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Brick by Brick


I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I intended to be.


~Douglas Adams


I’m a bona fide late bloomer. It took thirty-eight years and a nervous breakdown for me to find my purpose.


For most people, being hospitalized with a nervous breakdown might be an extreme way to figure out the Meaning of Life, but we creative types tend to write in the margins and paint outside the lines. What I tell my kids about my Mom Interrupted period is: “It was the worst time of my life but it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”


How, you might ask, could you think that being placed in the lockup ward of a psychiatric institution after overdosing on prescription anxiety medication be the best thing that ever happened to you? Isn’t that supposed to be the phrase reserved for more positive experiences like meeting the love of your life, becoming a parent, or winning the Nobel Prize for Literature?


All of those things are certainly among the best things that have ever happened to me (well, except for winning the Nobel Prize for Literature, because I haven’t done that . . . yet) and I am grateful for them every day. But the nadir I experienced at the age of thirty-eight turned out to be the experience from whence so many other blessings have flowed.


Why? Because all of the carefully constructed walls I’d built around myself collapsed overnight, and I was left as exposed and vulnerable as a turtle without a shell. There was nowhere to left to hide, no room for Denial to make itself at home. It was just my unprotected turtle self in a place that I never want to be again as long as I live.


When you’re used to putting up a brave front, to being the girl who copes and achieves and gets things done no matter what (even if “coping” involves depression, bulimia and other self-destructive behaviors) it’s hard to admit to anyone that you need help — even yourself. Even in the hospital, I was desperately attempting to don the coping mask so I could get out. I was a mother and I wasn’t doing my job being locked up in a hospital. Fortunately, although I didn’t see it that way at the time, a doctor saw through it and kept me there.


Thus I was forced to confront the black hole I felt inside — to recognize that I was so intent on living my life to please everyone else that I didn’t remember who I was. To identify the emotions I’d worked so hard and used so many desperate measures not to feel.


Journaling was part of the program. Writing down my thoughts and feelings was the key to more than the therapeutic process. It opened the door to a distant memory — that once, I wanted to be a writer. I had been told that it was impractical, that I’d “never make a living as an English major,” that I should major in something with a better chance of providing a lucrative job. I had ended up with an MBA in finance and fitted my round self into a square hole — good at my job, thanks to being an overachiever, but always feeling like a fraud.


I didn’t believe in myself enough to fight for what I believed was right back then.


Yet where had being a “good girl” and meeting everyone else’s expectations gotten me? Locked up in a psych ward, that’s where.


Shortly afterwards, in an intensive outpatient program, I was in a mixed age group. For one therapeutic exercise, I had to draw a timeline of my life on a chalkboard, and explain the major events (good, bad and traumatic) to the group. It seemed to take forever because there were many events. I was worrying that the rest of the group was going to get bored before I finished. But then, even before I got to the present, one of the younger group members spoke up. “Wow,” she said. “You’ve really been through a lot. You’re so strong. I wouldn’t have survived half the stuff you’ve been through.”


I started to make the usual self-deprecating remark, but then I looked up at the timeline and I realized for the first time that I had been through a lot. Crazy as it sounds, until she pointed it out, I’d been so busy coping and more, striving to achieve and excel, that I’d never once stopped to acknowledge all the hurdles I’d overcome to get where I was. Okay, where I was at that point was in a psychiatric hospital, but I was still alive, and at that moment I started the process of changing my internal cue cards, replacing weak with strong, defective with creative.


Slowly, painfully, brick by brick, I had to put myself back together. In the process I examined each brick and tested it. Was it healthy for me? Was it a material I’d chosen for my own wall or did it really belong to someone else?


Doing that created a stronger foundation for the woman I am today. It gave me the courage to pursue my teenage dream of being a writer, and doing the timeline made me realize that I have a wealth of stories to tell. As I often joke, “God gave me a gift, the ability to express myself in writing. Then he gave me a lot of material.”


Every time I receive a letter from a reader whose life has been touched by one of my books, I’m grateful that I was able to find purpose during the most painful time of my life.


~Sarah Darer Littman


[image: diagram]




[image: diagram]


The Little Voice


Words have the power to both destroy and heal. When words are both true and kind, they can change our world.


~Buddha


I’m lying on the massage table when David, my massage therapist, hits a tender spot along the top of my shoulder. I groan. He digs a little deeper. I groan a little louder. When he moves higher and hits the mother lode of pain, I yelp.


“A tad tender?” he asks. “Do you want me to back off a bit?”


“Yes,” I mutter through clenched teeth.


David works on the area more gently and my groans become softer. “You’re really tense this week,” he says, as his fingers try to unravel the knot of tight muscles that have formed from my neck to my shoulder. “I haven’t seen you this bad in months. What’s up?”


“April,” I say. “Just April. Shakespeare was right when he said it was the cruelest month.”


“How can it be cruel?” David asked. “Spring is here. Tulips are everywhere. Trees are in bud.”


“Taxes,” I mutter.


“Well, there’s that. But you still have time to get them done.”


“They’re already in. I did them early this year. I’m actually getting a nice refund.”


“So you should be happy and relaxed, not tied up in knots.”


I grunt as another one of those knots makes its presence felt. “And lessons. By April, I hate all my teaching material and have to spend hours developing new stuff.”


David digs a little deeper into the knot and into me. “Can you reuse the new material next year?”


“Yes, and some of it is really good. I’ve changed my teaching style and it shows in the material. I’m building in a lot more review and the students are doing better.”


David’s hands continue their probing and pushing. “That’s a good thing, right?”


I grunt, less from the pain and more because we’re getting to the real reason I hate April. Failure. Disappointment. Regrets.


“Come on, Harriet. You’re holding back and I can feel it in your body. Work with me on this.”


I sigh. “Okay, since you seem as determined to massage my mind as my body today. I hate April because it’s my birthday. Because I turn a year older and there’s this voice that keeps telling me I haven’t accomplished anything this year. That I haven’t lost those twenty pounds. That I haven’t finished the book I started six years ago. That I haven’t sent out at least one query a week.”


David’s hands stop. “What voice? Who’s saying that to you? I can’t believe you’re letting someone push you around like that.”


I open my mouth to say he’s right, that I wouldn’t take that crap from someone. Then I realize that I’ve been doing just that — only the someone pushing me around is me. That voice in my head is mine. I’ve taken all my fears, insecurities and disappointments and literally given them a voice. And then I’ve used it against myself.


“It’s me,” I say quietly, as much to myself as to him. “It’s me,” I say a little louder. And then a third time even louder.


David’s hands resume their kneading of knotted muscles. “So, what are you going to do about it?”


I’d lived with the voice for so long that it had never occurred to me that I could do something about it. I begin to understand that I have options. I decide to exercise one of those options. “I’m going to tell that little voice to shut up.” I pause, thinking of how powerful that voice is. Maybe there’s a better option. I start again. “No, I’m not going to tell it to shut up. I’m going to tell it to speak louder. Only I’m going to teach it to say positive things. To remind me of what I have done, not what I haven’t.”


I think about the students who like me, the other teachers who ask my advice, the writers in my online writing group who value my critiques, and the editors at magazines, newspapers and anthologies who have published my articles and stories. Suddenly I realize that my little voice will have lots of nice things to say to me — if I let it.


As for the twenty pounds and the unfinished book and all the other things that I’ve meant to do but somehow never did? I already know that beating myself up about my failures doesn’t work. Who knows what the effect of being positive to myself will be? And what better time to test it out than in April.


For the first time this month I relax and David’s fingers go from being tools of torture to being instruments of pleasure. And a little voice says, “Good for you. See what happens when you believe in yourself?”


Now that’s a voice I could listen to for hours.


~Harriet Cooper
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Battling My Inner Bully


It’s hard to fight an enemy who has outposts in your head.


~Sally Kempton


When I was in grade school, a boy named Scott called me Fat Lips every chance he got. He’d sit behind me on the school bus, heckling me, kicking my seat, or flicking my head with a pencil, all the time laughing in a way that made me shrink into a corner of the seat.


But much worse than Scott, and all the other childhood bullies I encountered, was the internal bully that followed me through life hissing insults in my ear. He said things like, “You should have done better,” or “That was a stupid thing to say,” or “Good people don’t do that.”


I used to believe his abuse. Because of that, I grew up lacking self-confidence, even though outwardly I was a high achiever. I excelled in school, earned a full scholarship to college, graduated magna cum laude, and became a world-traveling teacher. But I couldn’t fully enjoy those accomplishments, because always, underneath, was the feeling that I wasn’t good enough.


When I became a mom, my feelings of anxiety about my many failings led me to therapy. But it didn’t help much. One day, after describing one of my bully’s particularly cruel accusations, my therapist gave me a sorrowful look. “Oh, Sara,” she said in a pained voice. “Why are you so hard on yourself?”


I could have said, “I don’t know. I was hoping you could tell me that.” But instead, I felt ashamed and heard another whisper from my bully: “You’re so messed up, you’ve even got your counselor stumped!”


Around the same time, I learned that I had an autoimmune disease called Sjögren’s syndrome. The diagnosis explained years of aches and pains, a troubled pregnancy, and the loss of my sense of smell. In my quest for a more holistic treatment of my symptoms, which now included dry eyes and a dry mouth, I visited a functional chiropractor. Besides recommending certain dietary changes and supplements, he suggested that I see a therapist. Surprised, I asked him why.


“Because I find that how people think greatly affects their physical health,” he said.


So I went looking for a counselor again. This time I found a cozy, wise, spiritual woman named Vicki. Together we began exploring some of my mixed-up thinking. I remember our first session clearly, when I told her about the Sjögren’s syndrome.


“It’s an autoimmune disease,” I said. “My white blood cells attack my own moisture-producing glands.”


And then it struck me. “That’s funny,” I said.


“What?” she asked.


“I just realized, that’s what I do,” I said. “I attack my own self.”


I doubt many doctors would agree that my thoughts had anything to do with my disease. But in my gut, I believe there’s a connection. Wouldn’t it make sense if, after attacking myself mentally and emotionally for so long, my physical body followed suit?


In any case, that insight made me decide to change. On my fortieth birthday, I wrote this in my journal: “This year, I want to be kind to myself.”


It’s been hard work. First, I learned to notice my bully’s presence in my thoughts. It surprised me how often he spoke, and on how many subjects! Then, I learned to counter his cruel and faulty messages with truth. Like, “I didn’t do that perfectly, but it was good enough,” or “Everyone says things they wish they hadn’t,” or even “Good people are human and make mistakes. And that’s okay.” Even now, there are times when I sense my bully really wants to beat me up. That’s when I have a choice — to think the old way, which leads to pain, or to be kind to myself, which leads to peace and health.


Are my efforts making a difference? I’m certain they are — at least, mentally and emotionally. As far as the effect my new thoughts have on my physical health, I’ll have to wait and see. A body takes time to heal. But I can say this: when my bully tries to capitalize on the mind-body connection that I now believe in, whispering, “Look what you did to yourself!” I will stand straight and counter him with confidence:


“Yes, but look what I’m learning to do differently.”


~Sara Matson
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The List


He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things which he has not, but rejoices for those which he has.


~Epictetus


I sat across from my company’s director of human resources and watched his lips move as he spoke with a practiced nonchalance. “Today will be your last day with us,” he said. Then he wished me well and handed me a cardboard box in which to pack up my belongings.


After twenty-two years of employment with this company, I imagined a much different parting of the ways. A recognition dinner attended by my peers would have been a more appropriate send-off, perhaps. At the very least, surely I deserved a modest cake and coffee reception in the staff lunchroom decorated with a few of those smiley-face balloons. Yet there I was, shoving a cardboard box into the back seat of my car, about to leave the place where I had spent almost half my life. I pulled out of the parking lot and glanced into the rear view mirror at the imposing brick building for one last time. My eyes looked back at me in the mirror’s reflection. What now? I asked myself. What now?


I must admit that I was not generally the type of person who found it easy to take lemons and make lemonade. Yet, I had learned through my husband Bill’s previous bouts with unemployment that a better opportunity quite frequently is waiting around the bend. Like the time Bill lost his job the same day we returned from our honeymoon. We were both terrified. Yet, that experience brought new employment in the South and the opportunity to experience the pleasures of southern living. After that position ended, his next job brought us back home to the North for a wonderful reunion with our friends and family. When that company went belly-up, he was hired by another organization in our area that offered him a salary large enough for us to purchase our first home. Surely some blessing would come about as a result of my unemployment.


As I sat with the newspaper want ads a few days later, however, I started to have my doubts. It seemed that in the current economy, positions for my type of work were paying exactly half of my previous salary, and benefits, if there even were any, weren’t as generous either. Those facts, combined with the expense of a longer commute, made it seem that returning to work was hardly worth the effort.


Week after week I scanned each and every ad for employment carefully, never finding anything that seemed to fit my wants or my needs. One Sunday morning, frustrated, I flipped through the newspaper aimlessly. I scanned the headlines that revealed stories of natural disaster, murder, kidnapping. Sinking deeper into depression, I reached for an attempt at levity: the comics. Yet, in my current emotional state even Garfield had lost his appeal. I flipped the pages again, and there on the last page, something caught my eye: a full-color advertisement for our local college’s open house to be held later that month. I ran my hand across the advertisement. How many times had I vowed to return to college to complete my degree, yet had never found the time? Well, lack of time was no longer a valid excuse. I ripped out the ad, folded it carefully, and then placed it in a kitchen drawer along with some supermarket coupons.


It took a full week before I had the courage to look at that paper again. When I did, a barrage of doubts assaulted me. How could I afford tuition? Completing my degree would require two years, at least. Was I willing to make that type of time commitment? Did I even have what it took, intellectually, to return to college after a twenty-year-plus hiatus? And then the big question: Was I just too old to embark on what seemed like such a massive undertaking?


I took my concerns to my husband. “You’re worried about everything you imagine you don’t have. Why don’t you focus on what you know you do have?”


That night, I sat down and took a complete inventory of myself. With pen and paper in hand, I wrote down all of my assets: brains, health, drive, and desire headed the list. After fifteen minutes, I was still writing. Okay, so I had what it took, scholastically speaking, but could I afford the cost? Tuition, books, and all the other essentials were pricey, especially now that I wasn’t working. Well, we had saved some money for house renovations. Maybe those repairs could wait. Then there were a few collectibles that could be sold. I did some quick calculations. The bottom line figure was barely enough to cover the first semester. I sharpened my pencil. If we cut back on dining out, rented movies instead of seeing them in a theater, steered clear of shopping malls — in other words went on a complete austerity program — we could generate some of the extra funds. The rest would have to be covered by student loans. I brought my ideas to my husband.


“No one could argue with this presentation,” he said after reviewing my penciled proposal. “Go for it.”


So I did. To say the following two years were easy would be a big, fat lie. There were many long afternoons spent in the library and many even longer nights spent in front of my computer. I can recall one particularly grueling wrestling match with a jammed printer as I tried to unearth a page of a report due later that afternoon, and one semester of near insanity when I decided to tackle twelve advanced credits in an abbreviated eight-week summer session. Throughout it all, I hung onto my handwritten list of assets like a lifeline. Several times, reviewing that list and switching my thinking from “have nots” to “haves” hauled me back to the shore of possibility. And, a little over two years after carrying a cardboard box of office paraphernalia home, I carried something else much better: my college diploma and the promise of a brand new career.


As I stepped down from the college’s stage after commencement that drizzly June afternoon, my husband stood waiting to congratulate me. He kissed me, then squeezed my hand in his. “You’re a college graduate now,” he said. “I always knew you could do it.”


I thought back to my penciled list, edges now worn. “So did I,” I said with a wink. “So did I.”


~Monica A. Andermann
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Positive People Preferred, Please


Keep away from people who try to belittle your ambitions. Small people always do that, but the really great make you feel that you, too, can become great.


~Mark Twain


“Mommy?” A four-year-old me asked, casually scribbling some intricate free-hand composition with a purple crayon.


“Yes?” my mother replied, eyes never leaving her paperback book.


“Can I be a ballerina?”


My mother put the book in her lap. “If you want.”


“Can I be an animal doctor?”


“Yes.” My mother was very serious.


“Can I be a farmer like Grandpa?” He grew the best vegetables I’d ever eaten and the most beautiful and fragrant flowers I’d ever seen or smelled.


“Sure.”


“Can I be an artist?” I looked down at my crayon drawing of what was supposed to be a horse.


“Why not?”


“Or a writer?” I’d just composed my first poem about ponies. I thought it was brilliant. So did my parents.


“You can be anything you want. If you want it enough, you can do it. Whatever you decide to do, Daddy and I will be behind you.”


Those words reverberated through my life, leaving a deep, lasting impression. “You can be anything you want to be,” is a simple yet strong message. The rest, well, it didn’t really make sense until I was older, but the impact is just as powerful — and positive.


From the time I was young, my parents always told me I could do anything I wanted, I could be anyone I wanted. In no particular order (and this changed depending on day, date and age): a dancer, an artist, a jockey, a vet, a singer, a rock star, a doctor, a psychiatrist, an archaeologist, a psychic, a gem expert, a counselor, and a writer. I’m sure this is not an exhaustive list; if asked, my mother would happily add to it.


Fast-forward fifteen years, to college and the summer between sophomore and junior years. I announced to my parents at dinner, “I’m going to backpack with Veronika in Europe over the summer.”


To my parents’ credit, they didn’t freak out. My dad replied, “Do you have enough money saved?”


I did. I’d been working two jobs. I could either put that money towards my loan or take a once-in-a-lifetime trip with my Frankfurt-based friend Veronika. The kicker was: I’d never been to Europe. Or on a plane. Or, really, done anything adventurous.


Nothing like taking a leap.


They let me go. For nearly three months, my friend and I backpacked and camped, traveled by railroad, car and on foot, and explored almost every European country. A priceless experience.


I came back a changed person. Not only did I change, but so did my (nervous) parents. But just as they’d promised since I’d been four, they supported me in whatever I wanted to do.


This included my decision to go into the music business. No, not as a singer or a rock star, but as a manager of bands. The best part of following my dream? I got to travel with bands and artists who were talented, a lot of fun, some very spiritual, and I got to travel the world. Again.


But guess what? My parents had fun, too. When one of my heavy metal bands played near my parents’ house, they invited the band to sleep over. All four of them. This was during the big hair 1980s, so huge amounts of hairspray, eyeliner and make-up were used — not all by me. They took it in stride when, as everyone blow-dried their hair, the circuits in the house blew.


Did my father freak out? Did my mother melt down? Nope. They took it in stride and stayed positive, as my dad and the band changed the circuits, complete in stage dress, teased hair and make-up (the band, not my dad). Said my father, shrugging, “No big deal. These things happen.”


But, even to this day, I’m fairly certain not many parents can say they hosted a rock band who blew out the power in their home.


When I went exploring my spirituality and took at least two-dozen different classes and certifications, I looked at things as a positive adventure, never knowing where it might lead. I’ve submitted stories and articles, some accepted, some not.


But, because I knew no matter what I did or wanted to do in life that I’d have my parents’ emotional support, it gave me the courage to be bold, to try new things, to reach for my dreams, to be positive in whatever I did — no matter what.


My mantra is repeated within a portion of a quote attributed to the German philosopher Goethe. “Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.” I’ve never wavered from that, staying positive, knowing that the Universe is this wonderfully vast and magical place.


Courage is key to positivity, along with an open mind and a sense of wonder, fueled by a loving support system. It unlocks opportunities I could have never envisioned.


Throughout every bump, every situation, I’ve stayed positive. For me, positivity is the charge that magnetizes your aura, drawing great things to you. Is it like The Secret? I don’t know. I’ve never read The Secret. What I do know is this: if negative thoughts invade your mind, they also invade your heart, your soul and your body, until eventually you begin to rot from the inside out.


I often tell my friends how much my parents pumped me up with positive thinking, how they stood by me no matter what. Most of them tell me that was not their experience. I want to cry for them. I cannot imagine how different I’d be if it were not for all that parental positivity.


I prefer positive people. Negative people with dark personalities are dream killers, sucking joy from the marrow of the soul.


Last year, I decided to make a leap of faith again. Stepping off into the yawning abyss of unemployment, I declined an offer to move cross-country for a job I’d had (and liked) for eighteen years. Instead, I rationalized in my brain, I’d start my own business . . . and I’d write.


No matter what.


Just the other day, I said to my mother, “I know that these little writing jobs that pay nothing will lead to something. I just have to finish my book, and I know my agent will be able to sell this one. I feel it.” At that moment, I did. I still do. I believe it to the core of my soul. I have no doubts whatsoever, but the key is courage, to move forward, to finish it.


Instantly, Mom replied, just like she had forty-five years earlier, “I know you’ll do it. I believe in you.”


And somehow, just knowing that, makes me believe it even more.


~Syndee A. Barwick


[image: diagram]




[image: diagram]


Feeling Lucky


Those who wish to sing, always find a song.


~Swedish Proverb


“Oh, honey, come here,” a friend of mine said, pulling me into a hug. “Last night, when I went to pick up my daughter from softball practice, I drove right by your husband’s office. His truck was still there and it was almost 8:30. You poor thing,” she added, patting my shoulder.


I nodded. “He finally rolled in a few minutes after nine.”


“I feel so bad for you,” she said. “Being home by yourself with all of those kids. It must be so hard on you.”


I nodded again. Poor me.


It was the same story the next time I ran into this woman. And the time after that too. Every time I saw her, she was quick to offer her sympathy for my terrible circumstances.


My friend’s heart was in the right place. Her own husband traveled frequently for his job, so she knew what it was like to miss her man, as well as carry most of the childcare and household responsibilities by herself.


We were in the same boat, so why shouldn’t we play the woe-is-me game together?


One reason: I hated the way it made me feel.


I’d head into my local Walmart with a shopping list and a spring in my step, but after bumping into my misery-loves-company friend, I’d leave the store with a heavy heart and resentment simmering toward my husband. (As well as an ample supply of chocolate and Cheez-It crackers — comfort food at its best.)


These little pity parties were not good for my marriage. Or the size of my backside.


So I decided to change the way I thought about my situation.


The next time I bumped into my friend and she launched into poor-baby mode, I tried to look on the bright side. I shrugged and said, “Yes, Eric got home late last night, but he was working on a new project. If this deal comes through, his company may be able to hire someone else and then Eric’s job will be easier.” I shrugged and added, “So a year from now, he might be able to be home a lot more.”


She nodded. “That’s nice, but what about right now?”


“Right now, I’ll admit that things are tough, but they’re not nearly as bad as they could be,” I said. “Our husbands both have jobs, and in this economy, that’s a blessing.”


“But they’re both gone all the time,” she said, scowling.


She was right, but I wasn’t ready to start the pity party. “Yes, but our husbands’ jobs allow us to stay at home with our children and still manage to pay our bills,” I reasoned.


She nodded. “I never thought about it that way. I do like being at home with my kids.”


“Our husbands love us enough to work hard so that we don’t have to work,” I shrugged and added, “well, at least not outside of our homes.”


She nodded again, more thoughtfully this time. “I used to work at a bank. The job was all right, but I missed my kids and I hated being away from them.”


“I know what you mean,” I said. “I was a teacher, and I loved my summers home with them. Now I get to enjoy being with them year-round.”


“Yeah,” she said, “but now, instead of missing my kids, I miss my husband.”


I shrugged. “Didn’t you miss him when you worked at the bank too?”


She chuckled. “Good point.”


Score one for me, but I wasn’t done yet. “And think about this. At least our husbands are at work. A lot of men are gone at least as long as our guys are, but they aren’t working. They’re in bars and bowling alleys.”


“And the really bad ones are at other women’s houses,” she added with raised eyebrows.


I smiled. “So I guess that makes us some of the lucky ones.”


“Hmm, I’m one of the lucky ones,” she murmured and then she grinned at me. “I’m really glad I bumped into you this morning. I feel better than I have in months.”


I felt pretty good too. And why shouldn’t I feel good? I have a husband who works too much.


But he does it because he loves me. He does it so I can be a stay-at-home mom, which for me is a dream come true. He does it so I can live in a comfortable home and drive a reliable car. He does it to provide for our family and even take me on the occasional vacation.


I won’t be attending any more pity parties because as it turns out, my hard-working husband has given me plenty of reasons to feel really, really lucky.


~Diane Stark
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No More Excuses


The person who really wants to do something finds a way; the other person finds an excuse.


~Author Unknown


It took over my body. It hurt to walk and sometimes even to talk. The joints in my jaws dislocated. TMJ surgery resulted in eight weeks of sucking mashed potatoes through a straw. Over time, my fingers cramped and pulled as they became weak and disfigured. The pain was unbearable.


After seeing numerous specialists, I was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis, the kind that attacks the joints and cripples people. Surgeries to correct deformities on my inflamed hands and wrists were undone when the disease raged out of control. Reluctantly, I put my pride aside and quit my job as a law school secretary. I had no choice.


My doctor was baffled. For me, even the most up-to-date medications weren’t effective for long. After months of treatment, most of his patients would have found a drug that worked for them. He kept searching for answers, trying new drugs as they were FDA-approved. At that point, the best I could hope for were brief reprieves.


Thankfully, he didn’t give up. Instead, he resorted to less conventional methods. “From one to ten, write your pain level down every day,” he suggested. By documenting my progress, we could see if a combination of medications would be more effective and, at the same time, find out if stress or my diet played a role.


So, I wrote in my journal every day, careful to include anything I thought might be significant. The past few years had been rough. I had been through a stressful divorce and was trying to rebuild my life. Now with a destructive disease added on, how could it get any worse? On paper, the message came through loud and clear — negative thoughts were controlling my life.


For my health, I had to turn my thinking around. Dwelling on my problems would only make me worse. So, as difficult as it seemed, I started by taking a good look around me. When I took my mind off myself, I realized I was lucky in many ways. I had two wonderful children, a family who loved me, and I wasn’t dying from cancer or heart disease. It could be much worse. With that in mind, I resolved to find a way to make the disease I hated so badly work for me instead of against me.


I dug down deep and surprised even myself. Just under the surface, I found courage and determination I never knew I had. In my Bible studies, I was influenced by the wisdom of King Solomon. He said we had two choices: Live a cheerful life and enjoy good health, or allow a broken spirit to dry up our bones. I decided to go with his first suggestion. I began that day to accept my disability and vowed to get on with my life. In order to make it work, I had to do away with negative thinking.


My decision to think positive led to positive actions. First of all, at forty years old, I went back to college. It was there that I found out what I already knew — I loved to write. How would I write with crippled fingers? My past jobs involved a lot of typing. At one time, I could navigate the keyboard with my eyes closed. Those days were gone.


A friend suggested voice recognition software. It would recognize my voice and, like magic, it would type what I said. I liked the idea, but I was limited to where I would work. My house was a busy one and I really enjoyed the camaraderie of family and friends.


Then, one day, quite by accident, I picked up a fat pencil laying on my desk, like the one I had used in first grade. With the eraser end down, I held it in my right hand and pecked out letters on the keyboard with relative ease. Then, with my left thumb, I pressed the left shift key for capitalizations. It wasn’t easy, but my brain adapted quickly. I couldn’t use my handicap as an excuse anymore.


Like anything worth having, my plan involved work and commitment. I got busy reading everything I could from experienced writers, learning how they got started. I checked out books at the library and I read every magazine I could get my hands on about the subject. The stories where courageous people overcame insurmountable obstacles were my favorites. I was convinced that the way I handled my illness could inspire others with debilitating diseases. As I read my Bible and self-help books, I gained the inspiration and encouragement to write my own stories.


I made some difficult, albeit, necessary changes. Although I had lots of friends, I made a conscience effort to surround myself only with the ones with positive upbeat attitudes. Uplifting friends lifted my spirits.


Also, I stayed as active as possible and lost myself in worthwhile projects, especially those that would help somebody else. I noticed I was smiling more, even when I didn’t always feel like it. I formed friendships with people who had their own challenges to overcome. No matter how bad I felt at times, there was always someone worse off than me. We inspired each other to keep on keeping on.


It was one of the best decisions I had ever made. Instead of dwelling on what I couldn’t do, I woke up each morning with a welcome wave of optimism. Despite my handicap, I was seeing each day as an opportunity to move forward.


As I continued to write, the more consumed I was by it. And, the more I concentrated on my stories, the less pain I felt. Now, instead of sitting idle with a heating pad on my shoulders and tears in my eyes, I had a notebook in my hand, writing down new ideas for my next story. When I woke up in the night hurting, I thought of things to add to my writing.


The more stories I wrote, the more stories formed in my head. I wrote many articles about coping with my disease, but other stories involving my dogs, my childhood, wildlife on our farm and a local murder mystery rounded out my hobby. I rallied my courage and began submitting them to magazines. My confidence grew as I started hearing from editors. Many said “no,” but a few said “yes.” My life began to change, one story at a time.


Today, I feel good about my life. The negative thoughts have disappeared and positive ones have taken their place. Now, I realize what a significant role worry and fear played in the onset of my disease. Still, I smile, knowing that when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, I made the effort to change my thought pattern and that made all the difference. Negative thoughts cannot thrive unless they are nurtured. Get rid of them and positive thoughts will take over. Take Solomon’s advice and choose a cheerful heart. It works.


~Linda C. Defew
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The Honors Class


Don’t live down to expectations. Go out there and do something remarkable.


~Wendy Wasserstein


The motley looking group of eleventh graders didn’t look like any “honors” U.S. History class I’d ever imagined. They shuffled into my classroom, which I’d painstakingly decorated with Presidential portraits and colorful maps and framed copies of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, with an “attitude” that was apparent even to a rookie teacher.


Which is exactly what I was. Fresh out of college with a degree in history, a teaching certificate, and not a lick of experience. I was grateful to have a job, even if it was in one of the rougher high schools in the city where I lived.


“Good morning,” I said brightly. I was greeted with vacant stares. “I’m so excited to have been selected to teach this honors class,” I continued. “They usually don’t let first-year teachers do that.”


Several of the students sat up straighter and cut their eyes at each other. Too late, I wondered if I should have tried to hide the fact that I had zero teaching experience. Oh, well. “We’re going to do things a little differently in this class because I know that all of you want a challenge.”


By now, every student was staring at me with a puzzled expression.


“First off, let’s rearrange these desks,” I said. “I like lots of class discussion, so let’s put them in a big circle so we can all see each other’s faces.” Several of the kids rolled their eyes, but they all got up and began scooting the desks out of the traditional straight rows. “Perfect! Thanks. Now, everybody choose a seat and let’s play a game. When I point to you, tell me your name. Then tell me what you hate most about history.”


Finally, some smiles. And lots more as our game progressed.


Amanda hated how history seemed to be all about war. Jose didn’t like memorizing names and dates. Gerald was convinced that nothing that had happened in the past was relevant to his life. “Why should I care about a bunch of dead white guys?” was how he put it. Caitlyn hated tricky true-false questions. Miranda despised fill-in-the-blank tests.


We had just made our way around the circle when the bell rang. Who knew fifty minutes could pass so quickly?


Armed with the feedback my students had given me, I began formulating a plan. No teaching straight from the textbook for this group. No “read the chapter and answer the questions at the end” homework. These kids were bright. They were motivated. My honors class deserved to be taught in a way that would speak to them.


We’d study social and economic history, not just battles and generals. We’d tie current events into events from the past. We’d read novels to bring home the humanity of history. Across Five Aprils when studying the Civil War. The Grapes of Wrath to learn about the Great Depression. The Things They Carried when talking about Vietnam.


Tests would cover the facts, but also require higher level thinking skills. No tricky true-false questions. No fill-in-the-blank.


At first, I was surprised by how many of my students used poor grammar and lacked writing skills. And some seemed to falter when reading out loud. But we worked on those skills while we were learning history. I found that many of the kids were not only willing, but eager to attend the after-school study sessions I offered and to accept the help of peer tutors.


Four of my students came to love the subject matter so much that they formed their own “History Bowl” team and entered a countywide contest. Though they didn’t take first place, they were ecstatic over the Honorable Mention trophy they brought home to our classroom.


The school year came to an end more quickly than I could have imagined. Though I had grown fond of many of my students, the ones in the honors class held a special place in my heart. Most had earned A’s and B’s. No one had averaged lower than a C.


During our final teacher workday before summer break, the principal called me into her office for my end-of-the-year evaluation.


“I want to congratulate you on a great rookie season,” she said with a smile. “Especially on how well you did with your remedial kids.”


“Remedial kids? I don’t understand. I didn’t have any remedial classes.”


Mrs. Anderson looked at me in a strange way. “Your first period class was remedial. Surely you saw that indicated at the top of the roll.” She pulled a file folder from a drawer and handed it to me. “And you must have suspected the students in that class were below average by the way they dressed and the way they carried themselves. Not to mention their terrible grammar and poor reading and writing skills.”


I opened the file folder and removed a copy of the roll from my first period class. There at the top, plain as day, was the word HONORS. I showed it to Mrs. Anderson.


“Oh, dear,” she said. “What a huge mistake! How did you ever manage, treating slow students as though they were . . .”


I couldn’t help but finish the sentence for her. “As though they were bright?”


She nodded, looking more than a little sheepish.


“You know what, Mrs. Anderson? I think we’ve both learned a lesson from this. One they didn’t teach in any of the education courses I took. But one I’ll never forget.”


“Nor will I,” she said, circling the word HONORS with a red marker before placing the paper back in the folder. “Next year, I may just have this printed at the top of all the class rolls.”


~Jennie Ivey
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The Power of Attitude
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Making Chicken Soup in Prison!


What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.


~Kelly Clarkson


“Take off all your clothes and wait in there.” I walked into the small cell and waited twenty minutes as a corrections officer took my clothes and put them in a box to be mailed to wherever I asked. A large man then examined me from head to toe and then some.


I signed some form confirming where my clothes would be sent together with a half dozen other forms, one of which was my designation as to where they should send my body if I died in the federal prison into which I was now being processed.


After the mug shot, fingerprinting and DNA swab, I was given a handful of green prison shirts and pants, together with some underclothes, and directed to walk a half-mile up the road from the “medium” prison where I had “self-surrendered” to the “camp” where I would spend the next year and a day. I had pled guilty to two tax misdemeanors wherein I declared all my income, filed accurately and on time but didn’t enclose a check. I had always managed to pay my taxes somehow, if not perfectly on time. I always seemed to be able to pull a rabbit out of a hat around tax time but this time I had run out of rabbits. Then I ran out of hats.


I followed the driveway to the camp and was greeted by the unofficial “mayor” of the camp who showed me around and finally helped me set up my bunk. I had the top bunk in a room with seventeen others who nodded hello to me. This was not The Pierre hotel on Fifth Avenue where I often stayed as a guest of a major network for whom I worked as an on-air legal analyst for several years. There was no mini-bar and I had no cell phone which would ring often as some cable news producer would call me for a “pre-interview” before I would appear on CNN or MSNBC or FOX to opine about the interesting case of the day.


In some manner of ironic injustice or perhaps, justice, I had become the interesting case of the day. As I told a reporter on the courthouse steps at my sentencing, “I screwed up and the judge was very fair. My life is not over and I hope to learn from this experience.” Many people watched my mini-speech on YouTube and told me how impressed they were that I was so upbeat. Only I knew that I was lying to myself. I was convinced my life was basically over.


As I lay in my upper bunk I kept trying to reassure myself that this time would pass quickly and maybe I would have a decent life to go back to. Again, although I was considered an effective advocate in the courtroom and on television, I consistently failed to convince myself that there would be a life after this prison camp.


After essentially hiding under the covers for three days in my bunk, I came to the conclusion that Ashton Kutcher was not going to run up to me to tell me I was being “punked” and this was an elaborate prank. I really needed to meet all these guys and get to know them. They would be my family for a long time. All they knew about me was I was some moderately famous lawyer in 56 upper. I later learned that the PNN (Prisoner News Network) had me tagged as a lawyer who bribed a juror. I hesitated to correct them when I heard that — it was a more interesting crime than the tax misdemeanors. When I did finally dispel that rumor, I substituted it with a story that I beat up some bikers in a brawl on the Jersey Shore. Absolutely nobody believed that but the story got a lot of laughs.


I spent a lot of time listening at first. I wanted to learn the language. By the time I had been “down” for a week, I had picked up so many new words and phrases that I kept a journal of them for a book I began writing. Oddly enough, the prison library had a copy of my first book, How Can You Defend Those People? Like I said, irony ruled here.


It was my fifth or sixth night in 56 upper when I began to think about the scene in the great Bill Murray movie Stripes where all the newly inducted soldiers introduce themselves. Each one is wackier than the next. The best is a character named Francis who insists that everyone call him “Psycho.” In a loud and appropriately maniacal tone, I found myself belting out his lines from that scene to the general population of my seventeen bunkmates.


“IF ANYBODY TOUCHES MY STUFF . . . I’LL KILL YA.”


Dead silence in the bunk room as the other inmates tried to assess whether I was having a nervous breakdown.


“IF ANYBODY TOUCHES ME . . . I’LL KILL YA.”


Now a few were laughing — they had seen the movie or it was just so damn funny coming from this sixty-four-year-old Jewish lawyer who has been under the covers since he got there.


“IF ANYBODY CALLS ME FRANCIS . . . I’LL KILL YA.”


Everyone was laughing and from that moment on, until the day I left the camp, my fellow inmates would come up to me with some variation of the “I’ll Kill Ya” line.


A few days later there was a “roast” in the dining hall celebrating the discharge of one of the guys who had been there for a few years. I had only met him briefly but the class clown in me asked to be one of the speakers. I opened with “I never gave a speech to a captured audience before but . . .” I then crammed all my new prison words into a speech about nothing, making sure I used all the prison terms in the absolute wrong context. I got a lot of laughs and again it broke down so many barriers between myself and the very diverse collection of inmates. We all had our own mug for coffee or juice or whatever. To mock my lack of “prison creds” I drew a big skull and bones on my mug with a black magic marker. A few months later I learned that the skull and bones were the “colors” of a major nationwide prison gang!


For the rest of my time at the camp, I did my best to meet and really get to know as many of my fellow inmates as possible. They were fascinating and I really made good friends with so many. Oddly enough, once one is discharged from a federal correctional facility, it is against the rules to continue any such friendship. Go figure.


I felt very fortunate to have had the means to allow other inmates to feel comfortable with me through my offbeat humor. I met and became very friendly with a variety of people with whom I shared only some measure of criminal conduct. Yet, I learned to like and trust so many of them. The level of civility and simple courtesy that existed in the camp was greater than one could possibly imagine.


When I left there, I promised to stay in touch with everyone but, as mentioned earlier, it is not allowed. I wish it were.


My life was not over. As was mentioned in a news article about my return to the practice of law, I never thought I would need to hit the “restart” button. I recently heard from some of the inmates who read that article about me. They were happy for me but more importantly, very happy to see that there can be life after a prison camp! My experience gave them hope. That almost makes it all worth it.


~Mickey Sherman
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Feeling Like a Superhero


The human spirit is stronger than anything that can happen to it.


~C.C. Scott


It was a normal day. I came home from work, had a few casual words with my roommate, got the dog into her harness and leash, and headed out for a walk. I had moved to downtown San Diego just seven days ago, so Chibby, my four-pound Chihuahua, hadn’t been on a good long walk for a few weeks. I’d been focused on moving and therefore had been ignoring her a bit. Tonight was the night we were going to get her some exercise and explore the new neighborhood.


I headed towards the marina and cruise port simply because I hadn’t walked in that direction before. I made a left down Ash Street and was delighted to see the ocean and some cruise ships lined up at the pier in front of me, many adorned with lights and glimmer. Then I noticed the Star of India parked there, a historical ship and tourist attraction. I was excited to be living near such a fun place with so much going on. I mumbled half to myself and half to Chibby that we should walk over there and take a look. Then it was dark.


When I emerged from that darkness, I realized that I was looking at the inside of an ambulance. I began to scream, “What am I doing in here? What happened? Where’s my dog?” A paramedic replied, but I don’t remember what his answers were. The scissors were cold as they ran up my leg, my abdomen, my stomach, my chest, and to my neck. He was cutting my clothes off to examine the extent of my injuries. Then it went dark again.
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