

[image: cover]



[image: title]





[image: logo]




[image: picture]


Introduction


Storytelling has been mankind’s most effective way of passing on wisdom, advice, and culture throughout history. It is the best way for us to learn things. Most successful self-help authors or motivational speakers use storytelling to illustrate their points and deliver their messages in a way that resonates with people.


Our books are primarily composed of stories written by ordinary people who have had extraordinary experiences. These people unselfishly share their stories with our readers. Sometimes they even reveal deeply personal moments in their lives that they have never shared with anyone before, not even their families or friends. Our contributors write the stories for two reasons: 1) to share their stories with strangers who may benefit from hearing of someone else’s experience, and 2) because writing the stories helps them — it is therapeutic to get stories onto paper. Writers tell us that even though their story wasn’t chosen for one of our books, it was still a great experience putting it on paper.


I love our approach because we give our readers 101 personal, revealing stories from different people in every book — and that way everyone is likely to find an approach that works for them, or a story that causes a shift in their attitude, or a story that provides them the support they need during a challenging time. Our books are like portable support groups, with your peers eagerly sharing their stories and offering to help you.


Picking stories that will influence people’s lives is a big responsibility. We get e-mails and letters all the time from people telling us that we have stopped them from committing suicide, reassured them that they are doing the right thing in their personal lives, given them a friend when they thought they were all alone, caused them to pick up the phone and call an estranged relative or friend. They tell us that our stories have inspired them to change their jobs, embrace a volunteer activity, try again to reach a long-ago abandoned goal, or have reinvigorated their lives.


We’ve been publishing our books and changing lives one story at a time since 1993. As part of our twentieth-anniversary celebration, we asked our readers to write about how their favorite Chicken Soup for the Soul stories affected them. You’ll find the stories in pairs in this volume — a new story written just for this book, followed by the story or poem that the reader found so inspiring in one of our past 250+ titles.


The stories that you’ll read cover the whole gamut of Chicken Soup for the Soul’s history, from the very first Chicken Soup for the Soul, which has sold more than eight million copies in the U.S. and Canada, to books you may have never seen that are focused on specific topics. It’s interesting that my own favorite comes from a book called Chicken Soup for the Soul: Hope & Healing for Your Breast Cancer Journey that we created with Dr. Julie Silver of Harvard Medical School. No one in my family has ever had breast cancer, but this story is a standout for me because I feel that it applies to all of us.


In “Eliminate the Negative, Accentuate the Positive,” Georgia Shaffer writes about what happened when she had a recurrence of her breast cancer. A friend drove her to chemo one day but spent the entire time talking about people who had died of cancer. As Georgia says:


“I learned the hard way that I needed to protect myself as much as possible from contact with that kind of negative or thoughtless person . . . I had never realized that just like the weeds in a garden rob the flowers of vital moisture, nutrients and sunlight, so too the ‘weeds’ in my life were robbing me of the vital energy I needed to fight cancer and heal. I could not afford to allow interactions with negative people to steal the few resources I had left . . . I needed to eliminate the negative as much as possible and then accentuate the positive. Like the flowers in my garden turn toward the sun, I decided to focus on the loving, beautiful connections in my life.”


I am so busy in my job as publisher, author, and editor-in-chief of Chicken Soup for the Soul that I too have found that I need to focus on the people who can cast sunshine into my own life. I don’t have as much time as I would like for interaction with family and friends, so I want to make the most of the time that I have outside the office.


And when I am at the office, one of my jobs is to introduce you to the positive people who write for us. They give us stories that are empowering and uplifting, encouraging our readers to look within themselves for the keys to being happy, productive, and purposeful. I love stories from people who have been through enormous challenges and yet have maintained a positive attitude, filled with gratitude for the good things they still have.


In this book, you’ll meet one of our favorite contributors of all time, twenty-year-old Angie Sayers, who bravely wrote about her terminal cancer and changed many lives, including that of Susan Smith, who used Angie’s example to overcome her panic disorder. You’ll meet Sophfronia Scott, who learned from a story in the original Chicken Soup for the Soul about the power of smiling to change her life, even in impersonal New York City. It changed her life, and I happen to see Sophfronia now and again and can report that she is always smiling.


You’ll also read one of the classic self-esteem boosters that we published, by Virginia Satir, and discover how it helped Annabel Sheila turn her life around after a divorce. And you’ll read about Tracy Fitzgerald, whose story gives me chills. One night, Tracy read a story in Chicken Soup for the Military Wife’s Soul and mentally prepared herself in case she ever got “the phone call” and learned her husband had lost a limb in Afghanistan. She got the phone call the very next morning.


You’ll read about a woman who was reunited with the daughter she gave up for adoption twenty-three years earlier, all because of a connection made in one of our stories. You’ll read about the medevac crewmember who read a story in Chicken Soup for the Veteran’s Soul and realized that he was reading about one of the soldiers he saved in Vietnam, who went on to win four Super Bowls.


The list goes on. We have enjoyed a wonderful trip down Memory Lane putting this volume together for you, and we are gratified to see the effect that our stories have had on so many lives.


As Jack Canfield says, “There are essentially two things that will make you wise — the books you read and the people you meet.” We hope to make you doubly wise — by reading our books and by meeting hundreds of new people through them, so that their life experiences become part of your life experience and wisdom.


Mark Victor Hansen says, “Get started now. With each step you take, you will grow stronger and stronger, more and more skilled, more and more self-confident and more and more successful.” We wish you happy reading and an enjoyable journey through these powerful stories, and we hope that we contribute to your strength, self-confidence and success, whatever your endeavors.


~Amy Newmark
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Eliminate the Negative, Accentuate the Positive


I always plucked a thistle and planted a flower where I thought a flower would grow.


~Abraham Lincoln


One chilly January day twenty-two years ago, I sat in an examining room, waiting for the results of yet another biopsy. Six months earlier, at the age of thirty-eight, I had been diagnosed with breast cancer, and had a mastectomy and reconstruction. But a suspicious rash had appeared on my reconstructed breast and I was waiting to hear the results of the lab report.


My doctor entered the room with a look of concern. “Georgia,” he said, “I’m sorry but it’s a recurrence of breast cancer.”


My head started to spin and I felt that familiar awful ache in the pit of my stomach.


But my feelings were not exactly like the first time I was told I had cancer. There was no shock. There was no numbness. There was no denying what was happening. It was serious and I knew it.


Although I can’t recall everything the surgeon said that day, I do remember what happened when he left the room. His nurse, Vickie, who was only a few years younger than I was, looked over at me with deep concern.


My eyes met hers and I burst into tears. “I don’t want to die. My son is only nine years old,” I sobbed. “I want to live to see him graduate from high school.” I started rocking back and forth and kept repeating, “I just want to see my son graduate from high school.”


Vickie didn’t tell me I would see my son Kyle graduate. She didn’t tell me I wouldn’t. She listened, held me tightly and handed me one tissue after another.


I don’t know how long I stayed in that examining room, but I do know that she stayed with me and she ached with me.


During the days that followed, I discovered I had a slim chance of being alive in ten years. My only hope for long-term survival was chemotherapy, radiation and a bone marrow transplant.


I had all those treatments. When they were complete, my cancer was in remission, but I was a mere shell of a person. As Kyle said years later, “Mom, you were a ghost in a shell.”


Through my experience with cancer, I learned the powerful impact of one caring person. Whether that person is a doctor’s assistant like Vickie, a counselor, a friend or a relative — it’s one person who can make a positive difference.


The harsh reality is that I also became painfully aware that some people are not positive and life giving. Rather, their negative or thoughtless interactions are draining and, in some cases, toxic.


For example, one day a “friend” took me to a chemotherapy treatment. For the 50-minute drive, she told me one painful story after another about people who had faced cancer. At one point I asked, “Can we talk about something besides cancer?”


She did. For five minutes. And then the litany began again.


After previous treatments, I had never gotten sick. After that treatment, I was sick for two days.


I learned the hard way that I needed to protect myself as much as possible from contact with that kind of negative or thoughtless person. At the very least I had to distance myself from certain people and acquire the ability to say no. This was especially difficult because I had been taught to be kind to everyone. I had never recognized the importance of setting clear boundaries with some people. I had never realized that just like the weeds in a garden rob the flowers of vital moisture, nutrients and sunlight, so too the “weeds” in my life were robbing me of the vital energy I needed to fight cancer and heal. I could not afford to allow interactions with negative people to steal the few resources I had left.


In a perfect world, everyone gathers around cancer survivors and supports them in the way they need to be supported. Since this isn’t a perfect world, I needed to make two changes. I needed to eliminate the negative as much as possible and then accentuate the positive. Like the flowers in my garden turn toward the sun, I decided to focus on the loving, beautiful connections in my life. I chose to truly appreciate and treasure the people who cared for me and doted on me. I know I would not be here today without all the support I received.


Seventeen years later, I called Vickie the nurse and asked to meet with her.


“Vickie,” I said when we met, “I want to thank you again. You have no idea of the impact that your warmth and compassion made in my life.” Tears of gratitude streamed down my cheeks.


She looked at me and shook her head in amazement. “You just never know, do you? I had no idea what that meant to you that day.”


Like Vickie, many people give us a hug, make an affirming comment or lend a helping hand and never think about it again. They don’t realize that it makes all the difference to us as cancer survivors when we sometimes wonder how we’ll make it through another day. It’s that positive nurturing connection, that heart-to-heart connection, that not only will counteract all those sterile needles or machines we have to face, but will continue to warm our hearts years later even on the chilliest of winter days.


~Georgia Shaffer
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Epiphanies


Gratitude bestows reverence, allowing us to encounter everyday epiphanies, those transcendent moments of awe that change forever how we experience life and the world.


~John Milton




[image: picture]


Living by the Light of a Smile


Sometimes your joy is the source of your smile, but sometimes your smile can be the source of your joy.


~Thích Nhat Hanh


I moved to New York City after college. I quickly learned that smiling, for the most part, was not a good thing. A smile attracted unwanted attention, especially from men who equated it with an invitation and who would send catcalls my way as I walked down the street. Being an inexperienced young woman, I didn’t know how to deal with such behavior. I felt annoyed, harassed, and powerless. Eventually I cultivated a kind of neutral expression that I wore every time I went outside. If I smiled at a stranger it was forced, a polite return of a smile. My true smile came out only with my loved ones.


In 2002 I began training to become a life coach. Many of my teachers and fellow classmates recommended the original Chicken Soup for the Soul book. I had heard of The New York Times bestseller, but I’d never read it. I figured I should read it if only to have the text “under my belt” as part of my personal-development knowledge base. I had read only thirty-seven pages when I came across the story that changed my outlook about the way I looked as I walked through the world: “The Smile.”


Contributor Hanoch McCarty told the story of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who wrote The Little Prince as well as a lesser-known piece, “The Smile,” that was possibly based on Saint-Exupéry’s own experience as a captured fighter pilot in the Spanish Civil War. The pilot, nervous and frightened because he’s certain he will be executed the next day, finds a cigarette in his pockets and asks his jailer for a light. The jailer agrees and comes forward with a match. As he gets closer, he looks at his prisoner and their eyes lock unexpectedly. The pilot smiles at him. In that moment it’s as though the prisoner, not the jailer, has ignited a light. The jailer warms to him. The two men begin to discuss their families and even share pictures. Later the jailer decides to release the pilot and lead him to safety. I remember being absolutely stunned by the words: “My life was saved by a smile.”


McCarty goes on to say that when the pilot smiled it was a “magic moment when two souls recognize each other.” I recognized that moment too and to me it felt so full of hope and possibility. The next morning on my way to work I stopped in a deli and bought a cup of tea. When the server handed me the cup I smiled and said thank you. He stepped back and for a moment looked confused. Then he smiled and said, “I’ve been doing this all morning, but you’re the first person to smile at me.” I just nodded, smiled again and left.


I couldn’t believe how good I felt — I actually felt more like myself! As I continued to smile throughout the days, weeks and months I noticed an amazing cycle: The more I smiled, the friendlier everything seemed; and the friendlier everything seemed, the more I smiled. It also seemed to me that the smiles I received in return were not just polite smiles. I felt a momentary connection with the person, as though we had come to an agreement that all was right with the world.


Before reading McCarty’s story I had thought that a smile made me passive and powerless, and invited unwanted attention. Afterwards my view was just the opposite. Smiling gave me strength. I could change myself, and the people I encountered, by simply smiling. In fact over the years I’ve come to observe how, as Andy Andrews say in his book, The Traveler’s Gift, “My smile has become my calling card. It is, after all, the most potent weapon I possess.” Boxers lead with their left or right jabs. I lead with my smile.


Here’s an example. Recently I became a substitute bus driver in my son’s school district. The more I drove the more I heard the other drivers complain about a new crossing guard, the person who controls the flow of traffic so the huge fleet of buses can get in and out of the school’s driveways quickly and safely. The guard, an older man, seemed unsure in his decision making, which often resulted in long lines of backed up traffic. Most days he looked harried and worried. He knew he wasn’t doing a good job. I would see buses pass by him with the drivers looking impatient, annoyed or downright angry. I wanted things to be different for the guard. I felt bad that all these people were sending such negativity in his direction.


Then I realized I did have the power to change at least one interaction in his day. One morning when the crossing guard signaled me to pull into the school, I inched the bus forward. Then, just before I began my turn, I made eye contact, gave him a tiny wave and a big smile. He saw me. His face softened and something like relief washed over his features. He waved back with his own smile as I continued my turn.


That’s it. That’s all it took. I knew I had made a difference in his day just by that one “magic moment” of connection. And even though I have yet to speak a word to this man, I know he recognizes me because we repeat this little ritual each time he sees me behind the wheel.


Now, take that one moment and multiply it by the millions of times I’ve smiled since reading the Saint-Exupéry/McCarty story. That’s a lot of magic conjured by the spontaneous flashing of teeth. I can’t speak for the people who have been on the receiving end of these smiles, but I can say this for myself: my life is so much brighter, so much more joyous, that I can’t imagine how I lived without such light. I hope I can inspire others to share their happiness just as freely. I smile just thinking about it.


~Sophfronia Scott
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The Smile


Smile at each other, smile at your wife, smile at your husband, smile at your children, smile at each other — it doesn’t matter who it is — and that will help you to grow up in greater love for each other.


~Mother Teresa


Many Americans are familiar with The Little Prince, a wonderful book by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. This is a whimsical and fabulous book and works as a children’s story as well as a thought-provoking adult fable. Far fewer are aware of Saint-Exupéry’s other writings, novels and short stories.


Saint-Exupéry was a fighter pilot who fought against the Nazis and was killed in action. Before World War II, he fought in the Spanish Civil War against the fascists. He wrote a fascinating story based on that experience entitled The Smile (Le Sourire). It isn’t clear whether or not he meant this to be autobiographical or fiction. I choose to believe it is the former.


He said that he was captured by the enemy and thrown into a jail cell. He was sure from the contemptuous looks and rough treatment he received from his jailers that he would be executed the next day. From here, I’ll tell the story as I remember it in my own words.


“I was sure that I was to be killed. I became terribly nervous and distraught. I fumbled in my pockets to see if there were any cigarettes that had escaped their search. I found one and because of my shaking hands, I could barely get it to my lips. But I had no matches; they had taken those.


“I looked through the bars at my jailer. He did not make eye contact with me. After all, one does not make eye contact with a thing, a corpse. I called out to him ‘Have you got a light, por favor?’ He looked at me, shrugged and came over to light my cigarette.


“As he came close and lit the match, his eyes inadvertently locked with mine. At that moment, I smiled. I don’t know why I did that. Perhaps it was nervousness, perhaps it was because, when you get very close, one to another, it is very hard not to smile. In any case, I smiled. In that instant, it was as though a spark jumped across the gap between our two hearts, our two human souls. I know he didn’t want to, but my smile leaped through the bars and generated a smile on his lips, too. He lit my cigarette but stayed near, looking at me directly in the eyes and continuing to smile.


“I kept smiling at him, now aware of him as a person and not just a jailer. And his looking at me seemed to have a new dimension, too. ‘Do you have kids?’ he asked.


“ ‘Yes, here, here.’ I took out my wallet and nervously fumbled for the pictures of my family. He, too, took out the pictures of his niños and began to talk about his plans and hopes for them. My eyes filled with tears. I said that I feared that I’d never see my family again, never have the chance to see them grow up. Tears came to his eyes, too.


“Suddenly, without another word, he unlocked my cell and silently led me out. Out of the jail, quietly and by back routes, out of the town. There, at the edge of town, he released me. And without another word, he turned back toward the town.


“My life was saved by a smile.”


Yes, the smile — the unaffected, unplanned, natural connection between people. I tell this story in my work because I’d like people to consider that underneath all the layers we construct to protect ourselves, our dignity, our titles, our degrees, our status and our need to be seen in certain ways — underneath all that, remains the authentic, essential self. I’m not afraid to call it the soul. I really believe that if that part of you and that part of me could recognize each other, we wouldn’t be enemies. We couldn’t have hate or envy or fear. I sadly conclude that all those other layers, which we so carefully construct through our lives, distance and insulate us from truly contacting others. Saint-Exupéry’s story speaks of that magic moment when two souls recognize each other.


I’ve had just a few moments like that. Falling in love is one example. And looking at a baby. Why do we smile when we see a baby? Perhaps it’s because we see someone without all the defensive layers, someone whose smile for us we know to be fully genuine and without guile. And that baby-soul inside us smiles wistfully in recognition.


~Hanoch McCarty


[image: logo]




[image: picture]


My Wakeup Call


The struggle ends when the gratitude begins.


~Neale Donald Walsch


The spring and summer of 2008 was a time that changed my life. I was sick during this time and no matter what I did I just wasn’t getting any better. I was scared to leave the house, I didn’t want to drive, I didn’t eat, my mind was spinning out of control and before I knew it I sank into a depression. I needed help and fast, as my life was in a downward spiral. I went to the doctor and was diagnosed with panic disorder. The doctor prescribed antidepressants and counseling. The first set of antidepressants did not work, so he gave me another prescription and between that prescription and counseling my condition dramatically improved. I was doing so well that my counselor successfully completed my program and my doctor weaned me off the medication.


Let me now take you to the spring and summer of 2012. I relapsed, and although I wasn’t as sick as the first time, I felt like my world was coming to an end. All I kept thinking was “Why me?” and “What did I do to deserve this?” My attitude was so negative that it drove everyone around me crazy. I went back to the doctor and he put me back on the medication, but that is not what helped me get my act together. My help came from my friend and from a young woman I never met. I asked my friend to pick out my next book to read and she picked out Chicken Soup for the Soul: Find Your Happiness. I am really glad she picked that book because the first story, titled “My Epiphany,” by Angela Sayers gave me the attitude adjustment I needed.


Angela was a remarkable young woman with an amazing attitude. She was terminally ill and the doctor didn’t give her a lot of time, but she did not let that stop her from living. She lived each day to the fullest and like it was her last. Although I never met her, she taught me a very valuable lesson. As I read her story, I reflected on my life. My illness was so minor, and yet I was acting like it was the end of the world. I realized that there were so many people out there that were sicker than me, but had a better attitude. I should have been happy that there was nothing seriously wrong with me and that I had all my body parts and that my organs functioned normally.


I learned to accept that even though I have panic disorder, it does not have me. I have days when I feel down and depressed and there are even times when I feel my mind spinning out of control, but when I begin to feel like that I do two things: I talk to my friend because she is amazing and supportive, and I think about Angela and everything she went through and how courageous and positive she was. That is enough to bring a smile to my face and turn my attitude around real fast.


~Susan Elizabeth Smith
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My Epiphany


With the past, I have nothing to do; nor with the future. I live now.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson


It seems that when something awful happens to me, my mind just shuts down. These things change the way I think for a period of time after they happen. Somehow, I find a way to keep it all together by reverting to my “one day at a time” motto, but really, inside, I’m freaking out. Sometimes I’m freaking out and I don’t even realize it yet. I’ve discovered lately that moving on from those difficult times really is a process.


These days, I am in the final stages of my long battle with osteosarcoma, a bone cancer, which made its appearance when I was fourteen years old, claimed one of my lower legs and a lung along the way, and recently spread to my brain. The doctors found three or four new tumors in my brain. This news was a terrible blow since it meant two huge things. It meant that one, along with the nodules that I already had in my single lung, the Thalidomide I have been trying isn’t doing a single thing for me. And secondly it officially marked me as terminal. The doctors told us that they thought I probably had less than a month to live.


It has now been longer than a month, and I am still here and still feeling well. Nothing has truly changed about my situation. I am still taking medication for the headaches, and sometimes my breathing is a lot more strained than it used to be. Although I do have a cold, which could be part of it, it’s most likely that the cancer is progressing. There is nothing in my situation that has changed. I know that I probably won’t make it, still. But there is something different now about the way I look at things. I feel different. I feel inspired! I feel invigorated! I don’t feel like I’m just sitting around waiting to die anymore. I feel infused with life. There’s a reason I have already beaten the odds. There’s a reason it’s not time yet.


I don’t know what came first — the changes to my daily routine, or the changes to my perspective. But somehow they’re working together to be just what I needed. During the past week or so we’ve been making small changes to my medications since I’ve been doing so well. The first thing we did was drop the nausea medicine I’d been taking on a schedule with the pain medication. It turns out that I don’t really need it at all, since I haven’t had any nausea since. We also started weaning me off the steroid I’d been taking to control swelling, which makes me eat everything in sight and makes me swell up like a balloon. Somehow, and the only thing I can think to attribute it to, is that by getting rid of those two medications, I am feeling a little more like myself. I haven’t had to take a nap in ages! My eyes, which had been blurry and unfocused, are doing so well that I finished a book that I was reading . . . on my Kindle! My computer screen no longer tries to flip letters around. But that’s not all — a few days ago Mom convinced me to put my prosthetic leg on for a while. It didn’t take too much cajoling, since it was something I’d been meaning to try since I have been feeling better. It doesn’t quite fit right because I haven’t worn it in a month. Right now because I haven’t been wearing it, I have no leg muscle to even hardly hold it up. But I can kind of walk on it, with my crutches, and I have hope and faith that before long I’ll be able to use it again for a short time.


I’m not sure where it came from, this sudden epiphany I’ve had. But something inside me has clicked. It reminds me of a story my pastor told me when he came by for a visit, about a man who was pronounced terminal. Another person asked him, “What are you doing right now?” And the man who was dying answered, “Well I’m terminal, I’m dying.” The first man either asked him again what he was doing right now or informed him somehow that he was wrong. The man who was terminal wasn’t dying just then, just at that moment he was living. And as long as he was breathing he would be living. That’s the epiphany I’ve had. Right now, regardless of the things to come, I’m living! I’m not sitting around waiting to die. My entire perspective has changed. I’m alive right now. I’m living.


So, today I leave you with this message, one that I can hardly believe that I went this far without. Cherish every single day. It is one of those things that is easier said than done. The way that something feels is all about perspective. Sometimes our hearts don’t need a miracle. Sometimes there just aren’t any miracles and the world around us feels like there can never be any happiness in it again. I know how that feels. I have had some dark days these last few months. I won’t lie. It’s difficult to know that eventually I won’t feel good. It’s hard to know that essentially I’m just sitting around waiting for the cancer to progress.


I can’t think like that anymore. I have to think about the things that I can do. The life that I can live. I may not be able to go on the ski trip this month, but I’m still doing better than expected. I’m still here. I’m still living. Life is precious, whether you have a straight road stretched before you as far as the eye can see, or whether, like most people, your road turns and bends into the undergrowth and you have no idea where it leads. Follow that bend, and your heart, no matter where it goes. Mine may go on, to places unmentionable, but everyone’s does, eventually. All roads lead to the same bend, and although we can’t see around the corner, I know there are people who have gone before me that will help me when I get there. But for now, I’m not there yet. Today I’m living, and my heart sings with joy for the days that follow.


For anyone going through a difficult time, I want to pass on the list of ten steps that I composed. These steps have helped me move forward in the past. I’m not a professional and I have no claim to fame, but these steps have helped me and I want to share them with other people. Here are my Ten Steps to Moving Forward:


1. Cry, Yell, and Grieve: The first step can make you feel like you are taking a few steps back, but it is necessary. I think when something happens that reroutes your entire life and the direction you were going previously, it is normal to grieve and be sad. Because I believe that whenever you go through a difficult time, it changes you. It changes the way you think and perceive things, and the first step to acceptance of the new reality, whatever it is, is to mourn the past and the person you used to be. So, let yourself grieve for as long as you need to, and when you’re able, you’ll find the next step.


2. Talk When You’re Ready: Sometimes you feel like talking things through and sometimes you don’t. When you’re ready to talk, find someone who you can talk to as an equal and whose opinion you value, and pour your heart out. Sometimes, just having someone who cares and who is there for you, no matter what, gives you the boost you need, to move on from the first step (even though you may feel still the need to grieve from time to time).


3. Escape When You Need To: but not too often. Sometimes life just takes a dump on you, and your heart and mind are too full to process things in a healthy way. In these moments, escape is essential; watch a TV show or movie, read a book, or veg out on the Internet. Take a break from the things that are weighing you down, and come back to them later with a fresh outlook. But I caution you on escaping too often, because escaping never makes your problems go away, and you always have to deal with them eventually.


4. Start Small: If the big things are too overwhelming at any given moment, start small. Instead of worrying about a huge appointment next week that you’re afraid might hold bad news (perhaps similar to where you just were) try to focus on smaller more attainable goals. Rather than brooding about the appointment, focus on your exercises, your chores, or even your homework assignments. You’ll get there in the same amount of time, whether or not you worry about it.


5. Find Your Muse: Your muse is the source of your inspiration. Find the thing, or things, that inspire you the most, and absorb them into your world. These could be anything. For some, it could be their children, others music or nature, and for people like me, poetry or literature.


6. Reach Out: Interaction is an important thing in any person’s life. Reaching out doesn’t necessarily mean telling everyone about your struggles, rather it means finding people you enjoy, and spending time with them. It can mean laughing and teasing each other, but it also means support. Maybe not support like that of step two, but support that lets you know that they care and that they’re thinking of you. This kind of support is a bulwark that can bolster you through any storm. These are the people who know how to cheer you on, when you’re going through a hard time.


7. Channel Your Nervous Energy: Often you may find yourself stressing out and worrying. The best way to prevent this is to throw yourself headlong into another project, albeit a more relaxing one. For me, this usually means writing, scrapbooking, or artwork of some kind. I actually find that some of my best poetry is written when I’m trying not to freak out.


8. Help Someone Else: Helping someone else is actually a great way to help you deal with tough things that are going on your own life. It may sound selfish, in an ironic way. But not only does helping someone through their problems distract you, it also fills you with a pleasant satisfaction. Plain and simple; it feels good to help someone else out.


9. Focus on the Good Things: If you go through life with a “woe is me” attitude, things can seem harder than they really are. Granted, I’m finding that optimism comes more easily to me than most, but I cannot help but feel that some optimism is imperative to dealing with any situation. By focusing on the good things in your life, you can muster up enough strength to hope. And I believe that hope is ultimately what allows you to move on.


10. Take One Day At a Time: We spend so much time worrying about things that are far in the future, that we miss the things that are happening in the moment. Even if the moment you are in seems difficult, and there are things on the horizon that seem even more difficult, it is important to focus on the moment you are in. We can’t worry about things that haven’t happened yet, or that may or may not happen. If you must worry, worry about the day you are in, and worry about tomorrow, well, tomorrow. But remember also, no matter what you’re going through, that you will get through. No matter how hard it seems in that moment, or how bleak the future looks, time will move you forward against your will. Eventually you’ll find that things don’t seem as hard, or hurt as bad, and life will take on a new routine. And you’ll be okay. Or . . . at least that’s the way it’s been for me.


~Angela Sayers
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Ask for Help


A friend is the one who comes in when the whole world has gone out.


~Grace Pulpit


The curse of the over compulsive and the addict is the belief that we can rein our behaviors in — all on our own — especially if the behaviors, such as mine, are done in secret. In the beginning my maneuverings afforded me some measure of comfort, helping to ease my mental pain. But in the end, choosing addictive compulsions instead of doing the real work of facing my fears and inadequacies pulled me into the dark underworld of self-loathing.


What had formerly eased my pain was now actually making it worse! Oh what a hellish concoction I had mixed for myself. How I loathed the way my behaviors commanded my will, the way they mocked me. I felt like they were talking to me and saying: “Loser.”


I began plotting and planning ways to break free. I battled my secrets by buying books and CDs, consuming reams of information, believing that if I could just find that one bit of information — that one key that fit my lock — then I would be free. I truly believed that I could tame these compulsive addictions all by myself.


Of course, I was wrong. Instead, for many years, the torture of my secret battle raged on.


Then I came across a copy of Chicken Soup for the Recovering Soul and realized I had never acknowledged the most liberating bit of information. I could ask for help!


In “Friends of Bill W., Please Come to the Gate. . .” a flight attendant who is a recovering alcoholic is having a hard time passing the bar in an airport, so in a moment of inspiration, she pages “friends of Bill W.” throughout the airport. More than a dozen people come to her aid, even at the risk of missing their own flights, to talk her through her craving for alcohol.


The most important sentence in the story for me was: “Grace had a moment of sanity, realized she could not do it on her own, took the action of asking for help and received it immediately.”


I began to weep. I finally understood that I could not rein in my destructive behaviors on my own. Alone was my mortal flaw!


I would not be here today if it were not for eye to eye, soul to soul contact with people who were familiar with my condition and helped me.


The road to self-respecting freedom begins by telling someone, “I am powerless. Help!”


~J. Fullerton
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Friends of Bill W., Please Come to the Gate. . .


Once you learn to walk, crawling is out of the question.


~James D. Davis


Sometime in the early 1990s I was treating a woman in an intensive outpatient chemical dependency group. Let’s call her “Grace.” Grace was a flight attendant and had been suspended from her job with a major airline due to her untreated alcoholism. She had been stealing the miniature liquor bottles, drinking in airport bars in uniform, and so on. Her employer, realizing she needed treatment, sent her to us.


After the eight-week program, I suggested to her it might be a good idea to solidify her foundation in recovery before returning to work, as she would be working in a high-risk environment (serving alcohol, being out of town alone, etc.). Grace did, however, return to work shortly after completing outpatient treatment. One day while she was departing from a plane at the end of a long day, a major craving for alcohol overpowered her. There she was, in the Los Angeles International Airport, pulling her roller-bag behind her when this massive craving to drink came over her. She tried to just “think through it, ” or “just forget about it, ” but it was way too powerful. It was so powerful, in fact, that she was resigned to the fact that she would just go drink.


Grace thought, Oh, the heck with it, I’ll get another job . . . or maybe no one will find out anyway. But deep down inside, Grace did not want to drink. She truly had wanted to stay sober, but she was in trouble.


On her way to the bar in the airport, Grace had a moment of sanity. She stopped, picked up the airport paging phone and said, “Will you please page friends of Bill W.,” she paused, quickly looking around for an empty gate, “to come to Gate 12?”


Within minutes, over the paging system in the L.A. International Airport came, “Will friends of Bill W. please come to Gate 12? Will friends of Bill W. please come to Gate 12?” Most people in recovery know that saying you are a friend of Bill W. is an anonymous way to identify yourself as a member of AA.


In less than five minutes there were about fifteen people at that gate from all over the world. That brought tears of amazement, relief and joy to Grace. They had a little meeting there in that empty gate, total strangers prior to that moment. Grace discovered that two of those people had gotten out of their boarding lines and missed their flights to answer that call for help. They had remembered what they had seen on many walls of meeting rooms: “When anyone, anywhere reaches out their hand for help, I want the hand of AA to be there and for that I am responsible.”


Grace did not drink that day. I would venture to guess that none of the people who came to Gate 12 drank that day either. Instead Grace had a moment of sanity, realized she could not do it on her own, took the action of asking for help and received it immediately. This help is available to all of us if we want it and sincerely ask for it. It never fails.


~Jim C., Jr.


[image: logo]




[image: picture]


Sticks and Stones


Let’s not forget that the little emotions are the great captains of our lives and we obey them without realizing it.


~Vincent van Gogh


“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never harm me,” is an old adage my fourth-grade teacher once told me. This saying has been etched in my memory, and I have reflected on this saying many times since I read the story “Two Little Words with a Big Impact” by Linda O’Connell in Chicken Soup for the Soul: My Resolution.


I grew up thinking that as long as people didn’t physically hurt each other, hurtful words were to be tolerated, but I changed my mind after reading Linda’s story. She discusses two words: “and” and “but” and she explained how “but” can be one of the most destructive words in the English language.


I realized that I had felt the sting of the word “but” many times, and that I had wounded others, too, by using the word thoughtlessly. For example, when I was a teacher and edited my students’ stories, I would always tell them their content was good, but then I would add comments such as “but you need to proofread your paper more than once” or “but you need to make your characters more realistic.” I could have said, “Your content is good, and proofreading will make it even better,” or “Your content is good and making your characters even more believable will increase your chances of publication.”


In setting up guidelines for critiquing writers, I now realize that we need to praise each other, make helpful comments, and then praise each other again, without using the word “but.” I remember a college professor who said, “There is no such thing as constructive criticism. Criticism is criticism.” She has now passed on, but her words will remain with me always.


While listening to the service taken from the Book of Common Prayer in church, I listened for the word “and” and “but.” For the first time, I noticed that the word “and” was used countless times; but the word “but” was never mentioned. “How positive,” I thought.


When a friend once cooked a scrumptious meal and baked a cake for my husband and me, I told her the meal looked delicious, but she was two hours late. As she lifted a perfectly cooked roast from the oven, I saw the look on her face turn from joy to disappointment. I thought I was just being truthful and meant no harm.
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