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  Foreword

  By Barbara Hannah Grufferman

  Author, The Best of Everything After 50:

  The Experts’ Guide to Style, Sex, Health, Money, and More

  Here’s a little experiment: imagine you’re under a spell—or really, a curse. You aren’t asleep or even hurt. You aren’t imprisoned in a tower or turned into a toad. No, under this spell you are not only alive, but able to live your life exactly the same way you did yesterday. That is the curse. You’re going to do exactly the same things every day from now until the end of your life. You’re going to eat the same breakfast and the same dinner, wear the same pants with the same shirt, take the same route to work, have the same discussions with the same people about the same topics, and end up with the same results. You’re never going to change anything about your life ever again. You can’t. Because you’re cursed.

  It’s the Inertia Curse.

  Scary, no? I love my little routines (don’t we all?), and my comfort zone is very comfortable, but the idea of doing everything just as I’ve always done it, without anything new ever? Terrifying. Even thinking about it, I feel claustrophobic. Like I’m being buried alive.

  And yet, there’s something kind of familiar about that feeling. As if maybe I’ve been there before.

  When I was in my twenties, change was constant. I was young, and it seemed like everything was new. New apartments, new jobs, new boyfriends. I was always looking ahead, planning for the future, always confident and excited about what was coming next. In my thirties, I settled into a nice, humming groove, but it was a good kind of settling—like finding my place. I was still planning, still making choices. I got married. I had kids. Still good! But sometime after that . . . It seemed like all the choices had already been made. As if I’d quit planning and had switched to autopilot. I was zipping along and doing and doing and doing, but I wasn’t looking ahead anymore or thinking about who I wanted to be. Of course, I had plenty of other things to think about, with a job and a wonderful husband and two fast-growing daughters.

  And then, suddenly, I was 50. 50? How did that happen? Whenever I caught a glimpse in a mirror, I didn’t even recognize myself. The woman behind the glass didn’t look excited and confident. She looked scared and insecure. She didn’t know who she was or how she fit into the world anymore. I’d been flying through my life so fast that I’d quit really living it. “Oh, well,” I told myself. “It’s too late to change.” Whatever my life was, I was going to be stuck with it from there on out.

  But I didn’t want to be stuck with it. Sure, I kept trudging through my routine, but inside, I was feeling more and more frustrated and suffocated, not sure what to do. I was stuck.

  Those feelings built for months until one day, it hit me: my age wasn’t trapping me. Neither was my family, or my work. I was trapping myself! I was squashing my own confidence and fostering my own fears, and I was hiding inside my comfort zone. I was the reason I was stuck!

  That realization opened a floodgate. I stopped fretting about missing out on life and went back to living it. I took charge again: of my health and my happiness and my future. I started looking forward to what was next.

  I now say that turning 50 saved my life—because it pushed me out of my complacency and forced me to pay attention again. But the transition would have been easier and more fun if I had gotten help from Karen Amster-Young and Pam Godwin.

  Karen and Pam are smart women. They are both happily married with children and lead busy lives. If you met them on the street, you’d think they were “doers”—and you’d be right. But they got stuck anyway, just like I did. Like so many of us.

  It turns out they were on autopilot, too. They liked their lives in many ways, but as they passed forty and kept zipping through the same routines, their comfort zones started to feel more like cages.

  So one night, over drinks, they came up with a brilliant and simple idea to get back in touch with their lives. They dared themselves to do one new thing every week for a year—and to blog about it. Over the next 52 weeks, they did big and little things, things they’d always been scared of, and things they’d meant to do, but had never quite made time for. They didn’t get to a few things and even did a few things they probably wish they hadn’t done. At the end of it all, they’re still smart and still married (and are still friends!) but they’re not quite the same women they were at the beginning. They’re unstuck.

  During that year of new things, the blog gained an enthusiastic following of people who were feeling trapped in their own lives—and ready to do something about it. So Pam and Karen kept going. Now they’ve pulled together everything they learned: their struggles, triumphs and insights, as well as some expert advice. The result is this book: a truly inspiring guide to reclaiming your life through the simple power of action.

  To me, one of the most treacherous things about the Inertia Curse is how easily we can fall under its spell even when we are basically content. Sometimes contentment is what keeps us stuck! After all, most of us don’t want to turn our worlds upside down. And most of us don’t need to. But if you’re ready to make a few changes, Karen and Pam can help you figure out how.

  Life is change, and learning to enjoy change—perhaps even to embrace it—is the first step in learning to love your life.

  Well, maybe it’s the first 52 steps . . .


  Note to the Reader

  The 52 Weeks was conceived as a fun idea between two good friends. Our plan was to get going again, get unstuck and just feel better. This book is our story, but it is also an inspirational blueprint to help others get moving again.

  A “52 list” is a list of things you want to do, revisit, or conquer. The idea is to try something each week and cross it off! Some weeks you may just want to have fun; other weeks you may want to start tackling a fear; another, you may want to make one small change for better health. No one is grading you. The list can be fluid or set in stone. You can skip a week, or two, or even three. Sometimes, you won’t feel like doing any of them. Other times, life may just get in the way. Don’t worry; the list will still be there waiting for you.

  Everyone’s “52 list” is unique. There are no rules. What matters is that you think about what you want to change, add, or eliminate from your life, make a list, and try to follow through. Each and every thing you do could make you feel better, build confidence, or just laugh. It may also simply confirm that you should never have tried it to begin with! You can go it alone or, like us, you can be accountable to someone—maybe a friend or significant other.

  You should anticipate that the things on your list will change throughout the year. You should also expect to encounter both small and big surprises and happy accidents along the way. A cooking class can lead to a business opportunity. A volunteer gig can spark a new career. Dance lessons may bring you together with new, lifelong friends.

  Our book features chapters that reflect the areas we explored during our 52-week journey: “Trying Something New”; “Wellness”; “Just for Fun”; “Arts & Culture”; “Relationships”; “Facing Fears”; “Giving Back”; “Reflection”; “Changing Course” (midlife career changes); “Flying Solo” (single, divorced, widowed); and “Your 52.”

  The stories in this book reflect our 52 to-dos. Our lists won’t look like your list. That’s the idea. We are all at different places in our lives but still likely feel stuck in one area or many. You can jump around from chapter to chapter in the book. Whatever works for you.

  Our anecdotes and stories are intended to inspire you. They were culled from our blog and detail our adventures. There are some amazing guest writers included, too. We think many of you will relate to our triumphs and tribulations. At the very least, we hope they make you smile or think.

  The experts and contributors we interviewed share their insights and advice throughout the book. Top doctors, entrepreneurs, TV personalities, CEOs, and others generously offer their tips and stories. At the end of each chapter, are three small sections: “Next Steps” (valuable advice for getting started); “Take Away Advice and Quotes” (aphorisms and quotes intended to amuse and inspire); and “Ideas for the Reader” (things we or our contributors tried). The back of the book features 52 ideas for every chapter. You will also find a few templates or tools at the end of the book, including a “My 52” worksheet. Look for more tools and helpful advice at the52weeks.com to keep you on track.

  So get going and get unstuck!

  Use this key as you read through the following chapters.
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  Introduction

  “When you wake up in the morning, Pooh,” said Piglet at last,

  “What’s the first thing you say to yourself?”

  “What’s for breakfast?” said Pooh. “What do you say, Piglet?”

  “I say, I wonder what’s going to happen exciting today?” said Piglet. Pooh nodded thoughtfully.

  “It’s the same thing,” he said.

  —A. A. Milne
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  Looking back, there was something prophetic about this quote.

  This exchange between Pooh and Piglet was featured in one of the first articles that launched our blog, the52weeks.com. At the time, it was just a quote to set the stage for a story about making simple yet seemingly difficult dietary changes at breakfast. For Karen, blueberries represented being “stuck.” If she could only start eating these healthy, little, indigo-colored fruit more often, it would symbolize a change, and a small but meaningful step toward reaching her goals.

  Later on we realized that eating blueberries every day meant much more than just a breakfast overhaul or “moving away from stuck.” There was a bigger message to deliver to others and an important reminder for everyone, including us: Get out there, look around, and shake things up. You never know what’s going to happen.

  At the time, Karen wrote on the blog, “I did it. This little, stupid change has pushed me out of the starting gate. I hope it will be the fuel I need for the next 51 weeks. I hope that on the 10th week or the 25th week or the 46th week or whatever week, as I set my sights on bigger challenges, I will be inspired by my blueberry project. Regardless, Week 1 is over.”

  Pam’s first 52 outing was a weaving class at a local studio—a “crafty,” hands-on excursion—just to have fun. She wasn’t confident she would ever actually make it there. She admitted at the time, “I often say I am going to do something and then don’t.” Pam shared her frustration with her tendency to procrastinate in her first blog entry. She wrote, “A perfect example is launching this blog. Just the thought of trying something new each week for 52 weeks, writing weekly, and having a deadline has got to be one of the craziest ideas I have ever agreed to.” In the end, though, she did it. She walked into the weaving class, and she stayed committed to the blog.

  Why did we want to share our story and write a book that was inspired by our blog?

  Edging into forty-something, we found ourselves in a state of stuck. We had checked off many of our major life goals: career, husband, children, friends—but felt we’d lost momentum.

  The 52 Weeks, this book, is a guide to getting “unstuck,” getting inspired, and getting going again. Even more importantly, it’s about learning to take time for yourself and make space in your life for what’s important to you. It’s about not giving up and looking within. It’s about remembering to have some fun, and about feeling better. It’s about all these things and more.

  Ultimately, this book turned out to be less of a memoir and more a blueprint for getting out there and creating your own “attainable adventure.” With a large helping of how-to advice from experts and contributors, this is our story.

  Over drinks one night, as we griped and shared our “woes,” we came up with a plan. We would reclaim our forward momentum. We would face our fears, rediscover our interests, try new things, and renew our relationships. We would do it as partners, because no one likes to journey alone. And we would share our experiences in the hopes that women like us would see the possibilities and step out of “stuck” themselves.

  It began with our blog. On those virtual pages, we shared our trials, tribulations, and “a-ha!” moments. Together, as a team and with the input of our blog readers, we journeyed through a year of discovery. We laughed and complained and wondered a million times why we’d ever bothered to take on this challenge. When we came through it, we wanted to share what we learned with others who may feel the same way. The blog was just supposed to be a fun project to get us going again. In the beginning, we couldn’t have imagined it would take on a life of its own and bring us here.

  As we made our way through our respective 52 “to-do” lists—everything from test-driving Maseratis to learning poker to taking dance lessons—we experienced a powerful epiphany: Getting unstuck does not mean you have to run a marathon, climb a mountain, or travel the world. This is not a book about an all-consuming, instant, transformational experience. It’s about real life and real experiences. You can create your adventure in the world you live in. You can carve realizations out of the life you have. You can find time, feel better, and move forward. Sometimes you’ll make enormous leaps, and sometimes you’ll just inch along. Both are okay. This book is intended to inspire, make you think, and remind you not to take it all so seriously. It’s about taking stock, facing who you really are, and getting going again.

  We sampled different things—some we liked, some we didn’t. We discovered things about ourselves and each other—some we liked, some we didn’t. But our best realization was that everything we did had value because we did it. Whatever we pursued in any given week, it got us laughing, running, drawing, loving, and moving. It got us out the door; it got us out of “stuck.”

  From the beginning, we were drawn to simple quotes from Dr. Seuss and others.

  Neither of us can say exactly why. Seuss’s quotes certainly have universal appeal for kids and adults—that’s obvious. But it was more than that: the aphorisms were uncomplicated, manageable life lessons wrapped up in neat little packages; sentences intended to inspire and motivate. Words to keep in mind as we all navigate this confusing, sometimes-exhausting, scary yet wonderful, exciting world. Seuss and other favorites reminded us of what was important. The book features many of these quotes, from Carrie Bradshaw to Jerry Seinfeld, and even Eleanor Roosevelt.

  Our greatest realization during the year was that you can’t neatly package all of your goals and “to-do’s” into 52 weeks. In fact, the “52 mindset” may become a lifelong adventure. The key is to just start with your first 52 and see where it takes you. Yes, it got us going again, but our major realizations came much later, after we had a chance to reflect on what our blog really meant for us individually.

  We are excited to share what we learned and inspire others to take those first small steps and have a plan. This is a book about our 52 weeks—and yours.


  Chapter One

  Trying Something New

  “Aim at a high mark and you will hit it. No, not the first time, nor the second and maybe not the third. But keep on aiming and keep on shooting for only practice will make you perfect. Finally, you’ll hit the bull’s-eye of success.”

  —Annie Oakley, legendary sharpshooter

  Aiming for the Bull’s-Eye

  [image: Image] I expected a big adrenaline rush from the experience. Instead, I left relaxed, with a sense of calm and a heightened awareness that with concentration, focus, and keeping your “eye on the prize,” you really can accomplish a hell of a lot.

  When I went to a shooting range in New York City, I thought it would just be something different and frivolous to do for my 52. I've always had a fascination with intrigue, spies, and all that cloak and dagger stuff. To fulfill this silly fantasy of mine, I’ve always had an inexplicable urge to try my hand at shooting a gun. Let me just state for the record that I am the furthest thing you can get from a card-carrying member of the NRA. In fact, I am very “anti-gun,” but the act of target shooting has always intrigued me. My favorite game at the carnival has always been to blow up the water balloon by shooting water into a clown’s mouth with the water pistol. I usually win, too—I just love to concentrate, aim, and . . . squirt!

  So my friend Stacy came along and we ventured to Westside Rifle and Pistol Range. It is the only public shooting range in Manhattan and the one place in the borough where a person without a license can shoot a firearm. Since NYC (thankfully) has one of the toughest gun laws in the United States, you must have a handgun permit to fire a pistol. However, with the requisite background check and a mandatory safety course, you are allowed to fire a .22 rifle.

  If we hadn’t known of our destination, we would have walked right by it. Tucked away amongst shops and the bustle of a busy NYC street, this truly clandestine hideaway emerges after you walk through a small, unmarked street-level door and down a flight of rickety stairs to the basement of the building. I felt like I had entered a time warp. But it didn’t end there—the cast of characters was straight out of a B-movie set and true entertainment in itself. There was John, our instructor—a small, squeaky fellow tattooed up to his neck with two holsters tightly strapped to his chest, who talked a lot about going to church; the big teddy bear of a guy with the foreign accent who you knew had lived a thousand lives and had a story to tell behind his charming veneer (but you were afraid to ask what that story was); his “Jack Sprat”-like sidekick; the suburban housewife who came by to pick up the rifle she purchased for her husband’s birthday; those two suspect-looking dudes hanging back in the corridor; and the group of law-enforcement types who came in with their instructor and took out the big guns (literally). They were the “real deal.”

  And then there was Stacy, with long blonde hair, California cute, and polished fingernails—and me. We both wanted to believe we were two-thirds of the “Charlie’s Angels” trio—was I Kate Jackson or Jaclyn Smith? Of course, Bosley was nowhere to be found, and maybe we were a little older than the Angels, but one could dream.

  After filling out our forms, participating in the safety course, and manually loading 50 rounds of bullets into the magazines, I was handed a .22-caliber Ruger semiautomatic rifle. I definitely felt more like Annie Oakley than Angelina Jolie, but it would do. I put on my protective glasses (finally, the cool glasses!) and headphones (it really is deafening if you don’t wear them) and was taken to the “stalls.” The bull’s-eye and pug-nosed thug targets were hanging for us to aim at just like you see on TV. I used a bull’s-eye target and cranked mine in a bit closer than the 50 ft. that’s suggested. It was my first time, after all.

  It’s very quiet in the gallery—bulletproof windows surround you, and headphones drown out the extraneous buzz. I was forced to be still, to slow my breathing, to really focus if I wanted to succeed at this. And succeed I did. The first few shots were pretty pathetic, but once I found my rhythm and kept sight of my target, I even shot a few in the bull’s-eye. It had this unbelievable calming effect on me. Of course, just as I really got the hang of it, it was time to go. I rolled up my souvenir bull’s-eye targets, cleaned up my shell casings, and quietly headed out.

  What began as a guilty pleasure and playful “spy jaunt” turned into a very different experience. I definitely don’t advocate the use of guns, but I must admit I thoroughly enjoyed it and learned about myself from this little adventure. I need to concentrate, keep steady and focused, and get out of my comfort zone. Then, when ready, look ahead and aim. The bull’s-eye is not as far off in the distance as I think it is.

  Dancing with My Star

  [image: Image] “You write better than you dance,” my husband joked as we awkwardly tried to do the rumba. The last time we took a dance lesson was the obligatory, pre-wedding class 100 years ago. Let me put it this way: the year I got married, the average price of gas was $1.05 per gallon, Princess Diana and Prince Charles separated, and John Gotti was sentenced to life in prison. The only thing the same today is Hillary Clinton’s pantsuits. In 1992, our first dance as Mr. and Mrs. Clueless was to Eric Clapton’s “Wonderful Tonight,” and I didn’t need anything even remotely similar to SPANX Shapewear. And just by coincidence, Scent of a Woman was released in the theaters and we all watched as actor Al Pacino danced the tango at the Plaza.

  Mr. Sometimes-Still-Clueless is a closet Dancing with the Stars fan. On the rare occasion when he isn’t working and has a few moments before his ridiculously early bedtime, my daughter and I will catch him watching the show. He used to try to hastily switch channels to hide his addiction; he finally relaxed about it when the newest season made its debut last month. I actually find it pretty endearing: a pretty big, football-watching guy glued to an addictive dance show on television to unwind. I am glad he finally “owned” it so I could write about it.

  Coincidentally, I’ve wanted to take dance lessons . . . again, if you count the one in 1992. Mr. Dancing with the Stars seemed okay with it—actually it was finding the time to take a class together that was difficult. It has been on my “52 list” since the beginning: I wanted to do something as a couple that was new, active, fun, and out of our “couple comfort zone.” I also wanted to learn a few moves that would surprise my body and give me a sense of accomplishment. The fact is, like most people, we’re “average” dancers—if that. Of course, over the years, mostly in our twenties and thirties, there were some tequila-infused moments when we actually thought we were pretty good; but the salsa? No way. The tango? Yeah, right. I just wanted to know what these dances were all about. Would they feel sexy? Would I feel like a fool? Was I twenty years too late? So I called Fred Astaire Dance Studio in Manhattan. When in doubt, think Fred and Ginger Rogers, I told myself when I booked the lesson.

  The location was close to Bloomingdale’s—the ultimate New York department store. I was glad it was 9:30 at night and the store was closed. I may have been tempted, just for a minute, to bee-line to the Lancôme counter.

  After an elevator ride to the fifth floor, we were greeted at the door by Desi. She was terrific on the phone, so it was no surprise she was the same in person. I looked around at the big dance floor, lights, and huge photo of Fred and Ginger and started to feel a bit hesitant. Thankfully, we soon were greeted by a cheerful, pretty instructor named Gala. She was warm and immediately made me feel comfortable. We chatted for a few moments on the dance floor; then, she casually inquired about our wedding song and before we knew it, it was playing. Okay, this was a bit corny, but it did the trick; we laughed and started following her confident lead, doing the rumba and stepping on each other’s toes. I had selected a “sampler” private class, so we went from the rumba to the hustle to the tango and salsa all within 45 minutes. When necessary, Gala danced with each of us and never made us feel uncomfortable or too awkward. I loved it. I loved doing this with my “oh-so-busy” husband, and I loved not being on the treadmill or doing my usual stuff.

  By the end of the session, we were moving a little less awkwardly and smiling with a little more spunk in our step despite the fact that it was past a certain someone’s bedtime. That is what mattered most—our moods. I really would like to do this again. Certainly with Gala as our teacher and definitely when Bloomingdale’s is closed.

  The Fighter

  [image: Image] Mark Wahlberg as Micky Ward in the 2010 film The Fighter: aging quickly. Lives in Lowell, Massachusetts—a tough neighborhood. Endless monotony, potheads, crackheads, gloomy. Supportive girlfriend. Trying to get “out” of his neighborhood, win the title, and rise above his situation.

  Me: aging quickly this winter. Lives in New York City—an especially tough neighborhood this month. Endless snowstorms, potholes, ice, traffic, still eating too much cheese and crackers, gloomy. Supportive family. Trying to get my butt anywhere in this weather that will allow me to continue 52 weeks without losing my mind.

  I saw The Fighter last week. It reminded me that boxing was on my “52 list.” I’ve always wanted to try it, just never have. I also heard it is one of the best workouts if you want results, increasingly popular among women and even hot in Hollywood. So this week, I decided it was the perfect time to put on the gloves and punch something, anything.

  I was angry about all the really important stuff in the world that is unfair and about the “little” things like wanting to sleep more, the garbage piled up in the streets, and just trying to navigate the construction and hurdles in the wintery, frozen New York City streets. I also was mad that, despite some small steps in the right direction, I still haven’t made some important, big changes in my life and that I haven’t seen the sun in months. I was in the perfect “boxing mood.” In fact, an article I recently stumbled upon said boxing is the only fitness exercise during which you can hit without being arrested. That’s what I needed this week.

  So I called John. John and his wife Stephanie have a fitness studio about ten blocks from my home. Over the years, I have dragged myself to their gym when I feel like I need someone to get me back on track or stay on track or start again or get out of a rut. I wish I could say that I trot happily to my appointments, but I don’t.

  This week, I was scheduled for a regular training session, but I called John and asked him if I could box instead, since I know he has the equipment and often boxes with clients. John gave me a thumbs up when I walked in the door. I showed up. That was huge for me this week.

  After a short warm-up, John helped me put on “inner” gloves that reminded me of my biking gloves (they were actually pink!). The boxing gloves followed. My hands couldn’t breathe. I immediately wanted to free them, but I didn’t have much time to think about it because he put on training “mitts,” held up his hands, and showed me how to jab (one-two) and then cross over and alternate, left-right, left-right.

  I was a little uneasy of course, but soon I got the rhythm and did numerous sets. John alternated my boxing with crunches, squats, push-ups, and other exercises, all while wearing gloves. Drinking from my water bottle became a joke but I guzzled some water anyway, spilling it as I clumsily grabbed the bottle between both gloves. My heart was beating fast; yes, I was a bit nervous to be trying something so new, but it was also intense cardio. Once or twice I felt like stopping, but I plowed through it and felt some of my anger at the world dissipate as I boxed with John. Clearing my head was easy since I had to focus on just surviving the session. John was great, reassuring me that I was not the only one who found boxing really difficult, especially the first time. I needed the pep talk. Thanks John.

  I didn’t love The Fighter, the movie. I didn’t love boxing, either, but I felt great after my session. I may do it again to stay in shape. Not sure. All I know is that I showed up, and that was the biggest knockout of the week.

  Now . . . where are my cheese and crackers?

  Poker Face

  [image: Image] A dark, smoky room filled with men, the muffled sound of chips hitting the felt table, and silent tension hanging in the air is what one usually imagines when thinking of poker. A brightly lit classroom filled with women, the sound of squeaky metal folding chairs, and giddy anticipation filling the room was the reality.

  The World Series of Poker Tournament this definitely was not. Instead, twenty chatty women of varying ages, shapes, sizes, and backgrounds were seated around two big round tables which were covered with crinkly white paper tablecloths ready to learn the game of poker—No Limit Texas Hold ’Em, to be exact!

  For three weeks, I’m taking a women-only class on how to play poker at the 92nd Street Y in New York—a great place that offers classes, lectures, and much more. And once again, as so many times before throughout my 52 Week journey, I came away with something other than what I expected. I’ve always wanted to play cards or be a part of a “group game,” so suffice to say, this was the perfect opportunity to try something new this week, break out of my comfort zone, and get out there. What I didn’t expect was the easy camaraderie I would feel with my fellow card-shark wannabes after just one class, the wonderfully diverse group of people I met, and discovering that playing poker isn’t just about playing poker.

  I am not a gambler. I don’t go to Atlantic City and never have been to Las Vegas. Other than Go Fish, Spit, and an occasional hand of Gin Rummy, card playing is not something I do. I knew about straights and pairs from childhood games of Yahtzee, and as far as I was concerned, a full house meant the TV show with Bob Saget, John Stamos, and the Olsen twins when they were still sweet and adorable.

  So I was totally out of my element. Ellen Leikind, the instructor of the class, was an amazing teacher. She’s a fast talker, a real New York woman with her own style and flair, and from what I sensed almost immediately, a bona fide poker player who knows her stuff. Ellen left her job in the corporate world, tried her hand (no pun intended) at a bunch of different things—(kind of her own 52?), and found her passion.

  I didn’t expect to hear this story from my instructor but was inspired when she shared it. It was then that I realized the class wasn’t just about learning the basics of poker. Ellen’s teaching was also about helping women get what they want and move forward. It made the class that much more interesting for me, knowing that I was there as part of my 52. I plan on reading her book.

  The class was challenging. It was fast-paced, our teacher didn’t pander to us, and most of the participants, while there to have a good time, were also there to learn. The rules of the game, thinking about my opponents’ hands as well as my own, strategizing, remembering new vocabulary and poker slang such as flops, rivers, backdoor straights, little blind, big blind . . . it was so much more than I initially thought it would be. But I absolutely loved it! Once I had the basics down, I was eager to play. I was cautious and unsure at first, but as the evening wore on, a tentative confidence grew. And while there was definitely an element of competition by the end of the night, somehow the atmosphere stayed fun and relaxed.

  As with so many other things I’ve recently tried, I have my work cut out for me in the next two weeks. There is much more to learn and a lot more to practice before I play in our own Texas Hold ’Em tournament at the end of the class. But I’m definitely not planning on folding yet. And as Ellen, my instructor, says: if you want to be in the game, you have to be at the table. Deal me in . . .

  [image: Image]

  What is a Manhattan mom doing with a rifle in her hand?

  What inspired another mom to drag her husband to tango lessons?

  In this chapter, we explore, explain, and extol the value of trying something new. We were well into our 52 Week journey before we mustered up the courage to try many of these things. “New” is not always easy, but trying new things brought a level of energy and understanding to our journey—even if we chose never to do those “new” things again.

  We’ve already shared how our blog was conceived and some of our trials and tribulations, but it wasn’t until we began to focus on trying new things that we found new is not like anything else out there. That’s not just our opinion and experience—many experts and others we’ve spoken to agree: if you feel bored, restless, or stuck, try just one new thing, and you will feel better. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy to do. It wasn’t for us.

  [image: Image] Dr. Alex Lickerman, an internist who also is a practicing Buddhist, says that’s not unusual. In his work, he has found that people often resist trying new things because they are afraid. Most people tend to stay with what they know—their established routine. Lickerman gives voice to many of our fears about trying new things. What if I don’t like this new dish? What if the foreign country I am going to visit is dangerous? He believes we fear an unknown outcome more than we do a known bad one.

  So how to embrace the new? We didn’t expect ourselves to become experts; maybe you could say we just “dabbled.” We took time for ourselves. And that wasn’t easy. Carving out time for yourself is difficult—especially for many women who juggle family, kids, schedules, work, and all the rest of life—but we did it. We took classes and tried new things. Some things worked; some did not. All of them taught us something and helped us advance toward our goal of being happier and healthier, and moving again.

  So why did doing something new feel so great? We wanted to understand why we felt the way we did. We wanted to understand more about our increasing desire to learn new things. We also wondered why this desire got more intense in our forties. We decided to talk to a few more experts we found along the way.

  “Seventy percent of success in life is showing up.”

  —Woody Allen

  [image: Image] We spoke with Pam’s poker instructor, Ellen Leikind, founder of New York-based POKERprimaDIVAS and author of Pokerwoman: How to Win in Love, Life, and Business Using the Principles of Poker. Ellen is an accomplished corporate executive who has been playing poker for many years. She took a hiatus from the Fortune 500 world and rediscovered poker, a game she had learned as a teenager. The more Ellen played poker, the more she saw the similarities between the card game and the larger “game” of business and personal fulfillment. She founded POKERprimaDIVAS after experimenting with new things, rediscovering poker, building her confidence, and leaving a big marketing career for a while. She discovered that many of the skills she learned in poker help in the real world.

  Now she runs amazing corporate events and team-building seminars, using poker to help women not just to try something new and play, but also to improve all areas of their lives. We decided to spend some more time talking with Leikind to understand how she approaches the prospect of trying something new.

  “I think doing something new is critical because any time you get out of your comfort zone, you improve yourself. Anytime you do something you didn’t think you could do, you are making a positive change in yourself.”

  Ellen shared with us a story about going to a spa in Arizona. She was part of an outdoor group activity that involved climbing up a very high pole, which led to a platform. She was then expected to jump! Petrified, Ellen at first felt she would never be able to do it. She told us, “I was sick just thinking about it, but I finally thought to myself, if all of these other women can do it—young, old, in shape, unfit—who were all probably just as scared—I have to at least try!”

  In the end, Ellen grabbed a partner to figuratively and literally hold her hand. Ellen was incredibly scared going up the pole and in fact has no recollection of the ascent. She does, however, remember coming down. It wasn’t until after it was over and her heart rate went back to normal that she realized how capable she is of trying something new (and even terrifying).

  “Life is like a game of poker: If you don’t put any in the pot, there won’t be any to take out.”

  —Jackie “Moms” Mabley, comedian

  Bringing it back to poker, Ellen explained that it’s all about the idea of doing something outside one’s comfort zone. She talked a lot about poker being an individual challenge, yet at the same time, you are surrounded by people. “Some people chat the whole time, and others just play quietly, but you’re not alone. That helps sometimes,” she said. “A lot of people know they want to play, but they are either afraid that there is no one to teach them, or they don’t know how to ‘get there.’ It’s about going to the class—it’s not really about learning poker; it’s about showing up and also participating in something that they were traditionally excluded from, since it’s one of those ‘guy-club’ things. In general, it just represents a ‘hurdle’—either psychologically or physically. Whenever you take on something new, just the act of doing it makes women bolder and braver for other things in their lives.”

  Dr. Lickerman also had great insight into why new things are so powerful, and we agree:

  • When you try something new, you need courage. Even the act of summoning that courage is powerful. When you actually attempt the new thing, the power of that act engulfs everything in its path.

  • When you try something new, you open yourself up to a host of new possibilities. New careers and even new life paths often are revealed when an individual “dips a baby toe” in the water and experiences a new idea. You may never know you love something until you try it.

  • When you try something new, you battle boredom.

  • When you try something new, you force yourself to evolve. No one grows by following the same path day after day. Growth requires a new action, a new attitude, a new thought process.

  NEXT STEPS

  [image: Image] Keep these things in mind when you start your own 52 journey.
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