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No one is you, and that is your superpower.


~Elyse Santilli





We open this new Chicken Soup for the Soul collection with a poem by Rebekah Iliff in which she describes a woman happily sitting by herself in a restaurant. She’s confronted by a waiter who can’t believe that she’s okay with being alone. Yet she is—she’s comfortable in her own skin.


And that’s what we aim for in our lives, right? Happy with who we are, or at least happy with the vision we have for who we want to become. When we have goals—getting fit, raising children well, getting promoted at work, finding love, being adventurous—those goals should not involve a wholesale change in who we are. They should just involve being more of who we already are and knowing that we are enough.


That’s why Chicken Soup for the Soul: Be You was created, to be a source of affirmation, determination, and empowerment for women of all ages as they figure out how to be the best versions of themselves.


Sometimes that means spending some quality time with yourself. In “Who Was I?” Katie Kennedy explains that she goes on a vacation by herself each year, away from her family, and free to make her own choices. Mary Guinane upped the ante, with her ten-month journey around the United States with her dog, picking the new place she would live. She calls her story “Brave, Crazy or Both.”


Being brave is indeed a big theme in these pages. It wasn’t until her mother died young that Rachel Dunstan Muller decided to shake up her life, explaining, “For most of my adult life, I’d chosen to stay safely anchored in a series of sheltered harbours, both literally and metaphorically.” She made a resolution to live by the word “fierce” for an entire year, and say yes to all the things that she would normally turn down. In “Leaving Harbour” she says, “I’ve come to believe that we’re not fully alive if we’re not at least a little frightened on a regular basis.”


Leaving safe harbors is important for all of us, even when it means doing something frightening like sticking up for ourselves. We have dozens of stories from women who stood up and spoke out—fighting discrimination, sexual harassment, or career roadblocks. Captain Laura Savino, for example, became a commercial airline pilot at a time when women were not welcome in the cockpit. She may have been your captain if you’ve flown on United Airlines in the last thirty years. In “My Flying Tribe” she shows us how far we’ve come when she describes her preschool-age son saying he didn’t want to grow up to be a pilot because that’s a “girl’s job.”


Laura knew from an early age that she wanted to be a pilot. But sometimes we’re not exactly sure what we want. That’s why we have so many stories from women who did the work and figured out what they want from life… and with whom!


Aleksandra Slijepcevic did that after her boyfriend broke up with her, advising her to figure out who she was. She realized she had been putting his needs first, adopting his likes and dislikes as her own. Six years later, she reports in “What Breaks You,” she realized he was right. She says, “He never lost sight of himself.” Through yoga practice and a lot of introspection, she says, “I shed massive layers of the shy, reserved, afraid, and dependent girl I was at twenty-one. I took back the power I had ceded to men. And it was like coming home!” Now Aleksandra’s ready for love again, but this time with full knowledge of who she is and what she wants and deserves.


When Carol Andrews left her career as a television news personality, she set out to rebrand herself. These days, what better way to do that than hashtags. Carol says you should list who you are now, and also who you want to be. In her case, she lists #Author #Speaker #TVpersonality and #ExecutiveCoach. She also hashtags her values and traits, including the ones she’s still working on. In “Put a Hashtag on Me,” she walks us through all the ways she uses hashtags to direct the course of her life, be of service to others, and identify her strengths.


Strength is a key element of this book, because we women are so often surprised by the inner reserves of strength and resilience that we call on when we need them. In these pages, you’ll meet dozens of women who discovered just how strong and capable they were when they found themselves alone after divorce or death, or navigating other kinds of challenges.


Carin Cameron is a great example. She tells us that her biggest fear had always been that she would lose her husband. But she never expected she would lose him to a prison sentence. Carin didn’t think she could make it a whole year without him; in fact, she erased all their appointments from the whiteboard on the refrigerator and replaced them with one word: Survive. And survive she did, magnificently. She even signed a three-book publishing contract during his year away. In “The Prisoner’s Wife” Carin says, “He came home to a wife with a renewed sense of self, who could set healthy boundaries and take care of her family with or without him. A wife who had chased her dreams and made them come true in the midst of incredible hardship. He came home to a wife who was not only healthier, but stronger.”


These pages will take you on a journey to find your own truth. As the quote at the beginning of this introduction says, you are unique—and that is your superpower. You’ll find plenty of role models and advice in these pages to help you make the most of that power.


I’m so glad you have picked up this book. I know how much the stories in these pages inspired me, and I’m hoping you’ll have the same experience. After meeting these 100 or so amazing women I think you’ll be empowered to be the very best version of a unique person—you.


— Amy Newmark —


Editor-in-Chief & Publisher, Chicken Soup for the Soul
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A woman who knows what she brings to the table is not afraid to eat alone.


~Author Unknown







“Champagne for one,” she said to the waiter.


“I’ll bring a glass for your friend coming later.”


“No, no,” she replied. “It’s just me and this book.”


With a look of concern, he pointed to the nook.


“Would you rather sit there, away from the window?”


As if she were an outcast or a grief-stricken widow.


“I’m actually fine to sit right here


among other people, just so we’re clear.”


With a look of surprise, he set off for her order


but on his return still showed sympathy toward her.


“Why, thank you, kind sir, for my glass of bubbles


and the compassion you have for my seeming troubles.”


But truth be told, she was happy to be


away from the madness and totally free.


So, word to the wise, when you see just one,


Sit, watch, and learn how it’s done.


For being alone can bring great delight


and shouldn’t be viewed as some kind of plight.





— Rebekah Iliff —
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The biggest adventure you can ever take is to live the life of your dreams.


~Oprah Winfrey





Brave, crazy or both—that’s what my family and friends thought when I announced I would be embarking on a search for a new place to call home. But after a lifetime of doing what I thought others expected of me, I needed neither their permission nor their blessings.


So on September 14, 2015, I literally drove out of my old life and into my new one, without a clue as to what that life would look like when I found it.


I had packed my memories into a storage unit and the rest of my life into my Malibu with a roof bag. My only traveling companion was my dog Bella, a nine-year-old mixed breed who resembles a short, fat Collie. With six months of reservations in various places, the two of us hit the road.


Driving out of the tiny town in South Dakota where I’d been living was the most frightening moment of my life for many reasons. I was terrified of being alone. I hated driving. I’m directionally challenged. And my beautiful dog was a high-stress traveler who always needed to get out of the car at inopportune times.


To make sure I had time to rethink my decision, the only stoplight in that tiny town turned red. I spent that eternal minute waiting for the light to turn green, asking God to give me a sign that I was going to be okay.


That’s when I learned that God has a sense of humor.


For the next hour, every girl-power anthem ever written played on the radio, one after another. Cher told me to “believe in life after love.” Beyoncé reminded me that girls “run the world,” and Rachel Platten sang her “fight song.” All the songs one would want to hear when some courage was needed came on. Finally, I looked up through my tears and said, “I get it. If Katy Perry says I’m a firework, I’m a firework! I can do this!”


For the next ten months, Bella and I checked out possible new places to live. We investigated towns we knew and places we’d never been. We stopped in Boulder, Colorado, where I had my first tofu pizza. We spent time in high-altitude Park City, Utah, where I nearly had a heart attack climbing the eighty-eight stairs to the cottage I’d rented. There were some scary moments in Reno, Nevada, that led me to lie to a hotel clerk. But when our only other option was spending the night in our car, my fib that Bella was under their dog weight limit seemed forgivable.


After a few weeks on the road, our scheduled month-long stay in Northern California was cut short by an encounter with a vacation rental host who has since been dubbed the “Crazy Viking.” When I told my “super host” his accommodations were not up to my expectations, he began to rant at me. As he spewed his angry words, I found myself trying not to giggle in a scene that would’ve had me dissolving into tears in previous years. I recognized each of his many intimidation tactics and felt my courage grow when none had his intended effect! I stood my ground bravely while he threw a grown-up hissy fit on his front porch.


By facing down the Crazy Viking, I realized I was no longer the shy, scared girl I’d once been. And the blessing-in-Viking-disguise turned out to be what happened afterward. My replacement travel plans led me to a reunion with old friends and meeting two lovely new ones, all of whom were actually super hosts for this weary traveler.


My journey was filled with unexpected ups and downs, often leaving me agreeing with those who had thought I was crazy to do it. Yet, I also felt as if I were being guided. At last, I was learning to listen to the inner voice I had ignored for so long.


My journey covered thousands of miles, twenty-two different beds, and a host of life-changing events over the course of ten months. Today, I’m no longer traveling or terrified. My final destination turned out to be Palm Springs, California, a unique village that spoke to my heart and that I’m thankful to call home every day.


Before I started my travels, I didn’t think there was another option for figuring out where I wanted to live. So, I didn’t really have an opinion about whether what I was doing was brave or crazy. In hindsight, I can say it was a little of both.


During my travels, one of my daughters made me a gift that said, “Home is where my mom is.” And as I look at it today, I realize that finding a home wasn’t nearly as important as finding myself.


— Mary Guinane —
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Loving ourselves works miracles in our lives.


~Louise L. Hay





I step naked from my morning shower. My belly jiggles with each step. Silvery threads have drawn lacy patterns across my pale skin, reminders of two beautiful baby girls who are now adults.


I am sixty years old. Fully clothed, I can pass for fifty-nine. But here, wearing only my skin, bathed in the unforgiving brightness of this early summer morning, I appear much older.


There are grooves in my forehead. Matching channels run from the corners of my nose to the outside of my lips. They are lines etched by motherhood and the twenty-seven years of stress and exhaustion that came with that job.


These wrinkles are balanced nicely by the crow’s-feet that fan out from my eyes, souvenirs of plenty of laughter during those years as well.


This aging body of mine is not the one I expected to have. It’s soft, plump, wrinkled, and comfortably lived in, and I complain about it. I’ve actually spent a lifetime focusing on my flaws, constantly bemoaning my less-than-perfect self. But twice in the past month, things have happened that caused me to rethink my negative self-talk.


First, my younger daughter told me, as I was complaining yet again, “Mom, stop. This is the body you live in now. Be proud of it. It’s beautiful because it’s yours. Stop putting yourself down. Stop complaining about being a little overweight. Stop telling me about all the things you wish you could change. Embrace the beauty that is you—not in the future, not in the past, but right this very moment.”


Her words hit so hard that they stole my breath.


I’d spent decades telling my girls that their bodies were a means to a long and satisfactory life, not objects to be admired because of how they look. I told them that good health and the energy to enjoy life should be their ultimate goals, not fitting into society’s preconceived ideas of what is beautiful.


I told them, but I forgot to listen to my own advice.


If I’m unwilling to accept my aging self with grace and dignity, how can I possibly expect my girls to do the same when they face these same physical changes?


And then, while I was still reeling from the truth in my girl’s words, I learned that a friend of mine had died. She was the same age as me and left behind three heartbroken daughters.


During her last months, her body had melted away, shocking to those of us who remembered her soft curves.


But the way she looked didn’t matter one iota to her girls. They loved her for so many reasons, and none had anything to do with her looks.


At her funeral, her three girls spoke of their mother’s devotion, wisdom, and compassion. They spoke about her generosity and kindness. They never said a single word about her appearance.


Because. It. Didn’t. Matter.


I left that funeral desperate to hold my own girls in my arms, to kiss them and tell them how much they mean to me, and to promise that I will do better, be better—for them as well as for myself.


And so, to honour the memory of my dear friend and to set a good example for my beloved girls, I promise to love my aging body, find beauty in my imperfections, and celebrate the gift of being alive.


— Leslie Wibberley —
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Be happy about your own life, and you’ll be amazed at just how much more beautiful you’ll find it to be.


~TemitOpe Ibrahim





About a year after I was widowed, my friends encouraged me to enter the terrifying world of online dating. “You’re so young and such a great catch,” they’d say. At forty, it was true that I was looking at half a lifetime ahead of me. “If I were single, I would do it,” my married friends would add with what sounded like a tinge of envy in their voices.


Really? Why do married people think midlife cyber dating is so much fun? I doubt any of them would ever trade places with me, I thought. But, still, I let their cheering and compliments plant the seed of hope that I would meet someone online who would save me from a lifetime of loneliness. None of them had ever tried it, but they acted like online dating would be a breeze.


When my fear of being alone overpowered my fear of online dating, I set off looking for Prince Charming 2.0. I wrote an online profile and selected pictures that didn’t make me look too fat. I couldn’t help but feel like I was advertising a used car—with a lot of miles, the interior a little worn, but still sporting a decent paint job. Putting myself out there in search of love was a little exciting—and a lot scary.


Within hours of posting my profile, I was sifting through “winks” and e-mails from prospective suitors. At first glance, I couldn’t believe my good fortune. Several men were getting to know me “virtually.” It was so different from when I dated before I was married. There was no noisy bar scene, just a keyboard and computer screen.


After weeding out those who were obviously trying to scam me or were just looking for a hookup I narrowed it down to one guy. His profile made him sound perfect: romantic, funny, and a reality TV junkie. What more could a girl want? Our e-mail exchanges were inquisitive and flirty. As we got to know each other, we seemed to really connect. So, when he asked me out, I typed: “YES!”


We decided to meet one Saturday evening at Chili’s. On my way there, I recall thinking that maybe my friends were right—midlife dating didn’t seem so bad.


An indication of how the date went is that I remember the chicken quesadilla but not his name. Shortly after meeting him, I knew he wasn’t “the one.” He was pleasant enough and looked like his picture, but there was something big missing from our date: chemistry. Much to my dismay, we had none. I got a sinking feeling as I chatted nervously, telling my “go-to” funny stories, but got no reaction from him at all. Where was his cute and clever cyber personality? I was meeting an entirely different person from the one his profile and e-mails portrayed.


During dinner, there were several awkward lulls in the conversation, and I fought the urge to feign illness or fake an emergency text. Afterward, I ended the date politely with a handshake and then let his calls go to voicemail for the next several days.


I refused to give up hope, though. I went on date after date and kissed a lot of frogs, as they say.


Near the end of my three-month online-dating subscription, I was in a Starbucks on a date with a nondescript accountant when it suddenly clicked: I wanted to be home alone, snuggled in a blanket watching Real Housewives of anywhere, more than I wanted to be with him… or anyone else. I decided it would be my last date for a while.


At first, embracing the concept was frightening. I was raised believing a woman is happiest when she’s half of a couple. When I was young, I hopped from relationship to relationship, never wanting to be alone, sometimes settling, and always feeling more secure when I had a man in my life. And now, by a cruel act of fate, I was alone. Whenever I’d run into people I hadn’t seen in years, I could see the look of pity in their eyes when they learned I was widowed. “I’m so sorry” was often followed by “You’ll meet someone else.” But what if I didn’t want that? Was there something wrong with me? Hardly.


Dealing with the loss of a spouse is hard. Grief ebbs and flows, but it is always there. It takes resilience to create a new life and courage to want to live it. I was forced to be alone, and yet I was far from lonely. I was blessed to have many friends who loved, supported and enriched my life.


Kissing frogs taught me that it was okay to be alone, and my happiness wasn’t contingent on loving anyone other than myself. The solitude gave me time for introspection that I wouldn’t have had if I were in a relationship. I gained the strength, confidence, and independence that had evaded me in my earlier years. Those years alone were good for me, and they set me up to find the right man, at the right time.


— Michelle Paris —










[image: Image] To Be Taken Seriously





I want people to see the dress, but focus on the woman.


~Vera Wang





For almost twenty years, I was absolutely adamant—I hated pink, I hated dresses, and I hated make-up. Anything even remotely girly or feminine was insignificant and a sign of weakness. I was not insignificant or weak, so I didn’t wear any shade of pink. I refused the pretty dresses my mother showed me, and I scoffed at any woman I saw wearing cosmetics.


After all, in the movies, the girl in the pink dress and red lipstick always had to be rescued by some dashing Prince Charming or a mysterious superhero. In almost every single piece of media that I consumed as a child, feminine girls were portrayed as nothing more than damsels in distress, totally unable to save themselves and fight through when the going got tough. They were naive, ditzy and ignorant. I was none of those things, and I didn’t ever want people to think that I was, so I made sure that, at the very least, I bore no resemblance to the poor damsels on TV.


By the time I was six, I was a pure tomboy on the outside. I wore nothing but dingy jeans, old graphic tees, scuffed-up Converse shoes and oversized hoodies. My hair was almost never brushed and my glasses were always crooked.


Anybody who knew me at that time would agree: I was the polar opposite of a Disney princess. I yelled at video games and shot my bow and arrow in the back yard, idolizing Iron Man instead of Barbie and watching Resident Evil instead of Cinderella. If I’d cut my hair short, I’m fairly certain I would have been mistaken for a boy, and that was exactly how I wanted it.


Secretly, though, I loved dresses—especially long, elegant numbers like those seen on the red carpet—and I wanted so badly to try my hand at eyeliner. My favorite show was Jem, a cartoon filled to the brim with pink and glitter. I was absolutely a girly girl, through and through. I just refused to let it show.


My reasoning was that I wanted to be a comic artist when I grew up, and comic artists were not girly. Comic artists wore baggy jeans, superhero shirts, and old, beat-up sneakers. A girly girl wouldn’t make it in comics, I told myself, so I made sure that I never turned into one on the outside. I couldn’t, not if I wanted to be taken seriously. I’d seen how girls were treated when they put effort into their appearance, and I didn’t want to be treated in such a patronizing manner. If I put on a dress, I’d suddenly be treated like a delicate piece of glass. I refused flat-out to be treated that way.


Then, during my junior year of high school, I started following female comic artists and writers online. Many of my favorite books at the time were written or illustrated by women, and I wanted to see the girls behind my passion. And guess what? They all wore fun dresses and make-up, and they dyed their hair fun colors. They were undeniably feminine women in the comic industry, and they still had fantastic careers. I realized I could be feminine and still succeed in an industry dominated by men. I didn’t have to hide my true self and pretend to be someone I wasn’t.


I could just be me, and that would be perfectly fine.


I’m nineteen now and studying at one of the best art-based universities in the country. I love my high-heeled boots and my high-waist shorts. I dyed my hair purple and blue, started taking care of it, and now I style it however I want. I still wear graphic tees, but now they’re fitted, off the shoulder, or tucked into my jeans—which are now styled and lightly patterned instead of dirty and baggy. I almost never leave the house without my winged eyeliner and carefully selected lipstick applied. I am feminine, and I am loving it.


For the longest time, I thought that being girly was a weakness. Now, I realize that it’s a strength. A woman who is confident enough to be feminine is a force to be reckoned with.


I will wear pink. I will wear dresses. I will wear make-up. And I will still succeed.


— Coryn MacPherson —
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The heart wants what it wants, and my heart wants jammies and me time.


~Kat Helgeson, Say No to the Bro





I’ve always thought of myself as an extrovert. I am a born storyteller, and I love making people laugh. If you asked my friends and family, every one of them would label me a “people person.”


But recently, I heard something that made me re-evaluate my entire personality. At a writer’s conference in Indianapolis, I took a class called “Writing Realistic Characters.” I’d been writing a romance novel, and I’d been struggling to make my characters more life-like. The class seemed like just the thing.


The teacher handed out the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, a personality test, and instructed us to take it. The idea was to familiarize ourselves with the test so we could take it on behalf of our characters. As a writer, you’re supposed to know your characters as well as you know your spouse or best friend. If you do, your writing will come alive.


But instead of learning more about my characters’ personalities, I learned something about my own. The first question on the personality test asked if I was an introvert or extrovert. Without a moment’s hesitation, I circled the E for extrovert.


But the class instructor said, “I want you to really think about this question. Many people think of themselves as extroverts when they are actually quite introverted.”


I tuned her out. Me, an introvert? Me, who frequently walks away from conversations worrying that I talked too much and made things all about me? Me, whose husband once told me that one of his favorite things about our marriage is our 80/20 split? (This means I do 80 percent of the talking to his 20 percent. The fact that he counts this as a positive is utterly fabulous in my mind.)


It was also proof positive that I am not an introvert.


But the instructor continued, “When determining this, think about what energizes you. After being by yourself all day, are you anxious to be around other people? Or after you’ve been in a large group of people, do you feel like you need some down time to recover?”


The words “large group of people” and “down time to recover” grabbed my attention. She’d just described me perfectly. My husband is one of eight children, so family parties are boisterous affairs that usually take place in our home. I enjoy entertaining, but after everyone leaves, I am exhausted. My favorite way to recharge is to snuggle in bed with a good book.


But that hardly made me an introvert. Right?


“Think about your three favorite activities,” the instructor said. “Are these things you do by yourself or in a small group, or are they things you do with a lot of other people?”


My favorite activities? Reading, writing, and spending time with my husband.


“Again, these favorite activities should make you feel energized, not drained,” she reminded us. “Think about your daily routine. When you’re tired or stressed out, what activity appeals to you most?”


Reading a book or writing one of my own stories.


“If this activity is a busy one that involves lots of other people, you are an extrovert. But if your activity is a quiet, solitary pursuit, you are an introvert,” the instructor concluded.


You’ve. Got. To. Be. Kidding. Me. This lady says I’m an introvert, even though I never shut up.


I just wasn’t buying it.


I love my family and friends, and I am so blessed to have them in my life, but I also really like being by myself. I enjoy my own company, and I am rarely, if ever, lonely.


“Are you ever lonely, or is your own company enough for you?” she asked.


Has this woman pitched a tent in my head? How could she know what I’ve been thinking?


“The vast majority of writers are introverts,” she continued. “It’s just how we’re wired.”


I couldn’t help myself. I raised my hand and blurted out, “I talk a lot. Like too much. Everyone who knows me would say I’m an extrovert because I’m outgoing and friendly. But your test is telling me I’m an introvert.”


She smiled kindly. “Are you the life of every party you attend?”


I shrugged. “I do my share of the talking.”


“And how do you feel afterward?”


“Honestly? It wears me out.”


“And to recharge, you do what?”


“Read,” I answered quietly. “Or write.”


It was her turn to shrug. “There’s your answer.”


I learned a lot at that writer’s conference, but taking that personality test was the most valuable part. I talk a lot, and I’d always thought that made me an extrovert. But I crave solitude, and I never understood why. I often left parties and other large gatherings feeling worn out, and that didn’t make sense. I often wondered if there was something wrong with me. There were aspects of my personality that just didn’t add up, even to me.


But, as it turns out, there was nothing wrong with me. I’d just misunderstood my own personality for my whole life.


At the age of thirty-nine, I discovered that I am what they call a social introvert. It’s someone who is outgoing, but also requires alone time to be healthy. This phrase describes me perfectly and sets me free from my own expectations. Since I’d always thought I was an extrovert, I surrounded myself with people, and then I couldn’t understand why I was unhappy.


Now, I understand that I need balance. Being an introvert doesn’t mean I don’t love people. It means that I love them so much that I give everything I have when I’m with them, and then afterward I need some “me time” to recharge.


So I read for a while, or I write something. It refills my empty tank. Understanding this has helped me accept myself as I am. When I start to feel worn down, I know I just need a break—some quiet time to nurture myself. Then I’m ready to be social again.


I love spending time with my family and friends.


But, sometimes, I just need to be a Party of One. Or maybe a Party of Two. I’ll always invite my husband.


After all, he lets me do 80 percent of the talking. Or, when I prefer, we just sit together and say nothing at all.


— Diane Stark —
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Be a unicorn in a field full of horses.


~Author Unknown





I closed the door and shucked off my uncomfortably high heels. It had been another wasted evening searching for “the one” in all the wrong places. My feet ached, but not nearly as much as my heart.


I paid the babysitter the last of my cash and went to check on my sleeping children. Then I dropped into bed alone, disappointed, dejected and lonely. The single life was difficult, the dating scene scary. I had married at the tender age of twenty-one to my very first boyfriend. I didn’t know who I was then. Now, divorced at the age of thirty-six, I still didn’t know!


I had never been alone; I went straight into marriage from college. Like many women, I had spent my whole life trying to please everyone but myself. Being single left a painful, gnawing void in my psyche.


On one hand, I was excited at the prospect of finding a true partner, someone who was more compatible than my ex. Naively, I still wanted a fairy-tale romance. But my self-esteem was in tatters after the breakup. I thought I had to change to get a “good man.” So I shape-shifted and morphed into the kind of woman I thought they wanted. I went to bars and (surprise) found men who liked to drink too much. I attended sporting events like golf tournaments and found sports fanatics. I chose men based on their looks and then couldn’t understand why we didn’t get along.


No wonder I felt the search was hopeless. Finding a good man is like searching for a damn unicorn, I thought as I drifted off to sleep.


I woke the next morning and grabbed a book to read, waiting for the kids to get up. I’ve always enjoyed personal-development books, and at this time in my sad, confused life, I decided to revisit one of my favorites, searching for insight, some kind of mystical mind elixir to fix my fears and magically materialize my soul mate.


In this particular book, the author described a concept that “like attracts like.” It was a simple yet profound truth, and it opened my eyes to the error of my ways. It dawned on me that I was building a façade based on my misguided assumptions about “what men wanted.” Failure in dating reinforced a false premise that I couldn’t attract a quality man. I had to admit that my whole energy emitted an air of desperation and inauthenticity. No wonder I wasn’t successful.


I sat up and said to nobody, “If I want a unicorn, I have to be a unicorn!”


And that’s when my life began to transform. Over the next year, I began the life-changing process of self-discovery… deciding that, with or without a companion, I needed to learn who I was authentically. I needed to find true love within myself before I could identify and attract it elsewhere. Because “like attracts like,” I needed to be what I desired.


My silly, self-destructive habits were replaced with positive, constructive routines. My confidence grew as I began to make changes that felt more authentic. I focused on my own personal growth instead of searching for some kind of mythical creature. It wasn’t magic that I needed; it was more personal honesty.


I confronted my long list of requirements in a man. I began to challenge each item to unearth my real desires in a mate. For example, I realized appearance was not as important as confidence. Net worth didn’t measure generosity. As I refined my list of qualities I wanted in a companion, I compared it to the list of my characteristics. The lists had to be compatible to be a match.


Looking for a soul mate wasn’t so much about looking at external traits but rather searching within me. I had to answer not only what I really wanted in a partner, but more importantly, what I wanted in life! And what did I have to offer? Ultimately, how could I offer this to myself? For example, if I wanted respect, then I had to respect myself. If I wanted love, I had to love myself. Attraction is truly a reflection of self!


I zoomed in on the traits I truly wanted based on what I had to reciprocate. The clearer I got about myself, the better I was at identifying the right companion. Life became a “mirror test” whereby I could gauge the clarity of my “self” by evaluating the people I attracted into my life—not only potential dating material, but friends and business associates, too.


I would love to say that I found Mr. Unicorn, but I had more lessons to learn. I dated the wrong one for almost a year before I realized I was still making choices on esoteric characteristics and overlooking incompatibilities. But when I walked away from that relationship, my energy finally shifted. Like magic, the lens through which I viewed love changed. Now, I knew I was okay being alone. I was no longer that scared, little girl desperately searching for someone to rescue me; I was my own hero.


Soon afterward, I went on my last “first date.” When I met the man who became my husband, it was magical. But it wasn’t really magic; rather, it was the result of becoming what I was looking for. Because “like attracts like,” our energy clicked. Our souls recognized compatibility, and our hearts connected. I found my unicorn, and he found his.


— Kat Gottlieb —
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You’re always with yourself, so you might as well enjoy the company.


~Diane von Furstenberg





“Let’s go, girls,” I said, dropping my sticky frozen-yogurt cup into the garbage can.


Stephanie ran ahead to the car. “It’s not open!” she yelled, yanking on the door handle of a pale blue Honda Odyssey minivan.


Ivone smirked. “Wrong car.”


“Over here, Stephanie,” I called as Ivone and I approached an identical minivan parked a few spots away. But just as I put my hand on the driver’s side door handle, my brain registered unfamiliar contents strewn around the seats inside. Not ours.


How could this be? I looked to the right, and then back at the car Stephanie had tried. Then I looked left. Are you kidding me? A couple of spaces down, I saw a third pale blue Honda Odyssey minivan. This time, I pressed the lock button on my key fob a few times to be certain. The headlights on minivan number three blinked in welcome.


The girls and I laughed about the mix-up as we got into our van. I think we each felt a little embarrassed: Stephanie for rushing to the wrong car; Ivone for mocking Stephanie while making the exact same mistake; me for being the kind of person who drives a minivan so common that there would be three clones parked in front of Sweet Frog on a Saturday afternoon.


It made me feel like a cliché and, on paper, I was. We lived in the suburbs. My boys played soccer. But I did not feel like a soccer mom. I felt like… me.


Being a mom felt like something I did. I took the girls out for frozen yogurt. I shivered on the sidelines through the boys’ soccer games. I followed recipes, checked homework and organized family photo shoots. Meanwhile, I kept waiting for the big shift, when I would actually feel like a mom and not just me doing mom stuff.


Then, suddenly, the boys were riding their bikes to soccer. The girls were getting picked up by friends to go for ice cream. The oldest got her license and started driving her own car! Most days, I found myself driving around a minivan by myself. Now, instead of a cliché, I felt like an imposter—a soccer mom with no one to drive to soccer.


One day, my husband, David, asked me, “Do you want to sell the minivan and get something more fun for yourself? A convertible maybe?”


Never in a million soccer games would that thought have occurred to me.


Get rid of the minivan?


It scared me for reasons I didn’t understand.


Then David and I went to Florida for a long weekend and rented a convertible. We drove across a long series of bridges. Azure water shimmered on all sides. Celestial blue sky stretched out above. The sun toasted the hair on top of my head.


Inspired, I shouted to David over the wind, “I’m selling the minivan and getting a convertible!”


Two months later, I was driving off a used car lot in Virginia in a new-to-me Volvo C70 hardtop convertible with the top down. I glanced in the rearview mirror and could not believe my eyes. There, behind me, was a perfect end-to-end rainbow framing the car dealership where I had just signed papers. I pulled over and snapped a photo. “It’s a sign!” I texted David.


I hit the gas and merged onto the highway. The wind! The sun! The sky! Everything was absolutely perfect. And then… Wait a second. Was that a raindrop? I saw an overpass ahead and sped up to it so I could pull over and put the top up before the rain really started.


Over the next two days, I put six hundred miles on the car. I cruised along the Blue Ridge Parkway with the top down, gawking at the mountain views all around me in the open air. I pulled off at a trailhead and did a four-hour hike, the first time I’d ever hiked that far by myself. Back at the parking area, tired and sweaty, I smiled to see a sleek, dark blue two-door convertible waiting for me, not a pale blue minivan.


“I have four kids, too,” I felt the urge to tell the family getting out of their SUV nearby.


Next, I drove to Tennessee to visit my grandmom. She marveled as the convertible top lifted up and folded into the trunk. I hoisted her wheelchair into the tiny back seat, and we cruised around together all afternoon with the wind blowing her paper-white hair. We had lunch at Panera, window-shopped at the mall, got her a haircut, and finally went for frozen yogurt. I showed Grandmom how she could get little paper cups and try as many samples as she wanted.


“Oh, my goodness!” she said. “Today is a day full of firsts.”


As I drove home to North Carolina the next day, mom guilt gnawed at me. Would the kids feel rejected? I literally did not have space for all of them in this car.


As I pulled in the driveway, the front door opened, and Alfredo came outside.


“Alright, Mom, alright,” he said, circling the car and nodding with approval.


“Want a ride?”


“Right now?”


“Sure.”


“Yeah!”


“Go get your brother.”


He ran inside to get Joseph. I put the top up so that I could show the boys how it folded down.


I used to drive a minivan. Now I drive a convertible. I am a mom. I am a granddaughter. I’m a hiker, traveler, and volleyball player. Regardless of what I’m driving, or who is in the car with me, I’m just me.


The boys came outside, and after a tiff over who would sit up front, we were off. I cranked up the subwoofer so Alfredo could feel the music pulsing beneath his seat in the back. He whooped and thrust his hands in the air. We drove in the dark with the music blaring and the wind blowing.


— Karen Langley Martin —
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My willingness to be intimate with my own deep feelings creates the space for intimacy with another.


~Shakti Gawain





When I was twenty-one, I met a guy who I thought was “the one.” Our relationship took off. We spent weekends together, attended parties from sunup to sundown, and exchanged cheesy text messages and phone calls when we were apart.


I put his needs first. I believed that pleasing him was my way of keeping him around. When he showed up—handsome, charming, confident, and open hearted—I couldn’t believe that he would like someone like me. Soon enough, his likes, dislikes, and opinions became my own. It was unhealthy, and no matter how distanced I became from friends and family, I truly believed that it was love and these were the sacrifices that girlfriends needed to make.


One day, after not hearing from him all weekend, he called me at work and broke up with me. Just like that. He said he was bored and that I needed to figure out who I was. To say that I was crushed was an understatement. I felt like someone had just unplugged me, and I was slowly dying. I wondered what I had done wrong. It took many years to learn that asking that question was the root of the problem.


Fast-forward six years, and I am writing this from the headspace of a woman I never dreamed I would become. After the breakup, I found solace in yoga and meditation. It became a practice—a sadhana—that would pull me out of my self-sabotaging darkness and into the very lesson my ex-boyfriend was trying to teach me all along: be selfish. What angered me most in our relationship was the fact that he was always putting himself first. It made me feel unwanted, unseen, and unwelcomed, like I wasn’t a part of his life plan. What he and the Universe were trying to teach me was that I wasn’t a part of his life because I had never made it a point to be a part of my own.


He never lost sight of himself, and he was right. At the time, I didn’t realize that he was giving me back a gift I had so easily tossed to the wind: myself.


During my time being single, I turned inward. In yoga, we call this pratyahara. Once all the distractions of the world fall away, and once you’re rejected by someone, there’s nowhere else to go. It’s time to face yourself. I faced all of my demons, triggers, traumas, and dark corners that had never seen the light of day.


In 2014, I started my yoga teacher training, and then I taught my very first yoga class. I still get goose bumps and teary eyes reflecting back on a class full of my peers, cheering me on as I taught.


Yoga gave me not only a desire to get back to my own self-care and love, but it gave me my voice! Today, I teach, write, travel, and live my life with purpose, authenticity, and passion. Finally, I know who I am. And I know I would have never arrived at such a gift without the pain of being rejected in that relationship. For this, I am grateful.


I shed massive layers of the shy, reserved, afraid, and dependent girl I was at twenty-one. I took back the power I had ceded to men. And it was like coming home! The voice I used to teach yoga was the same voice I used to say “no” more often than I said “yes” now that I wasn’t worried about being liked.


Somewhere out there, a like-hearted man will believe in the same for himself, and our paths will cross when each of us is ready. Gabrielle Bernstein, renowned speaker and author, always says, “The Universe has your back.” And it does, steering us toward something bigger and better. Every single person we meet is our guide and teacher, especially the ones who bring us pain and trauma.


I’m a firm believer that the loves lost are our mirrors, showing us who we really are. Allow yourself to stand tall in that reflection and find gratitude for what breaks you, because what breaks you is also what rebuilds you.


— Aleksandra Slijepcevic —
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The secret to having it all is realizing you already do.


~Author Unknown





“Do you work?” people ask when I meet them at parties. They’re not the kinds of parties where I can’t see across the room over the crush of bodies. The parties I attend these days may be just as hard to get around, and I still worry about getting a sticky drink spilled on me, but now they’re at places like Bounce-Til-You’re-Sick or Crazy-Kids in the middle of a Saturday afternoon. They’re not quite as fun and exciting as those I attended ten years ago when I dressed in heels and could sleep in the next day without worrying about being woken up by a kid jumping on my belly before sunrise.


I’m a woman with four children, all under the age of eight. People assume I must not be able to work.


“I manage strategic marketing plans within a large company,” I say. They nod, not sure if I’m some sort of supermom or a breadwinner who neglects her children. And then I continue, “I work from home.”


At this, their eyes widen. “Wow,” they respond.


I have it all.


No commute. I walk up the stairs from my basement office to see my younger kids when I want. I can take a call from my warm deck on a sunny day. I can mute the line and pee during a conference call. I’m living the dream.


I wear yoga pants (that, if I’m being truthful, are actually sweatpants). I make good money. My boss is kind and understanding. I volunteer in the classroom and walk my older kids to school every day. When the recess aides need someone to run the walking club, and I don’t have a meeting, I am there standing in the sun or running laps alongside the first-graders.


I have it.


All.


Except…


I struggle. I manage a household. I make dinner every night. I’m potty training a puppy. For whatever reason, I decided to train for a half-marathon. I joined a book club. I find a way to eke out every moment of enjoyable time. I know no limits.


And because of that, I feel as if I excel at none of it—average in everything I do, and a generalist in fifty things at once. I don’t lean in at work. I don’t take my kids to the playground in the middle of the day. When I’m here, my mind is there. When I’m there, I wish I were here. After morning drop-off at school, a weight settles on my shoulders as I march down to my basement office to check e-mails before my first meetings of the day.


I want to cry some days. But I don’t because I have it.


All.


I sit alone in that office. Hour after hour. Day after day. I watch go-getters drag themselves up the corporate ladder while I sit on the mat below playing my part as a role-player. Not moving up, yet not quite home. Like the kid in gym class hanging on for dear life at the bottom of the climbing rope. Our bills are paid, and my kids are happy.


I have it.


All.


My old dog wanders down to my basement to sleep while I log on to a company-wide meeting. She knows what it was like before when I left for the day and didn’t return for nine or ten hours. I stroke her head before she nestles herself in the bed by the heater. The important person on my computer monitor compliments our great work for the quarter or shares information on our stock price. I do squats at my desk while I watch others sit in the audience watching him (or her) speak.


I have it.


All.


Friends text me about seeing my son at the library or asking if I can make a play date the next morning. I have to work. I’m there, but I’m not. I’ll see them at school pick-up… as long as no meetings come up at the last minute.


My husband and I split chores. I cook; he does dishes. I take care of the kids after school; he puts them to bed. It’s tiring.


It’s so, so tiring.


But I have it all. I really, truly do.


I have:


Impromptu dance parties in the sunroom.


Matching pajamas with my daughters.


A husband who loves me.


A body that sometimes forgets it’s nearly forty.


A son who thinks I’m the world.


A team full of giggling girls.


A thoughtful daughter who knows just how to make me laugh.


A child who loves to cuddle.


Another who knows how to help.


A couple who love to play with my hair.


An adorable puppy that greets me like a cheerleader.


A cozy, middle-class home.


A flexible job.


Four beautiful kids.


I have it all…


Just, sometimes, not all at the same time.


— Kaitlyn Jain —
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We must not allow other people’s limited perceptions to define us.


~Virginia Satir





My ten-year-old self loved summertime. Sleeping in. Lying out on the porch with my big sister with her boom box playing, the smell of tanning oil and lemon juice drifting in the air. It was heaven. But the best part of summer was the community pool. Everyone was there.


We didn’t have a care in the world. My friends and I were not interested in politics or Hollywood. Our biggest concern was which one of us could hold her breath underwater the longest. We didn’t care what we looked like or who was cool. I never once thought about how I looked in a swimsuit or if my hair looked good. I was aware (only slightly) that I was bigger than most of the girls my age. I wasn’t super-thin like some of the other girls I saw flirting with the lifeguards, but I didn’t care. It never occurred to me to care. I loved life. I loved my friends. I loved the water, the warm air on my face, getting up the courage to jump off the diving board… Life was good.
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