, and by using this new knowledge as power. It was a great feeling to be in control and to focus on my son’s abilities rather than his disability. His contributions to household chores, his passion to excel at school, and his unconditional love for others are just some of his amazing attributes.


  I know my hard work and dedication has paid off, and for this I am grateful. It has been thirteen years since I learned that my son is autistic, and I feel as though I have lived a lifetime. However, I have made my peace with this “devastation,” and I understand that I still have a long road to travel on my journey. Obstacles and setbacks still come up occasionally, but I will continue to educate myself and others about autism. I am lucky that I have inner strength, education, and a great deal of support from those around me. I have been blessed, and when I think of the past, I am grateful. If I hadn’t gone through those difficult times, I would not be where I am today.


  
    CONTAGIOUS PERSEVERANCE
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    Take a moment to reflect on some of the most stressful hurdles in your life.


    1. How have you handled these challenges, and how has dealing with the stress affected you—in both positive and negative ways?


    2. What have you learned?


    By reflecting on the greatest difficulties you have encountered on your life journey, you will be better able to see just how strong you can be when the chips are down. Not only that, you may even find that your biggest challenges have been some of your most important teachers.

  


  


  
    
      	
        [image: Image]

      

      	
        GOOD FROM THE BAD

      
    

  


  ERNEST FIELD


  Sixty years after having been exposed to SS cruelty and concentration camp starvation in the camps of Dachau and Buchenwald, I often wonder, has the experience affected the way those men and women who were prisoners with me look at life today? Is there any positive, lasting influence on a prisoner’s character? I say yes. And like anything else, I believe it is possible to find something of value in even the worse experiences that a human can endure.


  I’ll never forget the day in May 1938 when I was forced to board a train with my brother and became a prisoner of the SS, which was an elite unit of the Nazi party that was founded by Adolf Hitler. Only two months before my incarceration, German units had entered Austria and taken over. Being Austrian Jews, my family had vaguely discussed the idea of leaving the country to ensure that we would be left alone, but there was no urgency in the discussions. In retrospect, we should have been more serious about emigrating because shortly thereafter, two police officers arrived at our home, looking for my brother and me.


  As prisoners of the Nazi commandos, we were forced into a life of misery and cruelty that no one can imagine. If other prisoners disobeyed orders or tried to escape, we were held at gunpoint and forced to observe their punishments, which the SS felt should be an example to others. Not only that, if we attempted to look away, we could be subjected to these same unconscionable penalties. It was a nightmare, and those images remain burned into my brain, even today. In addition, we endured subpar working conditions, frostbite, infection, hypothermia, and starvation. Although we were eventually released and returned home to our families, I’ve always lived with those memories.


  It was hard to move on from those experiences, but I have found that good can come out of even the most horrifying situations. For example, after leaving the concentration camp and returning home, I developed a tremendous respect and appreciation for freedom. That first breath of freedom after my harrowing year was surreal—I felt blessed. I was able to view life through a whole new lens, and when I look at life now, I see how beautiful it is, with all of its possibilities and opportunities. I always try to remind people how lucky they are to know this freedom, because not everybody is so fortunate. Even if someone hasn’t gone through something like what I went through, I hope my story will teach them that they are one of the lucky ones.


  I also came to realize that comforts in life are a relative thing. So many people are always yearning for more and feel unsatisfied with what they already have in their lives. People think they need the nicest house, the newest car, and the most up-to-date material things to be happy. But when I was serving time in the SS concentration camps, a simple slice of bread and a drink of water would have meant the world to the prisoners. Therefore, you should always find a way to appreciate the things you do have in life, such as a roof over your head, food to eat, and a loving family to come home to. Again, if you have even one of these things, you are one of the lucky ones.
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