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Introduction


How to Use This Book to Train Your Brain

You know what’s truly incredible about your brain? Whether you know it or not, you have the power to make it better every day. You can change it by the way you think — like reframing the way you look at something. When you make a simple decision — like doing volunteer work, you’re changing your brain by the way you act. And, these everyday choices have the power to make you happy… really, really happy.

We’re sure this isn’t your first time reading a Chicken Soup for the Soul book. Chances are you’ve read a story in one that has really touched you. You probably caught yourself thinking, I feel that way, too!

Like all the other Chicken Soup for the Soul books, this one also contains the real-life stories you’ve grown to love. What’s different about this book: We’ll be taking you by the hand on a journey to improve your life while you’re being touched by the stories from our writers. You’ll learn how to train your brain to become your own therapist. Of course, if you’re in therapy or in a support group — that’s wonderful. This book can serve as a companion to all the great work you’re already doing.

Here’s how to use this book:

Step 1: Read the Chicken Soup for the Soul story or stories found in each chapter. Each chapter focuses on a specific issue — things like anxiety or dealing with chronic illness or learning how to use the power of forgiveness. If there is a particular issue you are dealing with today, feel free to skip ahead to the chapter you need most. You can always come back to the other chapters later. We’re sure you’ll find inspiration in all the chapters — even in those that may be addressing an issue that’s not as important to you. After all, we’re all human beings on this journey called life. The stories may be different but the truths and the lessons in these stories apply to all of us, no matter our specific circumstances.

Reading a relevant Chicken Soup for the Soul story is a bit like being in a support group. It reminds you that you are not alone. It’s so much easier to change when you realize there are other people in your shoes. Maybe the way someone else felt was similar to the way you feel, and maybe you’ll find strength and hope in his or her journey. It’s also so nice to be reminded that healing , hope, and happy endings are possible. If they’re possible for the real people in this book, that means they’re possible for you, too.

Step 2: Dr. Mike will put on his therapist hat and explain what he sees in the story or stories that you have just read. And then he’ll help you apply those lessons to your own life.

Step 3: Dr. Mike will talk you through some helpful cognitive behavioral tools at the end of each chapter. For example, guided journal entries in each chapter will help you to apply CBT tools to your life. Cognitive behavioral therapy — or CBT — is an incredibly effective therapy because it taps into the resources you already have within you. And, it has the power to actually change your brain. By doing so, you’re becoming your own therapist.

CBT is actually quite simple. It has two main targets: it changes the way you think (the cognitive) and the way you act (the behavioral). At the end of every chapter, you’ll see a section called “change how you think” and “change how you act.” Grab a pen or pencil, because there will be a few questions for you to consider and answer.

***

Before you begin this journey, we’d like to take you through a quick introduction to CBT. Consider this Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 101, taught by your professor — Dr. Mike Dow.

The first thing is to understand that the way you think affects your life. Throughout this book, we’ll help you change the way you think by calling attention to seven common pitfall thought patterns when they show up in other people’s stories. People who think in these seven ways are more likely to experience dips in mood, along with pessimism and anxiety.

Here are the seven pitfall thought patterns and an example of how each one might sound:

1. Paralysis-analysis: Getting stuck or stewing in your own thoughts.

I still can’t believe Becky made that comment to John last Friday at dinner. She is so insensitive. I should be working, but I can’t stop thinking about this. You know what… I just thought about this time five years ago. Peggy said she said something similar then, I think.

2. Permanence: Using the past or present to judge the future.

I feel sad today. I’m never going to get over this divorce. I’ll probably always feel this way.

3. Personalization: Assuming that something is happening because of you.

I didn’t get that job because I’m not smart enough.

4. Pervasiveness: Allowing a problem in one area of your life to invade other parts of your life.

I had a bad day at work. I’m going to cancel my dinner plans and skip my yoga class tonight.

5. Pessimism: Always believing the worst about everything.

If I keep feeling this way, I’ll probably have a panic attack when I’m driving and then I’ll hit someone. How could I ever live with that guilt?

6. Polarization: Seeing everything as either/or, black/white, yes/no.

I had a piece of candy after lunch today. I guess today’s healthy eating plan is a complete failure.

7. Psychic: Feeling sure that you know what another person is thinking without that person telling you how he or she feels. Or, vice-versa.

I can’t believe my husband just did that. He should know how I feel about this!

We’re going to show you how our story writers fell victim to the seven pitfall thought patterns, and then we’ll help you see how one or more of them may be showing up in yours — and get rid of them.

To do this, you’ll need to talk back to those negative thoughts! We’ll help you do that with the guided journal entries at the end of each chapter. They’re fun to fill out and they’ll help you to find the contrary evidence in your life: all the times this naysaying pitfall thought pattern wasn’t true. You’ve accomplished so much in your life. Isn’t it about time you gave more space in your brain to what you’ve done right rather than dwelling on what’s wrong?

The other half of CBT is changing your behavior. If you were talking to a therapist and you were afraid of a cat, your therapist would help you face your fear — one baby step at a time.

Step by step, you would actually teach your brain that you’re no longer afraid of cats. You can do this with all sorts of fears and situations that may be holding you back — just by changing what you do in your everyday life. This book will teach you how to dream up those baby steps yourself so that you can use CBT to solve your own problems. You really do have the tools you need already, right inside your own brain.

By the time you finish reading this book and completing all the guided journal entries, you’ll be holding something in your hands that will make you proud. This book will be like a badge of honor and your journal entries will be a record of your hard work.

There will be plentiful rewards for you to reap. When it comes to the way you think, you’ll be more optimistic. When it comes to the way you act, you’ll make healthier choices every day. When it comes to the way you feel, you’ll be happy… and you’ll know how to use your brain to stay that way! We’ll show you how to train your brain to use these techniques no matter what issues come up in your life, because you really do have the right, the power, and the ability to act as your own therapist as you navigate the ups and downs of your life!
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Tips for Overcoming Depression
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Freshman Orientation


Many of our fears are tissue-paper-thin, and a single courageous step would carry us clear through them.

~Brendan Francis

“At this time, we ask that parents and students separate into two groups for the remainder of the day. Parents and students will be reunited at the conclusion of the campus tour.”

Flocks of incoming freshmen happily abandon their parents upon hearing this announcement. I am less than thrilled at the prospect of starting college, let alone leaving my mother’s side to tour the campus with the rest of the wide-eyed incoming freshmen.

“Okay Laur, I’ll see you in a few hours, and remember, this is going to be a great experience for you!” Mom says, her big brown eyes alive with enthusiasm. I am amazed by my mother’s resilience, considering what my family and I have been through during the past four years.

My mother disappears into a sea of overzealous parents who look as if they have ransacked the campus bookstore; many of the parents, to the embarrassment of their teenagers, are proudly sporting university attire with slogans like, “I’m a Sunny Brook University Dad.”

We follow our senior tour guide. The other incoming students chatter and make casual introductions. I drag behind. How could I have believed I was ready for this? After all, it has only been a few months since I was discharged from the hospital. I am feeling better for the first time in years… but college?

My brooding is interrupted by a peppy voice. “Hi, I’m Jennifer.”

The voice is attached to a freckle-faced blond girl dressed in what can only be described as hippy-like sports attire. For some strange reason, I like her immediately.

“I’m Lauren,” I reply.

“Commuting or dorming?”

I fumble for my words, still caught up in my own thoughts. I would dorm, but I have spent the last four years overcoming a major depressive disorder that nearly claimed my life. I am still readjusting to living back home, in a place where I can come and go without asking for a “pass” or for a staff member to unlock the door to let me outside. I’m not quite sure I’m ready for this right now.

“I, uh, I don’t know yet. My parents think I should dorm, but I don’t really want to,” I say in my most confident voice.

“You should definitely dorm! I’m going to, and I think it will be a lot of fun!”

I can’t decide if Jennifer’s enthusiasm is annoying or refreshing, but I decide to give her the benefit of the doubt. Before I can utter my less than enthusiastic reply, the tour guide announces that it is time to create our schedules.

We crowd into the Student Activity Center, or as the true, full-blown university students call it, the Sac, a nickname that immediately reminds me of the warm, safe bed at home I wish I were nestled in. We are ushered towards stiff, metal-backed chairs that hungrily await our freshman flesh. Three seniors hand out course bulletins as thick as textbooks, and slap registration forms down on the tables in front of us. All around me, papers crinkle and pencils scribble furiously. These sounds blare like an alarm clock, screaming “Wake up, Lauren!” Students seem to be moving through the process at rapid speed and I have not even opened my course catalog.

Focus, I tell myself. You can do this. Just read through the catalog and find the courses you like and a schedule that works. No big deal.

Intro to Psychology A or B, Foundations of Biology 2, Calculus, Geology 101, English, History, sections 1, 2, 3, 4, 5,6,7… the list goes on, and on, and on.

I begin to panic. How am I supposed to know what to do? I’m just relearning how to live in the real world again, and they want me to make a schedule?!

Other freshmen are handing in their materials, grinning as they rush out to meet their parents.

I cannot breathe, anxiety is coursing through my veins, and my head is pounding.

In moments, I am sobbing.

Other students abandon their tasks to stare at me, making me wish that the earth would open up and swallow me whole. One of the seniors in charge walks over to my table.

“What’s the matter?” she asks gruffly.

“I… I can’t do this!” I cry.

“All you have to do is make your schedule, just like everybody else,” she says, clearly annoyed.

I cry harder. Then, a warm hand on my shoulder… Jennifer.

“Everything is alright,” she tells the senior. “I’ll help her.”

The insensitive upperclassman walks away, and I feel the weight of the dozens of staring eyes lift. The other students quickly lose interest in the spectacle I’ve created and I can breathe again.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Jennifer asks.

I am touched by this near stranger’s concern. She hardly knows me, but seems to genuinely care.

Jennifer’s kindness gives way to new tears. If crying were a major, I would have earned my doctorate in it by now.

“It is just too much; it is just too overwhelming,” I say. “I… I have depression and I take medication.”

Why did I say that? She probably thinks I am a freak now. But Jennifer puts her arm around me and her words reach out and wrap warmly around my soul.

“I know all about that sort of thing,” she says. “My mother has depression. Besides, I think it’s pretty normal to feel overwhelmed right now.”

And with these words, just like that, the stigma of my mental illness is lifted for a moment and I am just a normal teenage girl with real fears about this exciting but frightening new adventure called “College.”

The room is nearly empty now, and I still have no schedule. The pages before me are watermarked with tears.

Jennifer reaches out and gently places her hand on my arm. “Okay, so you said earlier you wanted to be a Psych major, right?”

And with that, this girl who was a stranger to me before this day guides me through the process, step-by-step, until I have everything in place and my schedule is complete. I am amazed at how much more clearly I can see now that the veil of anxiety and tears has lifted. “See,” Jennifer tells me softly, “you knew exactly what to do — you just needed to believe in yourself.”

That was the beginning of what would blossom into a powerful friendship. With a hug goodbye and a promise to keep in touch, we left Freshman Orientation with much more than our schedules. As I went to meet my mother, I decided that I would give living on campus a try… after all, I had come this far, and with a little help from a new friend, I had been reminded of the strength that existed in me. Four years later, as I graduated from the university with the distinction of magna cum laude, I looked back on Freshman Orientation, on all of my fears and insecurities, and smiled.

— Lauren Nevins —



Dr. Mike…


What emotions came up for you while reading Lauren’s story? Maybe there was a sense of sadness at the story’s beginning… because you knew this young lady was capable of so much more. Maybe you wanted to give Lauren a hug or tell her she was going to be alright.

Here’s a mini-exercise to help you start training your brain: take all the faith you had in Lauren or the love you wanted to show toward her. Now, imagine you’re giving some of that positive energy to yourself.

Remember when Lauren’s new friend Jennifer was there to comfort her and make Lauren’s experience feel normal? I wonder if this was a reminder: There are so many kind and loving people in this world, aren’t there? And yes, it is normal to feel scared and overwhelmed when you’re in a new situation. It’s true for Lauren, and it’s true for you. It’s okay to feel these feelings.

They say you’re as sick as your secrets, and it was just so incredible that Lauren was able to talk about her depression so openly. Isn’t it incredible that Lauren’s words I… I have depression and I take medication were met with My mother has depression. Besides, I think it’s pretty normal to feel overwhelmed right now.

In many ways, it was Lauren’s willingness to talk about her mental illness that allowed these two young ladies to connect. Isn’t that so true for all of us? It’s hard to connect with people who pretend to be perfect. Aren’t our truest, deepest connections with the people who aren’t perfect? Don’t we all crave vulnerability in our relationships?

Lauren’s words were also so empowering. Depression was no longer a dirty little secret, because she was saying it out loud. Speak your truth. By doing so, you’re training your brain.

Maybe you’ve struggled with depression in your life. Maybe it was severe depression that required hospitalization and medication — as in Lauren’s case. Or maybe it was just a passing case of the blues that just required a chat with a close friend.

Wherever you are on that spectrum, there are some cognitive behavioral tools that work wonders for all of us when depression rears its ugly head. Let’s start with changing the way you think, move on to the way you act, and get you on your way to making yourself a bit more happy.

1. Change how you THINK

One pitfall thought pattern that often holds people with depression back is permanence. It creates the illusion that the way you feel now is the way you will always feel. And if you’re having a bad day, permanence can also rob you of hope.

Let’s look at the way permanence could have held Lauren back as she sobbed in the Student Activity Center when she started college. Lauren felt panicked. She felt overwhelmed. It clearly wasn’t the way she wanted this day to go.

The problem with permanence is that when we’re feeling sad, our brains actually light up all the other sad memories from our past. This creates the illusion that our life has always been sad. It also creates the false feeling that our life will always be sad.

If you’re depressed, this takes away your hope… and your light. If you’re going through a divorce or grieving a loss, it may even feel like you will never be happy again. Don’t believe that feeling. Feelings aren’t facts. They change. The proof? Well… Let’s get the evidence we need from your brain.

What’s an experience in my life that I thought I would never recover from… but did?







Does reflecting on this help me remember that gray skies pass… even when it feels like it will stay cloudy forever? If so, how?







If I remembered this, I think depression or “blue moments” would be different because…







Thank goodness Lauren didn’t let permanence hold her back in her life. If she gave into the pitfall thought pattern permanence, she would have given up… and never graduated magna cum laude. Well done, Lauren!

2. Change how you ACT

Here’s where the behavioral part of cognitive behavioral therapy comes in. This is all about changing what you do (AKA how you act).

When you’re sad or blue, it often feels really difficult to do all the tasks you need to do. It may feel easier to just stay in bed watching TV all day. And, you may isolate yourself. By doing so, you probably aren’t doing all the things that used to bring you joy or pleasure.

While this is what most of us want to do when we feel low, this also can create a downward spiral. One blue morning turns into a whole day on the couch. You don’t get anything done, and you cancel all your fun evening plans that you used to love to do.

As counterintuitive as it feels, we’re going to use a behavioral strategy to help shake you from the depression as quickly as possible. You’re going to do the opposite of what you want to do.

Instead of sitting on the couch when you feel blue, you are going to do one thing every day that is either productive or pleasurable.

A productive task could be something as simple as emptying the dishwasher or going to the grocery store. It could be a bigger task like finishing that big project from work.

A pleasurable activity is something that you enjoy. It could be something just for you… like a warm bath. Or, it could be a dinner at your favorite restaurant with friends. Activities that connect you with people you love are the best pleasurable activities to choose, because you’re building relationships while finding enjoyment.

And connection is an antidote to the isolation that goes hand in hand with depression. Even if it feels like you’re forcing yourself at first, I bet you’ll probably crack at least one real smile at that dinner with your best friend. (Did you ever hear of the Botox happiness study? People who couldn’t frown were happier, because when your face is happy… you’re happy. All you need to do is go to dinner… not the dermatologist!)

In part of her efforts to overcome depression, Lauren filled her days with all those Calculus, Foundations of Biology 2, and History classes. Some challenging stuff. But her college days were chock-full of productivity. Talk about brain training!

I’m going to go out on a limb here, but I’d imagine her four years in college were filled with a pleasurable moment or two. I’d guess Jennifer was the first of many friends Lauren made.

We all know how Lauren filling her days with productivity and pleasurable turned out for her. She’s an inspiration to us all. Despite a serious case of depression, she filled her days with the stuff of life. What will you fill yours with?

Here are 5 productive go-to tasks I can choose to fill my day with the next time I feel blue:

1.



2.



3.



4.



5.



Circle one task you will do today… Now, train your brain by going out and doing it!

Here are 5 pleasurable activities I enjoy that I will choose from the next time I feel low:

1.



2.



3.



4.



5.



Circle the one activity you will do today… Now, feel better and train your brain by doing this activity!

3. BE HAPPY
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Use Gratitude to Become an Optimist

[image: Image]



Sometimes It Takes a Child


If we experienced life through the eyes of a child everything would be magical and extraordinary.

~Akiane Kramarik

Our savings were wiped out and there was nothing we could do. We were going to lose our house. Joe wouldn’t even look at me. “I guess we’ll have to move into Grandpa’s old house.”

Grandpa Mac’s little house had been old and in disrepair when he was living. Now that the place had been empty for more than five years I shuddered to think how much worse it would be. But the construction firm Joe had worked at as a foreman had gone bankrupt a year ago and he had not found a new job.

We had managed to scrape by for a while with Joe’s unemployment benefits and our savings. But those days were over. I had given up the privilege of being a stay-at-home mom and found a job in retail that barely paid for groceries and daycare for our daughter, Kelly.

I couldn’t bear the pain in Joe’s eyes now. He has always taken pride in being able to take care of Kelly and me. He loved coming home from work to Kelly flinging herself into his arms and me in the kitchen making dinner. Now Kelly was running to me when I came home from work while Joe watched with his head hanging low. He thought it was his fault that my feet hurt and my back ached from standing for hours at the cash register. He served us simple suppers while Kelly whined, “When is Mama going to make lasagna again?”

We both tried to be cheerful around Kelly as we packed to move. She was only three. As long as we didn’t send her the wrong cues she wouldn’t notice the poor condition of her new home.

We splurged with the last of our savings and bought paint for Grandpa Mac’s house. He had been a widower for many years before he died and he had done nothing to keep the house up. I suppose without Grandma he just didn’t have the will or the energy. It might have been foolish to use the last of our money in this way, but after inspecting the old house we just couldn’t bear to move in to it without at least trying to make it look a bit more cheerful.

We let Kelly choose the color for her new room, knowing that it would be some shade of pink. When we showed her the color chart I held my breath, hoping she would pick one of the lighter shades. Of course she wanted the gaudiest shade of pink available. “She likes the Pepto-Bismol pink.” Joe said, grinning as he shook his head.

“What’s Pepto-Bismol?” Kelly asked, not knowing what to make of our rueful smiles.

“Oh, it’s pretty girl pink,” the salesman said, giving Kelly a warm smile. “That’s what I’d call it.” So Kelly got her “pretty girl pink” room and she thought it was absolutely lovely. At least one person was happy in Grandpa Mac’s house.

The shingles on the roof were dry and curled at the edges and threatened to leak at any moment. Hundreds of thousands of footsteps had worn the finish off the hardwood floors and they squeaked as if in protest that they were being trod on again after all these years. The countertops were scarred and stained and one of the doors on the kitchen cabinets was warped and would not close so it stood perpetually ajar. Worst of all, the white paint on the house’s exterior was brittle and cracked but there was nothing we could do about that.

One evening, as I stood at the kitchen window looking out at the back yard, Joe came up behind me and put his arms around me. “It isn’t that bad, is it?”

I frowned at the unkempt flowerbeds that had gone to seed years ago, at the bare spots in the lawn that became mud puddles when it rained, and at the sagging corner of the back porch. “It is, actually,” I said as I slipped out of his embrace.

One evening, I walked out into the back yard to escape the heavy heat in the house. Naturally there wasn’t any air conditioning — not even a window unit. The one redeeming feature of the house was the leaning wooden fence that allowed Kelly to play outside safely.

Kelly was busy picking the dandelions that grew profusely in the yard. She grinned when she saw me and ran over to give me a bright yellow bouquet. She plopped down beside me on the bottom step and said, “I like our new house, Mommy. We have pretty yellow flowers in the yard. Most people just have grass.”

She looked around the yard, beaming. “We have an apple tree and I can get one whenever I want. There are baby birds in one of the trees. And I hear the birds singing every morning when I wake up.” Her eyes shifted to the lantana bush in the corner that was filled with butterflies of different colors. “We have a lot of pretty butterflies.”

Just then we heard a loud rapping sound and Kelly squealed with delight. “And we have a woodpecker in that tall tree over there. I’ll bet nobody else has a woodpecker living in their yard.” She hugged her knees. “We even have a fence so I can play outside whenever I want.” She wound her little arms around my waist. “I think this must be the best place in the whole world to live.”

Later, when Joe came in from job hunting, he looked more relaxed than I had seen him in a long time. “I don’t want to get your hopes up only to disappoint you,” he said. “But I think I will be hearing back from Jones Construction. My interview went well and I have a good feeling about this one. Maybe we won’t be stuck in Grandpa’s old house much longer.”

“It’s not that bad.” I said. “There’s no rush. We should probably stay here at least until we have replaced our savings.”

Joe looked incredulous. “Did you say it’s not that bad?”

“It isn’t,” I said, laughing. Relief swept over his face when he saw that I meant it. It took a three-year-old to teach me how to see the blessings in our new home. There’s always something to be grateful for no matter what situation you are in. You just have to look.

— Elizabeth Atwater —



Waiting for Kira


Hope is the companion of power, and the mother of success; for who so hopes strongly has within him the gift of miracles.

~Samuel Smiles

“I dreamt of the baby again,” I told Mike, my husband. “She was beautiful.” It was a muggy day, and we were outside on the stone patio of our cozy home in Atlanta. It looked like it might rain. We were enjoying the last drops of our morning tea (and possibly the last of the day’s dry weather) when I remembered a detail. “She had your green eyes. Oh Mike, she looked just like you!” Mike looked at me for a moment, uncharacteristically at a loss for words, and then rolled away in his wheelchair. I rolled inside after him.

Mike’s accident left him a paraplegic, but he has use of his strong upper body. I was not as lucky when I fell off a horse in my twenties. Most people think of Christopher Reeve when they hear the words quadriplegic, but my injury is known as a C-567 injury. I have limited mobility in my hands and arms and some feelings below my waist. Like Mike, I am able to get around in a wheelchair. A retrofitted steering wheel allows me to drive a van. For the most part, we lead fairly normal lives.

That didn’t mean we could easily get pregnant. We would need to go through in vitro fertilization. We would also need a gestational surrogate…. and perhaps, a miracle.

Our lives up to that point were peppered with miracles, so Mike worried that it was a little greedy to ask for yet another one. It was miracle enough we were at this point: married and living together.

When Mike and I met at a wheelchair race in Florida, we had been living on different continents: He lived in England; I lived in South Carolina. Somehow, we persevered beyond our injuries and beyond our long-distance relationship. Years later, here we were, married and not afraid of a challenge. Which was what I told Mike on that warm July day. “Why not try for another miracle?”

Mike did not need convincing. “You are right. Why don’t we call that doctor you read about?” he said.

I had read about a doctor who had helped other women with spinal cord injuries. I had studied his picture on the website. Dr. Toledo had salt-and-pepper hair and kind looking blue eyes. Before I could change my mind, I dialed the number and made an appointment.

In person, Dr. Toledo did not disappoint. Where other doctors had been discouraging, he offered us hope. “Shannon, I would not advise you to try and carry the pregnancy. There are wonderful options available for surrogacy should you…” We interrupted him. “Don’t worry, Dr. Toledo,” we told him. “We have a surrogate in mind.”

Mike’s sister Julie had offered to carry the baby — a generous offer considering she lived in England. Plans fell into place.

We started the process in high spirits, but over time, our hopes and dreams began to evaporate, one failed IVF after the other. Eventually we ran out of time. Julie returned to England, dejected. We were back in limbo.

Only this time limbo felt more like an abyss. For the first time in my life, I fell into a deep depression, unlike anything I experienced when I was first injured. That had been devastating, but this felt all together more primal: utter desolation.

I had always imagined myself as a mother. Beyond my own worries, I felt awful for Mike. This had been his biggest fear. “Shannon, the only time I cried after my accident was when the doctor told me I would never be a father,” he had told me when we met. I talked to God: Lord, he is such a loving man. Why would You deny him the opportunity to be a dad?

For months, I fell asleep praying. I turned over the details like a puzzle to be solved, hitting the same walls and obstacles every time. Our biggest concern at that point was the toll on Julie, who had left her life in England, camped out at our home for months and allowed herself to be subjected to more needles than a pincushion. How could we ask her to do that again?

One night, an idea germinated. The doctor never said I was unable to carry a baby. They only advised against it. What if, instead of Julie, I was the one to carry the embryos?

I prayed. “All you have to conquer is your fear,” I heard in my head. That morning, I woke up and started researching. I spent the day on Google. The more I read about the success rate for other women with similar injuries, the more I believed it might be okay.

Dr. Toledo, by this point, had become a trusted friend. He was at a Falcons game when I reached him. “Can I carry our baby?” I yelled over the din, not thinking as to how that might have sounded on the other end. Over the noise of the crowd, I heard him hesitate, only for a second, before he answered. “Of course, but let’s give some consideration to the risks — come in and see me.”

Having been given a cautionary yellow light by Dr. Toledo, I moved forward with green light determination. “I’m going to carry our baby,” I announced to Mike. Used to my occasional flair for the dramatic, Mike looked at me a second before responding. “Are you serious?” I excitedly told him what I had been thinking, the research I had done. We discussed the pros and cons, and in the end, we both decided to try it at least once.

“All you have to do is conquer your fears.”

Weeks later, the phone rang. The caller ID indicated it was the clinic. “Shannon?” “Yes?” I answered breathlessly and put the phone on speaker so Mike could hear. “Mike is here too,” I said to Dr. Toledo. I could tell by his tone the news was going to be good. His happiness radiated over the phone. “You are going to be parents!” he said. The tears streamed down our faces.

The pregnancy went forth without any complications and the months went by quickly. The delivery room was like a party — my family was there. Mike’s family had flown in from England. There was a team of doctors on hand. All around the room, I saw smiling faces. Our child would be welcomed into this world with an overabundance of love.

At 11:30 p.m., Kira Francklin came into this world. I examined my newborn baby from head to toe and all I saw was her uncanny resemblance to her dad. I thought back to that dream, the sleepless nights and that moment when peace had come over me, telling me not to be afraid.

God had provided His best miracle yet.

— Shannon Francklin —



Dr. Mike…


I think Kelly reminded her mom of a simple and important lesson we all tend to forget when she said: We even have a fence so I can play outside whenever I want… I think this must be the best place in the whole world to live. Oh, how wise kids can be!

It seems that to learn the most important lessons in this world, we have to unlearn some of the lessons we’re taught in grown-up land. Every day, ads tell us to buy this new car and that expensive watch if we want to be happy.

Luckily, Elizabeth’s daughter Kelly was too busy enjoying life’s simple pleasures to buy into those messages. The dandelions, baby birds, and apple tree found in her new back yard reminded her: the best things in life really are free.

Shannon and Mike are teachers as well. I’m not making light of their tragic accidents. But their happiness together is a real-life testament to something found in research: your life situation doesn’t matter as much as you think it does. Your outlook does.

As much as most of us have dreamed of what we’d buy or do if we became ridiculously rich one day, winning the lottery doesn’t make an unhappy person happy. After a short-term bump in happiness, an unhappy poor person who wins the lottery eventually just becomes an unhappy rich person.

Maybe you’ve experienced this “short-term” bump yourself. Do you remember the first time you had a new car or sweater? Remember how special it felt for a few months? When you get in that car now, does it feel any different than your last new car? Did it change your life? How long did it take for it to feel just like any other car or sweater?

Here’s a way you can win the “happiness lottery” today… and keep on winning it each and every day. By using this little exercise, you can train your brain.

Maybe you’re living in a rundown house. Or maybe you’re sitting in a living room that really needs one of those HGTV-style makeovers. Make your house or living room “the best place in the whole world to live” simply by shifting your perspective.

Imagine you’re putting on a pair of glasses that only allows you to see “what’s right” in your life. Kelly wore these glasses to see those baby birds… not the rundown yard her mom saw at first. Mike and Shannon wore these glasses as they saw the possibility of what was possible for two people in love who wanted to start a family… when they could have seen themselves as two accident victims held back by paralysis.

So, what do you see? What did your magic glasses show you about what’s right in your life?

Now, imagine what would change in your life if you kept these glasses on for an entire day… or a year. Maybe they’ll allow you to create possibilities that other people would scoff at. Elizabeth used her own mind to do an “internal makeover” of that house without any contractor, and just look at the life Mike and Shannon created for themselves!

If you keep these magic glasses on, they may end up saving your life.

One study followed people with cancer. After one year, the “optimists” were more likely to be alive than people considered to be “pessimists.” The way we see the world has a real and profound effect inside our bodies, our brains, and in our everyday lives.

1. Change how you THINK

One pitfall thought pattern we need to banish is pessimism. When pessimism rears its ugly head, you may be tempted to put those “what’s wrong” glasses back on.

You may even take the “what’s wrong” and run with it. In these cases, pessimism gives way to its cousins: worst-case-scenario and catastrophic thinking.

In this case, Elizabeth may have even started thinking that her grandfather’s house wasn’t just run down. Maybe it would collapse on her and her whole family!

A wonderful antidote to pessimism is gratitude.

Now, I’m going to teach you a scientifically proven way to boost gratitude.

First, get specific about your gratitude. I’m so grateful for all my friends becomes I’m so grateful for my two best friends Carol and Kathy, because they really were there for me when my mom passed away. They really bring so much light into my life every single week!

Using that simple word because in your reflections on gratitude can be helpful.

Transform pessimism into optimism through the power of specific gratitude.

What three things are you really grateful for today?

1. I’m grateful for:



because:



2. I’m grateful for:



because:



3. I’m grateful for:



because:



2. Change how you ACT

The incredible thing about gratitude is that it actually shifts you into an abundance mentality. I’ve found that the more you’re grateful for, the more good things you tend to create and attract in your life.

Gratitude is a Jedi mind trick, because it helps you to be happy now and happy later. Remember when Joe was about to get that great new job? They could have moved right away, but Elizabeth surprised him when she said, There’s no rush. We should probably stay here at least until we have replaced our savings.

Elizabeth was happy with the house they were in then, and she’d be happy with a nicer house later. Talk about a win-win situation.

Her mindset shift allowed them to make more responsible choices. Imagine what a fantastic house they’ll have one day… and how much happier she’ll be with it. The alternative: an always-needing-to-keep-up-with-the-Joneses and never-happy-with-what-you-have mentality. You become a rabbit running on a treadmill with a carrot attached to a string. That carrot is always just out of reach.

And Mike and Shannon’s mindset shift helped them to be grateful and have faith. They found each other. And now, they’re parents.

What will you create with your attitude of gratitude? What’s a goal you have for yourself?

And what will change in the way you approach your day? Will these optimistic thoughts lead to a visible change in your actions? Is there a change in mindset or attitude that will make this goal easier to attain?

Will you wake up easily tomorrow morning with gratitude for the job you have instead of pressing snooze three times… dreading the day ahead of you? Will you have a little more pep in your step as you see all the great blessings you already have? Will all this positivity help you smile just a little more today?

What are your goals? Think about one of them and imagine one visible action that an attitude shift would enable you to take.

One goal I have for myself is:



and a visible action or attitude shift I will make in my daily life is to:







3. BE HAPPY



[image: Images]


Stress Less and Embrace Your Calm
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It’s Not the End of the World


The greatest weapon against stress is our ability to choose one thought over another.

~Author Unknown

People say I was born standing up and haven’t relaxed since. I was a nervous, worried child who often broke out in hives over things other children seemed to take in stride. I was desperately anxious to please people and failure resulted in crushing self-recrimination. When I was five years old and forced to play a difficult piece of music in a piano recital, I was terrified of not playing it well enough. I walked across the stage and became violently ill, putting an end to the recital before I’d played one note. A few years later I was in a school play and the bright footlights blinded me — I walked off the stage and took a nosedive into the audience.

I became so afraid of failing and humiliating myself in front of people that I started avoiding social events. What if I said the wrong thing, spilled something, or made a fool of myself? Something as simple as going to a birthday party would cause me so much stress that I’d hide in my bedroom to keep from going.

Early in my childhood I had decided the universe was an unfriendly place and was out to get me. I exaggerated my problems. I felt overwhelmed and unable to cope. The smallest thing could almost paralyze me.

I avoided people as much as possible because I believed people were the cause of my stress. Of course, that didn’t work. I still had stress in my life but now I was lonely as well.

One day when I was walking to the store, I tripped on the curb and fell onto my knees. An elderly man came to my aid, helped me to my feet and asked if I was hurt.

“No, I think I’m alright. I’m just shaken up and a little embarrassed,” I said.

“Well, if you didn’t break your knees, then it isn’t the end of the world, is it? There’s no reason to be embarrassed. We all fall down sometimes. You’re okay now,” he said, and walked away.

His words rang in my head like a big bell. I’d had a little fall, and yes, I did feel foolish, but I didn’t break my knees and it wasn’t the end of the world. I realized I didn’t have a single problem in my life that would either break my knees or cause the world to come to an end.

Suddenly everything was put into perspective and none of my problems seemed that big anymore. Most of my problems were in the future — very few had to be faced that day or even that week.

I began writing down the things that were troubling me the most: debts, money, family problems, the funny noise under the hood of my car. No matter how big or how small the problem was, I’d write it on a piece of paper and I’d put the piece of paper into a box. On the last day of the month I’d open the box and read the list of my “terrible” problems. I found that almost all of my troubles never happened at all. Or if they had happened, they weren’t as bad as I thought they would be or the situation had solved itself without any action from me. The universe didn’t need my help. It was a huge relief not to be in charge of the universe anymore. I didn’t have to be perfect. It’s okay to make mistakes; it’s okay to be wrong; it’s okay not to have all the answers. It’s okay to fail; in fact, it’s okay to fail magnificently, gloriously and spectacularly.
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