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Courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway.

~John Wayne



When I was twenty years old, I moved away from my rural hometown to the nearest big city, Phoenix. I was a single mom who had gotten herself into a bit of trouble with the law, and now I was fighting an ugly custody battle for my little girl.

I’d gotten a job working for just a buck over minimum wage at the front desk of a hotel. I wanted to go to college and be a writer. Instead, I was eating ramen noodles and stalking pro bono attorneys from a mostly empty apartment.

Then, a crew of structural steelworkers checked into the hotel.

They came in every day after work all covered in dirt with their hard hats and lunchboxes, laughing, cursing and trying to flirt with me.

I hit it off with one, Damien. He was my age, a wiry redhead with a personality to match. I poured out my heart to him, and he promised to help me get on my feet and get my daughter back. How would I feel about wearing a hard hat?

They were building a Walmart, but when it was done, they’d be on to the next job: a Target in Los Angeles.

The foreman hired me as a driver and laborer.

I’ll never forget my first day on the jobsite. My knees felt weak just observing the guys walking around up on the steel, carrying huge loads on forklifts and wielding torches spurting fire. The hard hat felt silly on my head, and I’d never felt more like a girl in my life.

What was I thinking?

The skeptical smirks of my new co-workers told me this was no place for me. I had much to prove.

At first, my tasks consisted of filling up heavy machinery with fuel and holding the dummy end of a measuring tape. But, within months, I was driving the reach forklift. A year later, I had earned my first welding certification.

The guys all accepted me when they saw how hard I worked and how eagerly I learned.

It was dirty construction work, but it was glamorous in a way. We lived in hotels and flew Southwest all over the West Coast. On the weekends, the crew played tourists, strolling boardwalks in California, gambling on the Vegas strip. There were no bills to pay, and we ate at restaurants for every meal.

A year and a half later, I was awarded full custody of my daughter and brought her out on the road with me. She was almost five years old.

Life on the road changed a lot with the arrival of my little girl. I filled our hotel room with her things to make her feel at home. She attended daycare in every city I worked in. My foremen were lenient with me and let me have weekends off so we could spend them together. I took her to Disneyland and Six Flags, and the beach every chance we got. Some days she even came to the jobsite and highlighted blueprints in the back of my truck.

By this time, I was learning so much on the jobsite. I was handy with the oxygen/acetylene torch and the chop saw. I could weld flats, fillets and overheads, and I’d gotten savvy at the telescoping boom lifts. I could read blueprints and a measuring tape now.

My comfort on the jobsite grew. I was beginning to wonder how I had ever managed to tolerate a desk job.

I loved working in the sunshine and even working up a sweat. Time passed quickly, and I stayed in great shape.

On every new jobsite, I endured the stares of other tradesmen who were surprised to see a young, blond woman in a pink hardhat on their jobsite. I wasn’t fazed by their scrutiny; I was a show-off.

I pushed myself to be bold and work hard, and I earned a place in a trade dominated by men.

And I could walk the iron.

My first steps on the steel are embedded forever in my memory: swinging myself up out of the boom lift and onto the beam. Wearing my fall-protection harness, I tied off to the steel.

There was nothing above me but blue sky. Down below, the hard hats on the crew looked as small as my thumb. The beam stretched out in front of me for twenty long feet. Was it my imagination, or was it swaying a little in the San Francisco breeze?

My heart was in my stomach. I froze.

I couldn’t do this.

I knew the crew was waiting for me. I was supposed to bolt up this connection point, something I had done from the safety of a lift many times. Then, I was supposed to head on down the beam about ten feet to connect another beam the rigger was already hooking up to the forklift down below.

My gloved fingers shook as I twisted the nuts from the bolts and shoved them through the holes, securing them with my spud wrench. I turned to face the seemingly endless beam again.

I could do this.

The year before, no one would have predicted I’d be operating heavy machinery and playing with fire. I’d been making a third of my current salary and playing it safe at a boring desk job. The year before, I wore a skirt to work, but now I wore steel-toed boots.

I put one foot in front of the other and I moved toward the second beam. It hovered in the air, suspended from the forklift, waiting for me to connect it. I walked faster to steady the wobble of the beam like the guys said to do.

Suddenly, I had reached my destination and sank to a seated position, wrestling the new beam into place. My thighs gripped the beam I sat on, and my fingers didn’t tremble this time, efficiently working my spud wrench through the bolt holes.

As I tightened the last bolt, I felt a grin spread across my face. I was still afraid, but I was also excited and proud.

I was a tradeswoman. An ironworker. It was so far out of my comfort zone, but I was doing it, and it was changing my life. I’d made a career for myself; I was a responsible adult and had gotten my daughter back.

As the years passed, I earned more welding and machinery certifications and grew even more comfortable on the iron. When my daughter got a little older, I traveled much less and took some positions that kept me in Arizona so she could attend school and have her own house. Sometimes I’d still “boom out” (the tradesmen term for going on the road) for a summer.

The iron offered solitude some days as I welded away under my hood. Other days, it was teamwork all day, and whatever the task, my increasing knowledge of the trade made me an asset. The boys wanted this girl on the team!

I miss the iron a lot, and I have it to thank for the college degree I achieved by night, too. Today I am a writer like I always wanted, but like the ironworkers say, “Once an ironworker, always an ironworker.”

I’m so glad I said yes to an unconventional and unforgettable journey, in giving that trade a try, and a decade of my life. The confidence and independence I cultivated as an ironworker made me the woman I am today.

— Cassandra Brandt —
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I realized something on the ride. I realized if I wait until I’m not scared to try new things, then I’ll never get to try them at all.

~Marie Sexton



I shaded my eyes as I watched a boat pull parasailers high in the sky over the ocean. It looked so easy. I settled back in my beach chair to enjoy the warm sun and fine white sand on Lucaya Beach.

I turned to my husband George and said, “I would love to do that someday.”

“Well, here we are,” he said. “You’re not going to have this chance back in Pennsylvania.”

“You know I’m afraid of heights,” I reminded him. “I’d have to be half-drunk to try it.”

Just then, a man walked by with a cooler. “Cold beer!”

George signaled him. “I’ll take two — and come back in fifteen minutes.” He handed one to me and said, “Bottoms up.”

We were on spring break in the beautiful Bahamas with our two kids: fourteen-year-old Tim and nineteen-year-old Margie. For months, I had looked forward to putting my toes in the sand while enjoying a good book in a tropical paradise. On the other hand, I wanted something exciting as well.

“This oughta be good,” Tim said as he nudged his big sister.

I chugged the beer. George handed me the next one.

Margie, a freshman in college, leaned forward and asked, “Mom, do you want a funnel?”

I wasn’t quite sure what she meant, but I drank another beer. Then, a lanky man walked up and down the beach to recruit people for a parasailing adventure.

George exuberantly waved his arms. “Over here!” he shouted while digging into his bathing-suit pocket to find his “beach money.”

Both kids stood up and gestured toward me. Fueled with liquid courage, I eagerly followed the man to a wooden boat anchored in three feet of water. The man would take me out to a large, square float, beyond the breakers, about fifty yards from shore, which was the staging area for parasailers.

The tide was coming in and the craft bobbed up and down. I grabbed the side of the boat in the trough of the wave cycle and pushed down with my arms while I tried to hoist my leg over the side.

On the next trough, I felt two big hands on my backside. The wave lifted the boat, and the man raised his arms over his head, catapulting me as the craft splashed down into the next trough. I landed — SPLAT — between the seats, flat on my belly, like a beached whale. I could hear George’s guffaws and my kids howling with laughter as the motor powered the boat toward the staging area.

We came alongside the float where half a dozen people waited their turn. I joined them, watching all the activity in a semi-detached daze. The next person already had on a harness and was awaiting instructions to stand on the X and get hooked up to the parachute. Soon, I realized there was only one more person ahead of me, a visibly nervous lady. We chatted briefly. I tried to reassure her but found my own palms sweating despite the ocean breeze. As she soared into the sky, I heard her squeals of delight — or screams of terror. I’m really not sure which.

One of the assistants beckoned to me to step up to the X and put on the harness. I did as I was told. I couldn’t wait to be able to say that I had parasailed.

My new friend, the one who squealed in delight, was hovering for a landing when those of us on the float heard the motor on the boat cut out. Without power to pull her, she went straight into the ocean with the parachute drifting down on top of her.

I gasped and put my hands to my mouth. “Oh, no! That’s not good.” I started to have second thoughts about this adventure.

Just as quickly as it had stopped, the motor started up again, and the boat surged ahead, filling the parachute with air and lifting her out of the water. After one more go-round, the pilot assisted my friend to stick a perfect landing.

At last, it was my turn to parasail. Before I knew it, the assistants had me hooked up to the chute, and the towboat took off. I sailed straight up into the blue sky, finally remembering to breathe. It was so beautiful and quiet four hundred feet up in the air. I could see all of Lucaya Beach and half of Freeport. The marina was full of gorgeous yachts. Palm trees swayed in the tropical breeze, and fish swam in the water. I could see fish! That meant they were BIG fish because, by then, I was sure I was at least several miles above the Earth. Then, I saw a school of gigantic rays flapping their big wings as they glided gracefully in the water around the float I’d be returning to.

The boat turned, and my parachute lost some air and flapped, seeking to be refilled. I panicked. I’m gonna die! I thought. I reached up to grab above the O-ring where my harness attached to the parachute. I reasoned that if my harness broke, I’d still be able to hang on because I had a death grip on the lines of the parachute itself. To comfort myself, I sang at the top of my lungs, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so…” The boat turned again, and we were headed for the postage-stamp-sized float somewhere beneath me. “Oh, Lord, don’t let them dunk me in the water,” I prayed and continued to sing, “Yessssss, Jesus loves me…”

The captain did not fail me. I landed like a feather on that postage stamp. It was truly an experience of a lifetime. I looked toward the beach where my family waited for me. I started laughing when I saw that each was holding up a sign with the number “10” written in black.

— Nancy Emmick Panko —
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A different language is a different vision of life.

~Federico Fellini



As I sat listening to a woman I didn’t know speak to me in a language I barely understood, I began to question my wisdom in applying for a grant to attend a Spanish-language immersion program in Costa Rica. My spirits had been high when I left my home in New York nearly ten hours earlier. I was going on an adventure! I was going to learn! I was going to grow! Now, as fear and exhaustion overtook me, I was going to cry.

But I refused to cry in front of Marta, my host. Instead, I flipped through my English-Spanish dictionary until I found the word I wanted. “Cansada,” I said. “Estoy cansada.” Then, I gave a weak smile and pantomimed putting my head on a pillow. Marta responded with a stream of Spanish words and then led me to the room where I would be sleeping for the next two weeks.

“Gracias,” I managed before I closed the door, fell on my bed, and cried.

Six months earlier, I had applied for a Fund for Teachers fellowship grant to study Spanish in Costa Rica. I was teaching English Language Arts in a middle school that had a large Hispanic population. I applied for the fellowship for several reasons: I wanted to learn Spanish to be able to communicate, at least rudimentarily, with parents. I also wanted to feel what it was like to live in a place where mine wasn’t the primary language.

I was thrilled when I was awarded the fellowship. For two weeks in August, I would be living in Liberia, Costa Rica. I would attend Spanish classes at Instituto Estelar Bilingüe and board with a family that lived near the school.

When I woke that first morning in Costa Rica, I had to force myself to leave my room. It was Sunday, and since classes at the school were Monday through Friday, I would be spending the day with my host family, who spoke no English.

“Hola,” I said as I came into the kitchen. Marta was by the stove, and her husband, whom she introduced as Pedro, was sitting at the table. I smiled at him as I sat down to a plate of eggs, rice, and beans.

“Gracias,” I said to Marta as I began eating. I stared at my food, hoping to avoid conversation, but Pedro began talking. I was too polite to ignore him, even though I had no idea what he was saying. My anxiety was like bees buzzing in my head. I took a deep breath and managed to catch a few words I understood. Playa was “beach.” Bonita was “beautiful.” I began to understand that he and Marta planned to take me to the beach that day. I smiled to show that I would like that.

My hosts took me to three beaches that afternoon. I saw white, gray, and black sand. I saw trees growing almost to the ocean’s edge. And I saw beautiful, turquoise waters.

At every beach, Pedro would look at me expectantly. “Bonita!” I would say. “Muy bonita!”

Marta walked me the half-mile to school the next morning. I wrote down the directions so that I could find my way home.

Anna, the school’s director, welcomed me and introduced me to Merlyn, the young woman who would be my teacher for the week. I was the only student in the class, so there was nowhere to hide when Merlyn taught and then drilled me on irregular verbs. I had a newfound appreciation of my students and what it was like to be learning something new.

I spent the mornings in class and the afternoons on a variety of adventures. I walked around downtown Liberia. I took a cooking class and made empanadas. I joined a group that went to a nearby town to teach children English. I went on runs around a nearby soccer stadium.

(This trip coincided with training for my first marathon.) I went home with Merlyn one afternoon and spent the night at her family’s farm in the mountains.

I had a moving-up ceremony at the end of the first week. I couldn’t have been prouder of myself. It wasn’t just that I had learned Spanish; it was that I had become more comfortable with not knowing, with silence, with needing to ask for help.

The first full Saturday, I went on an adventure tour at Parque Nacional Rincón de la Vieja with strangers from Costa Rica and around the world.

We started with two hours of ziplining through the treetop canopy. I’d never ziplined before, and it frightened me, but I was getting used to facing my fears. I took a deep breath and smiled as I stepped off the platform. By the end of the two hours, I was ziplining hanging upside down. I saddled up and rode a caballo — something I had rarely done in my life — to our next adventure: whitewater tubing. I’d never done that before either. I ended the day with a hot-springs mud bath.

I shared a new teacher with another student during my second week of classes. Sonia was also wonderful, and it was fun to sneak in an occasional English word with Julia. I continued to explore on my afternoons and evenings.

One evening, I went to a Zumba class with Marta. I had already run eight miles when Marta asked me to go to Zumba with her. I agreed because I could see she was excited to share this with me.

The class was fun but exhausting, and I was relieved when the music ended. Then, Marta turned to me and said, “Uno mas.” Did I hear her correctly? I held up my finger and repeated, “Uno mas?” Marta smiled. I did my first — and second — Zumba classes that day.

On my final weekend, I took myself to a waterfall I was told I shouldn’t miss. I walked downtown and found the public bus that drove to Bagaces, a town south of Liberia. I asked the driver to let me know when we arrived at the stop for Llanos de Cortés. My Spanish must have been good enough for him to understand because, thirty minutes later, he called out the name of the waterfall. I got off the bus and followed a long road until I reached the waterfall. It was breathtaking. I was sweaty from my walk and delighted to drop my bag and swim in the cool, clear water. I swam under the waterfall and just stood there, feeling overwhelming gratitude.

I’d come to a foreign country where I didn’t speak the language and not only survived but thrived. I made friends and had adventures. I learned some Spanish, but I also learned about another culture. And I was reminded what it’s like to be la estudiante.

I wrote this in my journal at the end of my stay: “It’s amazing what you can do when you push past your comfort zone.” The Ticos say “Pura Vida.” It is a philosophy of life as well as an expression of pure joy.

I carried that philosophy and joy home with me.

— Jeannette Sanderson —
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Elmo loves to learn, learn about it all. The things that are big and the things that are small!

~Elmo



My sister Danielle, the children’s pastor, stopped by the counter where I waited to check in any latecomers. She glanced at her watch. “The person scheduled to be in costume hasn’t shown up yet.”

This was the biggest weekend of the year. The children’s area of the church had a huge influx of guests. Many of them expected to see costumed characters from the theatrical production that had occurred the previous day. And now, one of them was running late.

“I have an idea. Come with me.” She took off down the back hallway to the supply closet.

I knew the look in her eye but followed anyway. No doubt, whatever awaited me in the supply closet would be more than I bargained for when I agreed to be a greeter. She opened the door and walked to a rack of costumes.

“This will work.” A furry red costume with a huge Elmo head hung from a hanger. She smiled widely. “Put this on.”

Danielle held out the suit, helping me step into the bright, red legs. “Put these on next. You’ll have to take off your shoes.”

What amounted to huge house slippers flopped on the floor in front of me. I quickly obeyed, sliding my feet inside them. My hands were next, covered with furry, red gloves, which threatened to slip off if I let my hands hang.

“Now for the head.”

Before I had time to catch my breath, an enormous head slid over mine. I looked out through a mesh window that was Elmo’s mouth. It was hard to see, and I bumped into a table when I tried to walk.

A hand grabbed the back of the suit. “I’ve got you,” said my sister. “Don’t worry. I’ll lead you around. Now, let’s go see the kids.”

When I walked into a room full of wide-eyed four- and five-year-olds, little arms flew around my legs and waist.

I spent the next few minutes patting the little ones on the head and offering hugs while trying to remember to keep my hands tilted up so the gloves didn’t slide off. Danielle gave the signal and gripped the back of my costume as she helped me leave the room while I kept waving goodbye.

Catching my breath in the hall, she whispered, “Ready for the three-year-olds?”

And so it went, all the way down to the youngest ones. Once back in the supply closet, she helped me out of the costume head. One glance at each other, and we burst out laughing.

Being Elmo for a day sure was a lot more exciting than the greeter job I had signed up for. I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.

— Wendy Klopfenstein —
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Coming out of your comfort zone is tough in the beginning, chaotic in the middle, and awesome in the end… because in the end, it shows you a whole new world.

~Manoj Arora



I had one more call to make. If my friend couldn’t go with me, I would miss out on a local street festival that I was looking forward to.

Like my other friends, she wasn’t able to join me at the festival. I wouldn’t be going.

With my husband Harold working and my kids grown, I found myself lonely on Saturdays. And that was when so many fun events took place. Unfortunately, it always seemed as if everyone had plans.

Moping around my house, I felt sorry for myself. It occurred to me how much I depended on my family and friends for entertainment and adventures.

Harold was a good sport by going with me to watch “chick flicks” when my friends weren’t available. I really appreciated his efforts, but when I glanced over at him in the theater, most of the time he’d be fast asleep! So, despite his kindness, I decided I wouldn’t ask him to go to those types of movies again. If my friends couldn’t see a movie with me, I would just shrug and think, I’ll wait until it’s streamed on TV.

Dining out became another issue. I love to experiment with different types of cuisine. Unfortunately, Harold is a picky eater. Give him a hot dog and a bag of chips, and he is good to go. Asking friends to go out to eat became discouraging. There were food-restricted diets, previous plans and budget issues, which I understood and respected. Like everything else, I would think, Another time.

One evening while talking to a friend, I mentioned how I missed outings because everyone seemed so busy. Her answer seemed so nonchalant and simple. “Go by yourself.”

I’d never attended a function or activity solo. I hadn’t even considered it. After I spoke to my friend, I imagined how uncomfortable I would feel in a restaurant by myself. Sure, I could eat at a fast-food joint alone, but I couldn’t fathom the idea of dining alone at a restaurant with table service. I also couldn’t imagine going to a festival by myself. Half the fun for me is enjoying the company I’m with. Talking and mingling is part of the experience. I was also insecure and worried about what people would think of me because I was by myself. The word “loser” came to mind.

A few weeks later, when a new movie came out, I thought about calling my friend to join me. But then I remembered the conversation we had had, and her words echoed: “Go by yourself!” After a day of consideration, I decided I would venture out to the movie by myself. My reasoning was to start slow, and a movie was the perfect first outing to try alone. I could slither into my seat, and the lights would be low. No one would see I was by myself.

To my surprise, when I was settled in my seat at the theater, I noticed many people were there alone. Why hadn’t I noticed that before?

I felt a huge sense of accomplishment after the movie. Not only did I feel confident about going out by myself, but I enjoyed the movie and time with myself. An added plus was that I didn’t have to share the popcorn!

I’ve come a long way since my solo movie date. I’ve enjoyed street fairs, concerts and dining out by myself. I don’t feel lonely or self-conscious. I still ask family and friends if they would like to join me. However, if they can’t make it, I know someone who will always come along: ME!

— Dorann Weber —
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Trust the still, small voice that says, “This might work and I’ll try it.”

~Diane Mariechild



The crowd was roaring. There were hundreds of young people, teenagers and young adults, and most were boys. Then there was Tony Hawk, the world’s most beloved skateboarder. Tony and his entourage of athletes arrived like rock stars at our local skate park to perform their most riveting moves. Diving off large, arc-shaped ramps called half-pipes, they soared like great eagles suspended in mid-air. They would spin, twist, and toss themselves in circles, only to make brilliantly calculated landings on skateboards that seemed to be part of their bodies.

All the kids worshiped Tony Hawk. They studied his every move and spent hours practicing the masterful techniques he’d perfected.

I was a bystander, a mother who spent countless nights at these skate parks, watching mesmerized as my child and the other kids took to the air. We were a homeschooling family, so time was ours. I watched in awe as swarms of flying children, perched upon magical skateboards, flung themselves up toward the heavens, hoping they might touch the sky.

The weighted, scratchy sound of wheels and boards gliding across ramps was a promise of great speed, height, and a thrill like no other. To this day, those sounds still make my heart soar. This was a place where the excitement was followed by contentment. Those who participated, and those who observed, exhausted from sheer exhilaration, most likely went home to a cozy night’s sleep, filled with dreams of soaring through heaven. Even I imagined I could fly.

The night when Tony showed up with his fellow athletes to perform for his fans might be one of the most memorable evenings of my life. Immediately after their riveting presentation, Tony worked his way through the massive crowd as it was the only route he could take to exit the skate park. Screaming children and adults followed him, beckoning him to sign their boards. I noticed this from high up in the bleachers and was determined to get Tony’s signature on my son’s skateboard, no matter what it took. I held the board, purchased at the start of this event, tightly under my arm. Working my way down the steep incline, I strategically plotted my path. There was no time for errors.

I had to reach Tony for my little boy — my little skateboarder, one of Tony’s most adoring fans. I pushed through masses of people; there was no stopping me. It was a tight squeeze, with the crowd screaming for his attention. Finally, utterly determined, I pushed right through (with an inner resolve that seemed to come from a power greater than myself). And as I approached this giant of a man — the ever-so-tall Tony Hawk — I screamed as loudly as my lungs would permit.

“TONY, FOR MY SON!” I yelled as I lifted my skateboard over my head while striding toward him.

Tony turned toward me. In that split second, my eyes locked with his, and I saw Tony the person — a kind, giving man who radiated authenticity. With a marker in hand, he scribbled his name on the back of my board and then turned around to continue his exit from the skate park.

I am usually intimidated by large crowds. But, on that day, I became a warrior. I transformed into Wonder Woman, imagining I was pushing my way through thousands of people to save the planet. I wasn’t just a typical home-schooling mom. I was a conqueror. Getting that signature for my son was a feat like no other.

Somehow, I found my husband and son in the crowd. With the signed board under my arm, I hurriedly approached them. And as my little boy caught sight of that swirl of a signature, something magical happened. His young eyes filled with wonder.

We found our way to the exit and walked into the darkness of the night. The crowd had now dispersed, and I was exhausted, lagging behind my two guys. Side by side, arm in arm, my husband and son walked toward our car. They, too, were content and tired, with my son cradling his newly signed skateboard. I watched them from behind as tears streamed down my face. I think that was the happiest day of my life.

— Andrea L. Fisher —
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Somebody gives you an opportunity, say yes to it. So what if you fail? You won’t know if you fail or succeed unless you try.

~Ann Meyers



It was time to move, but I didn’t want to. My three children, our dog, and I watched from our yard as yet another moving van drove away from our street. Like a child clinging to her worn, moth-eaten security blanket, I stubbornly stayed. So what if the cost of living was skyrocketing? I wasn’t ready to leave my youngest’s local school, the brief drive to my work, or our home church. The kids and I certainly didn’t want to leave our family or friends. Granted, part of me felt that life had become routine, predictable, and to put it bluntly, boring. But staying in the same place with the same people, doing the same things as I had for over twenty years, was comfortably boring.

By spring, though, developers owned our house. Costs in the area were beyond our reach and climbing higher. I spent the next several months looking for a home, each month looking farther and farther away from our neighbourhood. Eventually, I found a place edging a patchwork of farms, a few blocks from a tiny town that was Hallmark-movie perfect. It was rural, quiet, and completely different from the hustle and bustle of city life. It even smelled like the country.

“This neighbourhood is great for us,” I told the kids as, in the middle of a heat wave, we carried the last of our furniture from the rental truck. “There’s a library, three grocery stores, and a bookstore. We’ll just drive back to our old neighbourhood for everything else. Home will be nice and quiet.”

It sure was quiet. That night, it was sweltering hot and so quiet that I could hear each step the kids took in the fifty-plus-year-old house. Mosquitoes buzzed in our bedrooms, and people chatted to each other outside as they walked past. It was hard to breathe. Grabbing my phone that night, and over the next weeks and months, I checked online for kids’ programs, activities, and churches — anything to try to connect. No luck.

I comforted myself. I still have my way to cope and calm down: my online exercise program. I had exercised weekly, alone, in the privacy of my old home. Granted, I hadn’t started up yet since I’d moved, but surely I would any day now.

Our mornings were swallowed up by the endless cycle of pitch-black mornings and commutes back to the old neighbourhood in the dark. Nights and weekends were a blur of car rides to the old neighbourhood. Exercise receded into the rearview mirror. The ties to my old friends were fraying with the distance and busyness. The new neighbours were friendly, but beyond “hello,” I didn’t know what to say. By early winter, I was getting squirrelly. I decided I was willing to do anything from hot yoga to cow wrangling to make new friends.

With that determination, I searched again. One activity popped up on Thursdays, the only evening I had when the kids were all busy: a Bible study. Due to the move, we had stopped attending church, and we missed it. Maybe a Bible study could fill the void.

That Thursday after work, I dug deep for self-confidence and cranked the volume for the directions on my phone. With my heart pounding, I found the church. There was plenty of room in the parking lot despite the fact I was late, and the door was still open. The warmth of the people in the group and the decaf coffee they served overcame the draft in the church hall and my own worries about fitting in.

Grateful for their welcome, I decided I would go back.

A few weeks passed until the next Thursday when I could attend. Deciding I better stay in my office clothes after work, I arrived at the church with a few minutes to spare. This time, the parking lot was eerily empty. Where was everyone? Nervous, I headed to the door and tried it. Locked. After a few minutes, a lone car appeared, and a woman got out. “Hi, are you here for the Bible study?” I asked timidly.

“I’m here for floor hockey. The church folks let us use the gym on Thursdays.” Looking at the Bible in my hand, she nodded to her hockey stick. “Want to play?”

Normally, I would have said a polite, “No, but thanks,” and rushed back to the familiarity of my home. However, I was far beyond “normally.”

“Well, I haven’t played hockey in a long time,” I admitted. More women with hockey sticks and sweatpants joined us. I added, “I don’t have running shoes.” I looked down at my dress, leggings, and dress boots.

“No problem!” I had offers of a loan of sneakers, clothes, and a hockey stick faster than I could think of another excuse.

I swallowed hard. I considered driving back home to the endless commutes and the sense of isolation. I might as well give hockey a try. Really, what was there to lose?

I tucked the Bible back in the car and found a wadded-up T-shirt belonging to my youngest. Before I could change my mind, I marched into the church.

An hour and a half later, after huffing and puffing back and forth across the gym floor more and more slowly, I was dripping in sweat. I had signed up for hockey, was invited to the hockey Christmas dinner, and found out that I really needed to work on proper stick handling.

That night, as I drove the short distance home, I thought back to the last time I had actually played floor hockey. It had involved an elementary-school gym, red pinnies, and a significantly smaller me. Looking in my mirror as I moved to the turning lane, something else dawned on me. I had just met more people through that one decision to play hockey in snug, borrowed sneakers than I had since the move.

When I got home, I threw open my door. The dog jumped up and down, sniffing at the new smells as I unpeeled my sweaty jacket.

“Guess what I was doing?” I hollered. The dog looked up at me, taking in my disheveled hair, flushed face, and the aroma of post-exercise. “I was playing hockey. I’m going next week. And I think I’ve found a church!”

I texted the Bible-study leader, explaining I had shown up at the church and seen hockey players, who asked me to play, and I joined them because I couldn’t find the study.

My phone beeped. “Sorry we missed you. So many people were sick that we decided to cancel for this week. Did you score any goals?”

“I sure did,” I typed in, grinning. The words of the first hockey player who had greeted me at the church door floated back to me: “We’ve all been through a lot, and we’re here for each other. You’re welcome to join us.”

Now, with my own hockey stick at the front door, a growing ability to chat with my neighbours, and a gym full of friends, I am sure glad that I did.

— Bev A. Schellenberg —






[image: Image] Stage Fright



Nothing diminishes anxiety faster than action.

~Walter Anderson



I had driven at least three laps around the little farmers’ lodge on the corner. After each lap, I pulled into the old, cracked parking lot and willed myself to go in. Each time, just as I was ready to pull the key from the ignition, I lost my nerve and drove around again. Finally, I said it out loud. “Karen Marie, if you don’t get out of this car right now, I will never forgive you. This is your chance to do it over again. The worst they can say is no.”

That did the trick. Inside the creaky, old 1950s building, down in a basement where I’d never set foot, auditions were going on for a community-theater production. Until the week before, I hadn’t even known we had a community theater. The local newspaper ad gave no specifics, just the name of the production: The Legend of Sleepy Hollow Condominium Association, Inc. From my terrible fear of making a fool of myself in front of strangers came the idea that this must be a well-known play in elite theatre circles. I had no idea whether I was supposed to know it, have memorized a scene, or be able to take on a character role for my audition. I was charging in headfirst, completely blind, and nearly paralyzed with anxiety.

My love of theatre is boundless. As early as middle school, I was absolutely certain I would become a famous actress. I soaked up musicals and movies of all kinds. For many years, my birthday gift from my parents was a season ticket to the Broadway Across America shows. I could recite all the lyrics to Mame, The Unsinkable Molly Brown, and Chicago. I loved to dance. I loved to sing. I loved orchestrating productions with my sister and our cousins at our family reunions. I simply LOVED the stage.

In high school, I joined a theatre-production class that competed throughout our district. There, I was drawn to dramatic interpretation and original oratory. I won tournaments several times, although all were in a classroom setting. But the stage — the one with the lights and curtains — eluded me. When it came time to audition for the spring productions, which would be performed in front of the entire student body and faculty, I simply seized up and refused to speak a word. I took solace in becoming a regular stage manager in my local community theater. I learned lights and sound and how to manage divas. I was the queen of the backstage, and I loved it.

But, every year, I watched the actors on stage and thought, That should have been me.

After high school, I headed off to college far away from home. In my first week, I took my work-study award and sought out the theater. Surely this would be my chance for redemption! I walked into the scene shop on my first day and poured myself into sets and design. In my three years there, I learned the difference between a socket wrench and a screwdriver, how to assure structural integrity of a balcony set, and how to stipple with a paintbrush for interior effects. I could build a set with the best of them. And I loved it.

But while watching each production, I would sit back in the audience and think, That should have been me.

Life moved on, as it is wont to do. I had set aside my dream of being on stage in favor of pursuing a family. Then, I realized one day how much I missed the theater. So, when I spied the ad in a local newspaper for auditions, I mustered every bit of courage I had and drove over.

I sat in the basement, at a table with the other performers, nervously chewing on a pencil. The script was in a three-ring binder. The director and the playwright were at the front of the room, calling people up to read various parts and scenes. There wasn’t a single familiar face in the room.

Then, suddenly, it was my turn. The director asked me to read the part of Ros, a real-estate agent who moonlighted as a fake psychic. She sounded just quirky enough that I had already begun a relationship with her. I calmed myself just by reading the words on the page, and I let my personality fly. By the end of auditions, I had read Ros against three other characters, and she got more flamboyant every time. When I was done with her, she practiced yoga while walking and spoke with a terribly phony Eastern European accent. Two hours after I bullied myself in the parking lot, I had been cast in my first play.

I went on to perform in a number of other shows. Sometimes, my kids performed with me. Sometimes, they worked backstage. We developed a close-knit group of friends known as “the theatre people.” They became our social life, our creative outlet, and our family bonding time. Each day when I walk through our home, I see the shadowboxes we’ve created for every show, and I think of all the people I’ve brought to life, all the lines I’ve memorized, all the songs I’ve sung, and how many times I’ve laughed until I cried. Theatre gave me a second family, and that family, in turn, helped me conquer my fear.

It’s true what they say: “You’ll never know if you don’t try.” Psych yourself up any way you can. Push yourself beyond your limits. Step outside your comfort zone. And then grab the opportunity before it passes you by.

— Karen Haueisen —
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Have enough courage to trust love one more time and always one more time.

~Maya Angelou



After forty-one years of marriage, how does one start over again? How do you pick yourself up after the loss of your husband and look for love again? I was soon going to find out — with the help of modern technology. All a person needs is a computer, Internet connectivity, and nerves of steel.

I married young by today’s standards — at the age of twenty — and was married for more than four decades. My husband died after a short illness, and my time, after his death, was consumed with completing the house we were building. Thanks to the help of wonderful friends and family, I completed that project in less than two years. I began to look for another project and decided I would spend my time, and a little money, on myself.

My sister suggested online dating. First on the agenda was composing a profile. Have you ever tried writing about yourself? It was my first time. How much should you reveal? You certainly don’t want to come off as a “raving beauty” when you’re not, but neither do you want to sell yourself short. Luckily, most of the dating sites I visited gave me the opportunity to categorize myself in varying degrees of attractiveness and suitability. I went “middle of the road.”

Next was the addition of photos. Oh, boy. Should I include sedate or sexy photos, ones that revealed my intelligence level or just plain good health and vitality? I chose a photo of myself with a simple smile on my face.

I uploaded the photo to the profiles I created on three leading dating sites and held my breath.

Once you’ve got your profile up, you can begin swiping. It was a new word to me as it relates to online dating. Swiping left, in most cases, is the arduous task of finding your perfect date. The field of wannabe dates is endless and exhausting. He’s too short. He’s not active or adventurous enough for me. Oops, this one has cats. Too bad. I’m allergic. I settled on a few possibilities and swiped YES.

After a couple of days, I received a few hits from interested prospects, and the “getting to know you phase by way of e-mails and texts” began. That was followed by actual, in-person dates. Scared? You better believe it.

How does one begin to date again after over forty years of not needing to? As I said previously — nerves of steel.

For the most part, I met some very nice men on my journey to finding a companion. We tended to meet for coffee or a simple lunch at a nearby cafe. It was all very innocent, and I didn’t have to waste the whole evening to discover how much we didn’t have in common.

One man I met up with at a public park on the shores of Lake Michigan brought a picnic lunch full of homemade food we shared. That date lasted for four hours. I got home from that date and texted my girlfriend that I had met the most fantastic man. Later that day, I deleted all my online dating profiles. I was sure that something wonderful had happened. I later found out that the man felt the same way. Eight months later, we were married.

Getting out of my comfort zone found me a husband who is my best friend.

— Nancy Hesting —
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Reach high, for stars lie hidden in you. Dream deep, for every dream precedes the goal.

~Rabindranath Tagore



“Ready?” I said to my husband, AJ, as we prepared to step into our first 5K race together.

We were young and had been married for just a year and a half, so we were still learning about ourselves and each other. AJ loved spicy food and eating out; I liked travel and saving money. He enjoyed lifting weights and the gym; I preferred doing sports.

I had always been an athlete. I played every sport growing up: soccer, basketball, softball, volleyball. My dad was a former professional athlete and now ran marathons for fun. For college, I chose volleyball and started all four years at a Division I school. I loved competing and doing everything sports related.

However, I did not enjoy running.

AJ started running to lose weight, focusing on the twenty-five pounds he’d put on since we married. I fully supported him doing what he needed to do to feel good. For the New Year’s 5K, AJ wore heavy, black clothes — one of my cotton, extra-large college volleyball warm-up shirts and mesh warm-up pants. We called them “swish pants” in high school due to the sound they make when you move. They weren’t exactly the best or most comfortable running clothes, but we didn’t know; neither of us was a runner.

As we waited for the crack of the gun to release us, we bounced up and down at the start line in the bitter January cold.

“You sure you don’t mind if I leave you?” he asked. He had started jogging a couple of weeks prior and was running a few times a week.

“Nope,” I replied. “Of course not. Do what you need to. I want you to do the best you can.”

When the gun erupted, he sprinted ahead. Although I didn’t run for fun, I was still in my mid-twenties and regularly walked, so I paced myself with the easy jog of a fast tortoise.

After a few minutes of running, I saw my husband ahead, so I edged up to him. After a mile, I caught him, and we ran together for a bit. Always competitive, I pushed the pace, thinking he would keep up. He fell behind a few feet, then a few yards, and then he was out of sight. I finished the race in a respectable time of just over twenty-five minutes. I felt beyond thrilled, considering I hadn’t trained.

AJ was mortified. He couldn’t believe that I, untrained and not particularly in shape, had beaten him.

“It’s no big deal,” I said. “I walk a lot. You just need to train better. I know you can do it.”

“Alright,” he said. He would have to leave his comfort zone of New York pizza, cheesesteaks and watching TV. He’d need to truly get in shape so he could run a marathon that spring.

I encouraged him to move every day and set goals. AJ called my dad, who had finished the prestigious Boston Marathon multiple times, for tips on how to reach those goals. The two of them ran together when my parents visited. They’d talk about pacing, fartleks, and the art of eating before a race.

They bonded over running.

Then, after AJ did his first marathon while I watched with a college friend and our dogs, he announced that he was going to run a marathon in each state. And since that wasn’t enough, and we had not yet started having our four children, he declared he’d do it by the time he was fifty years old — fifty in fifty by fifty. He had forty-nine more races to go, and he’d just started running six months earlier.

By beating AJ in that chilly 5K race, and bringing him into my running family, I had turned my life upside down. Once he decided to do fifty marathons, he moved on to the additional challenge of doing a fifty-miler, his first ultramarathon.

It was challenging, especially as we started our family with a first child who decided she didn’t like to sleep, and I was pregnant with our second.

“I need to run four hours tomorrow,” he said one night as I began the hour-long process of putting our daughter to sleep.

“Four hours? That sounds awful.” Taking care of a one-year-old for four hours when I needed sleep sounded terrible, too. “Can you at least push the baby for part of it?” I asked. He got early-morning duty with our one-year-old since I had her all night.

“Okay. I’ll come home after an hour and take her if she’s awake.” She was, and he pushed her for two hours until she fussed for me.

In rural Indiana for his race, AJ ran on wooded paths through the large hills (small mountains) while I met him at aid stations, pregnant and swollen with our second, carrying our eighteen-month-old daughter on my hip. The November air was cold and smelled of coming winter. It got dark early, and it hailed. He saw lightning, loose dogs, and warning signs to watch for hunters. He hated it.

“I don’t know if I’m going to make it,” he said as he left the aid station for the last five miles. It was pitch-black with the moon shrouded by clouds. The race director and I stood at the finish line. All the other competitors had either finished or quit.

“This was awful,” AJ complained as he crossed the finish line. “This was absolutely miserable.”

The race director gave him his medal. I gave him a kiss. Our toddler wrapped her arms around his stinky body to give him a hug. He had given the race everything he had and needed to sit down from the pain and exertion.

“Never again.”

Four years later, with four kids: “I want to try a hundred-miler.”

“People do that?”

This race was near our house, along the national C&O Canal. A hundred miles — of running!

I took the two oldest children while my parents stayed with the younger two. We watched and cheered. His friends came and supported him, running with him and cheering for him in equal parts.

It was overwhelming to watch him push himself, especially knowing that I had started him on this journey. He had pushed himself beyond what he thought he was capable of. He didn’t just step out of his comfort zone; he ran out of it!

AJ finished his hundred miles in a little under twenty-four hours.

A day of running.

An entire day of running! (And let’s be truthful, plenty of jogging and probably some shifts of sleepwalking.)

AJ was hungry and tired. He wanted to give up, but he didn’t.

He showed my girls the meaning of grit and pushing yourself to your limit.

When he crossed the line, he certainly wasn’t comfortable (the briars and skinned knees from falling saw to that), but he was satisfied. He had pushed himself beyond what he thought was possible and finished.

Time for another goal — and still twenty-five more states to go.

— Kaitlyn Jain —
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