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        For Aunt Junella, who showed me that laughter does heal tears and light does extinguish darkness.
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        Joy is the holy fire that keeps our purpose warm and our intelligence aglow.
      

      
        ~Helen Keller
      

      Like most women of my generation and, I suspect, of generations before and since, I grew up in a culture that forwarded two defining notions about the female gender: Women are nurturers, and women are hard to please. The implication of these proclaimed truisms is that women are, by nature, a self-sacrificing and persnickety lot. I've never liked that image, and have refused to buy into it.

      Though women do, indeed, have a long history of and an enormous capacity for taking care of others, there are remarkably few “miserable martyrs” among us. Women find joy and bring joy and create joy in their lives in myriad ways — including, but certainly not limited to, the joy that comes from giving, not only of oneself, but also to oneself.

      That is not to say it is easy to nurture yourself while nurturing others. Many of our responsibilities are important, and some, like caring for our children, do take precedence. And you can only stretch a good woman so far. My sister has a magnet on her refrigerator, a gift from another single working mother, that reads: “I am woman … I am invincible … I am tired.” That funny (as in ha-ha) isn't so fun when it's the reality of your life. For women accustomed to being last on their long list of priorities, taking care of themselves comes only after they've taken care of everything else — and for some, “after” rarely or never comes. The folly of self-neglect, of depriving oneself of peace and pleasure, is that it breaks us down and wears us out — and then we're unable to take care of anything or anybody.

      It is essential to every woman's mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being to infuse her life with frequent doses of the things that calm, restore, enrich, and delight her. Every woman is entitled to a life of abundance. Every woman is capable of being pleased and of pleasing herself. Creature comforts and life's riches abound. We have only to open the door and let them in.

      Let your journey of self-nurturing begin here, or continue anew, with this collection of carefully selected stories about the many different people and experiences and things that bring comfort and joy to women. May this book bring you enjoyment and inspire you to let a little more sunshine into your life.

      
        — Colleen Sell
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      I am turning forty, soon. And, as with other milestones in life, I feel the need to write about it. How do I feel? Well, I don't feel forty, that's the first thing. I feel good. Great, in fact. So, the number doesn't bother me. What does, is the decade that will surely follow. With every other decade I've had a distinct set of goals, things I felt I needed to accomplish in order to move on to the next phase of my life. Not so with my forties. So that leaves me feeling … uncertain. I've never not had something to go after. And that makes me something I'm not entirely familiar with: comfortable.

      The twenties were, indeed, roaring for me. I didn't so much as bat an eye when I left nineteen behind (no doubt in a smoky bar on my college campus). I felt as if I had ten more years to party. As it turned out, I did. After college, the smoky bar turned into a beach as I took the growing-up show on the road and ended up in Southern California. What a ball I had discovering the beginning of adulthood. I worked at launching my career in advertising and worked harder still at packing the most fun I could into life. Birthdays came and went, and I could not have cared less.

      When I looked in the mirror and saw a thirty-year-old, things got a little stickier. Then, I realized that time was of the essence if I was going to have everything I ever wanted: marriage, children, someone to make goofy cookies with. Southern California was everything I needed it to be as a young woman, but if I was going to accomplish my lifelong dreams, I'd better head back to the heartland. In the Midwest, chances were better that men not only would commit to a lunch date the following week, but might go for much more.

      I was right. My thirties were very prolific. I met, lived with, married, and procreated — twice, in fact — with my wonderful husband. Now, I have my six-year-old marriage, four-year-old son, and two-year-old daughter to help me blow out forty candles. Whew.

      Now what? If I were able to make a wish and to not be the introspective freak that I am, I'd wish to remain on this path I've made for myself. I'd like my marriage to remain intact, to maybe even breathe some life back into it now that I'm not a walking wet nurse. I'd like my children to continue to grow and amaze me with their fresh-faced enthusiasm. I'd like to continue juggling my friendships as best I can, considering that we all have young children who throw up on our black shirts just as we're trying to get out the door to meet each other. I'd really like to have the privilege of watching my mother grow older gracefully for many more years to come. These are goals, I suppose. But “maintenance” isn't something I can wrap my spirited, ambitious self around for the next ten years.

      By this point in life, I know myself pretty well. I've come to accept that if I wasn't a size six at twenty, I can't expect to be a size six now. I know that if too many people are near me when I try to put on makeup, I start to sweat. I know what I can let go of and what I need to work out so that I don't feel anxious. And, I'm telling you, I need something that I can strive for during the next decade.

      I'm a walker, a Forrest Gump–like walker who just doesn't know when to stop. One day, though, I did. Even though I hike the same trail through the same woods every single day, I saw a tree not unlike all the others, but on that day, it stood out to me. And so I stopped. Maybe it was the recent rain, maybe it was the fact that the yellow leaves had all but abandoned their job of announcing my birthday (autumn, to the rest of the world) and fallen at my feet. I don't know why, but in that instant, I knew what I was supposed to do with this next chapter of my life.

      That tree stood out to me, because, overnight, the leaves had fallen and revealed what keeps it all together: its trunk, its backbone — lustrous and strong and reaching toward the sky. As I looked around, with both feet firmly planted on the ground, my woods were no longer a beautiful blur. They were vast and rich with possibilities. I felt a sense of discovery I hadn't had, or taken the time to have, in a very long time. It made me excited to go on. Even though I'd be moving in the same direction I'd been going all along, it would be with a new focus.

      In my forties, I'm going to pay attention to something I'd almost lost track of: myself. I'll be moving forward, not only as someone's wife or mother, sister or daughter, writer or friend, but as the woman I've become somewhere along the way. In this decade, I intend to slow down and think and appreciate and learn. And even if I have no great new accomplishment to show for the next ten years, I know the process will be exhilarating.

      
        — Julie Clark Robinson
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      The summer heat was taking its toll on me. I'd recently been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, and heat aggravates MS. A debilitating fatigue had kept me under self-imposed house arrest — just my air-conditioner, big-screen TV, dogs, and me — day in and day out, the entire summer. I was bored, lonely, and depressed. My whole life depressed me. On top of feeling lousy and being unable to do the activities I normally enjoyed, I had been forced to give up a high-power executive position and, along with it, my company car.

      I thought about going to the air-conditioned mall but nixed that idea. My closets and several bureaus were already stuffed to the max. The thought of my designer suits getting lumps on the shoulders from hangers, the dust on my silk blouses, and the array of matching shoes, purses, and accessories, painful 5 reminders of who I used to be, just colored my mood a darker shade of blue. I certainly didn't need to wear Gucci anything to the supermarket. Besides, I had already attempted to shop through my depression on the Internet. I counted fifty-three purses, dozens of pairs of shoes, and a host of other things I didn't really need. What I needed was to get out of the house.

      So, I got into my brand-new red Mustang convertible (also purchased online) and just started driving. Of course, because of the heat, I couldn't even put down the top on my fabulous new convertible. With the air-conditioning blasting, I drove around town and out of town, going nowhere in particular. I passed a sign that said “Indoor Flea Market” and, figuring the building would be air-conditioned, decided to turn around and check it out. I'd never been to a flea market — had never purchased anything that wasn't new, wasn't a brand name, and didn't have at least a double-digit price tag. So, there was no temptation of adding to my overstocked wardrobe, or to my house, for that matter, and a flea market seemed like a safe way to distract me from my boredom and depression.

      I felt like an alien who had landed on a different planet — a world lined with tables and tables of junk: an ancient toaster, mismatched dishes, raggedy clothes, and assorted other discards. Why would anyone buy this stuff? Who would have the nerve to sell it? Then I noticed an old man selling used and torn paperback books for a quarter apiece. Clearly, he must need those quarters, I thought. I filled my arms with books and gave him five dollars. His bright smile of thanks was disproportionate to the purchase. My emotions wavered between wonder and depression, but his smile did seem to lift my spirits, if only slightly. I put my books in the car and went back into the flea market.

      I walked and looked, as much at the people as at the wares they were buying and selling, fascinated by both the bargain hunters and the peddlers. At one stall, I noticed a little girl's bike with worn pink ribbons —  and a $10 price tag — hanging from the handlebars. It looked as if it had been pulled from a Dumpster. I just shook my head and started to move on. Just then, a woman and a little girl stopped to look at the bike. The child was about ten years old, and the pink bows in her long blond pigtails matched the pink ribbons on the bike. Her eyes opened wide with excitement. The woman's face lit up, too, for the briefest second, and she almost smiled, but it quickly passed. She looked to be about my age, yet she seemed twenty years older. Dark circles surrounded her eyes, and her clothes hung loosely on her thin frame, as if held up by the memory of her former figure. The child reached into her pocket and pulled out coins and a few crumpled bills.

      “Please, Mommy, please?” she said. “Do I have enough money?”

      “Honey, we need so many other things. I don't think there's enough for a bike, too. Let's look for the other stuff we need first, and then we'll see. Okay, sweetie?”

      The little girl's face fell, and then a silent understanding passed between mother and child. She took her mother's hand, and they continued their search for other, more important necessities. My heart was in my throat. I walked up to the man at the booth, prepared to give him a piece of my mind. Why hadn't he sold the bike to the little girl for a dollar or two, or just given it to her? Luckily, I realized the answer before I had the chance to say a word. The seller was an old man dressed in rags, and even though he, too, looked like his heart was in his throat, he clearly needed those ten dollars.

      I handed him a ten-dollar bill and asked him to please give the little girl the bike when she and her mother passed by on their way out.

      “What's your name, miss, so I can tell the lady who gave her the bike?”

      “Just tell her it was a present from a grateful woman.”

      “Will do,” he said. “But do you mind me asking what you're grateful to her for?”

      “Everything,” I said.

      I hid around the corner and watched, half expecting the old guy to just pocket the money. When the mother and daughter approached the table, the vendor flagged them down and wheeled the bike over to the child. The little girl's face glowed, and the mother smiled a full smile that time, tears glistening in her eyes. The mom wrote something down on a piece of paper and gave it to the old man. After they left, I approached the vendor.

      “I did as you said, miss, and they were real grateful. She asked me to give this to the anonymous woman,” he said, handing me the slip of paper.

      The note said that she and her daughter had just moved into town with only the shirts on their backs. She said they were starting a new life here, and I had made their day. She signed her name and wrote down the name of the motel where they were staying temporarily “until we get on our feet.”

      “Seems like they're running away from something,” the vendor said sadly. Or to somewhere, I thought.

      When I arrived home, my house no longer seemed like a prison. It seemed comfy and safe, and as luxurious as any five-star hotel. I was as happy to see my dogs as they always are to see me, and I chatted to them happily as I went into the basement and gathered up some boxes. Whistling, I went to my closet and filled the boxes with designer suits and matching shoes and handbags, and pulled piles of clothes from my dresser drawers. I put a note in the box, wishing the mom good luck with her new life and the little girl much joy with her new bike — and thanking them for the gift they'd given me. I wrote that if she had the courage to start over, then so could I.

      That miserable hot summer day, I spent ten dollars for a new lease on life. Now, that's what I call a bargain!

      
        — Beth Rothstein Ambler
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      My parents were an unlikely couple. Mother was born and raised in Virginia; Dad was a New York City kid. Her childhood was filled with frilly party dresses and garden tea parties. He played stickball in the streets using the manhole cover as first base. Her parents were professional people, and her education was their number-one priority. His folks were blue-collar workers, who only dreamed of an education beyond high school for their only child. She went on to college and traveled the world, eluding marriage so that she could continue living her dreams. He went on to a union job and learned a trade.

      Both found people they cared for and with whom they made plans to share their lives with. She, in fact, became engaged to the son of her father's best friend. The two had grown up together, and their families had always assumed they would one day marry. The engagement was announced with much happiness. Mother and two of her closest friends decided to go to New York City to shop for the bridal trousseau. Her first night in the city, Mother and Dad met at a party.

      It was love at first sight, and they spent the entire night talking and sharing their desires for the future. Mother returned to Virginia, gave back her engagement ring, and then moved to New York. She and my father married six months later in a small wedding at city hall. The next year, to their great joy, I was born.

      Through the years, my parents often told the story of their fated meeting. And no one who knew the obviously happy couple ever doubted the special love they shared.

      My mother's greatest treasure was a small double-hearted copper pin, which Dad had bought for her on their first date, at Coney Island. Her initials were engraved on one heart, his on the other. Mother wore that pin every day. Aside from her wedding band, no other piece of jewelry meant more to her. On several occasions, Dad suggested they replace the little pin with a similar piece made of gold. Mother would not hear of it, saying that it was not a replaceable item. Dad would shake his head and buy her something else.

      When my wonderful father died at the tender age of fifty-nine, my mother went into a deep depression. By then, I was grown and had my own family. We lived six blocks from my parents. I promised Dad that I would look after Mom when he was gone, a promise I wondered how I would keep.

      My two young daughters became Mother's saving grace. She loved them dearly, and the three of them spent increasingly more time together. Slowly, Mother found peace and comfort in the family and in community service. If a charitable organization needed help, she was there to assist. She became a member of the American Legion and a volunteer at one of the area's Veterans' hospitals, and she received many awards, and personal rewards, for all the hours she spent with the ill and aging of the neighborhood. Her life was full, and she appeared to be happy.

      One day, Mother called me at work, saying, in tears, that she had lost the little copper pin that she so cherished. We searched the house from top to bottom. We retraced her steps during the day and put up reward notices in all the stores. The pin could not be located, and Mother's depression returned. To her way of thinking, she had lost my father again, even though it had been ten years since his death.

      Time passed, and Mother again found some comfort in family and in doing for others. Eventually, she became a great-grandmother, which brought her joy. But she never forgot about her missing heart pin, and she talked about it constantly.

      For her eightieth birthday, we held a special party in my mother's honor. The day was perfect: Mother was surprised; the food was wonderful; the weather was beautiful; and all the children were well behaved. As we gathered up her gifts, she again looked over each present and read every card, as if she didn't want the day to end.

      Suddenly, my youngest daughter's little boy came running into the hall. “Nana, Nana,” he yelled. “I didn't get to give you my present.”

      He held out a small box wrapped in aluminum foil.

      Mother asked if he had made her something at school.

      “No, Nana,” he replied. “I was going to paint you a picture in school, and Mommy gave me an old blouse from a box in the attic to use as a smock so I wouldn't get dirty. When I put the blouse over my head, a pin stuck me. It was pretty, so I decided to give it to you for your birthday. I wrapped it all by myself, because I love you.”

      When Mother opened her great-grandson's gift, her face turned white. We rushed to her, fearing she would faint. She looked up at us, smiling.

      “Children,” she said, smiling, “I just received my eightieth birthday present from your father.” And she held up the little copper heart pin that had been lost so many years before.

      Four years later, I removed the pin from my mother's sweater the day she passed away. And I realized that some hearts can never be parted.

      
        — Anne Carter
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      She didn't see him. It was dark. He had hidden himself well. She was concentrating on her running form. She didn't hear him. She was focusing on her breathing, the soles of her shoes striking the pavement. She didn't anticipate it. She was anticipating, preparing for, the race to be held that weekend.

      When the blow struck her head, Robin felt confusion first — then, an instant later, sheer terror. As if from a distance, she heard her own screams rip through the still air as she crumpled to the ground. Suddenly, a knife was thrust tightly against her throat. In a menacing growl, the attacker warned that if she made another sound, he would kill her. Instinctively, she knew he would. Her will to survive stronger even than this brutal attack, she stayed silent, she stayed conscious, she endured.

      After the assault, he yanked her rings from her fingers and her watch from her wrist. She noticed the time. In ten long minutes, in just ten minutes, her life had passed before her, was torn from her, it seemed. Yet, she was still alive. He was still holding her down. And still, she remained silent and motionless, alert yet apart from her body. He removed the knife from her throat, and before she could take another breath, he punched her in the face with such force that it broke her nose and knocked her into semiconscious-ness. Then the brute, the coward, ran away.

      For a few minutes she was too afraid to move. Her mind raced as she tried to shake off the pain and the disorientation, to comprehend what had happened. Then she sobbed, partly in horror, partly in relief that she was still alive. Fear and revulsion, gratitude and outrage, a jumble of intense emotions hit her all at once, temporarily paralyzing her, keeping her pinned to the ground. Finally, slowly she rose and stumbled numbly to safety.

      She did not feel safe. She did not feel like herself. She didn't trust men, didn't dare trust men. And she did not run.

      Running had been one of Robin's greatest joys. After the attack, she couldn't imagine ever running again. She rarely even left her house. The police were never able to arrest or even to identify her assailant. He was still out there. He could do it again. If not him, then some other assailant could be just around the next corner, waiting to jump out and take so much more than a watch, a ring, so much more than ten hellish minutes of a life. Hers had been spared, but her freedom to run, her sense of well-being, her sense of self, had been destroyed.

      Weeks went by. Recurring flashbacks of the attack haunted her days; nightmares tortured her sleep. She ventured out of her house only when necessary, only in daylight, and always with dread, acutely aware of the dangers lurking in the shadows. She found it exceedingly difficult to relate to men, even those she'd known long and trusted implicitly before the assault. What were they really like, she wondered, when no one was watching? Her running shoes were shoved out of sight, banishing the last semblance of the person she no longer was and would never be again. That is what she told herself. That is what she believed.

      But it was not, she realized one morning, what she wanted. Robin had awakened early that day, and for the first time in a long while, she felt a glimmer of hope stir deep inside. She realized that she wanted to feel joy again. She wanted her life back. She wanted it desperately. But she didn't know how to get it. No answer came that morning.

      But that night she dreamed — and for once, it was not a nightmare. The dream was peaceful and, oddly, she thought, very detailed. In her dream, she saw a huge clock with all twenty-four hours, rather than the customary twelve, displayed on its face. All the minutes were also showing, and quite prominently. At the bottom of the clock, the number “1440” flashed. For some reason, the dream comforted Robin.

      The next morning, Robin remembered the dream. For the first time since the attack, she started her day off thinking about something other than the  assault. Instead, she thought about the giant twenty-four-hour clock. Why was she dreaming about a clock? Why did the minutes on the clock seem so important? What did that flashing number represent, and why was it flashing? All morning she was preoccupied with the dream. Then, on an impulse, she pulled out her calculator and multiplied 24 (hours) by 60 (minutes): The total was 1,440! So, that's what it was — the number of minutes in a day! Robin wondered how many minutes were in a week and a month; then she calculated the number of minutes in a year. She sat and stared at the number: 525,600 — more than half a million minutes. If she lived to be eighty … she wondered and calculated … Wow! Almost 30 million more minutes!

      Then, it struck her like a melodious chime on a fine clock. Robin suddenly realized that she had been spending every waking minute of every day and many nightmarish minutes of every night reliving one ten-minute, if horrific, experience. It occurred to her that she still had tens of millions of minutes yet to live. And it was her choice how she would spend them. She put down the calculator and got out her running shoes. That day, Robin ran. And she ran the next day … and the next … and the next.

      She also joined a support group for women who had been assaulted or battered. From those counseling sessions, she learned that all of the women who were healing from their trauma shared one thing in common: Each had experienced a sudden realization that it was up to them to put down the heavy load they'd been carrying and to pick up their shattered lives and rebuild them. For Robin, that moment of clarity came from a dream about the 1,440 minutes in a day. From that moment on, she was determined to live the remaining millions of minutes of her life fully and free of fear.

      The day I attended the therapy group and heard Robin share her empowering story, I realized that I, too, had a choice, and I made one. I chose not to spend another moment on the past — and to celebrate the precious moments of my life every day.

      
        — Lynn Seely
      

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] Joan's Lover

      As Joan found her twentieth wedding anniversary approaching, she also found herself with an unfulfilled desire. Despite a happy marriage and six beautiful children, something was missing. She had an itch to experience something beyond the usual rhythm of her daily life. So it was that when her youngest child was about to go off to kindergarten, something happened that touched Joan's soul and changed her forever: A “lover” stepped into her life.

      He was tall, dark, and handsome, a big fellow from out West. Lank and lean, he had a thick neck, sinewy muscles, and a sure stride. At the time, he needed Joan as much as she needed him. They both had obstacles to overcome. His were from years of hard living; hers were more serious. For both, they were health related.

      Since childhood, Joan had suffered with eye problems. A progressively deteriorating condition called Steven Johnson syndrome had taken hold, and Joan could no longer drive or perform routine tasks without great difficulty. Each day, she suffered the pain and frustration of not only losing her eyesight, but also of losing her independence. Her new lover seemed to sense her problem right from the start and showed uncommon compassion and kindness. They shared a synergy that comes along only once in a lifetime. And when it does, it knows no bounds.

      From the start, the pair knew they had something in common and special. Each had a love of being outdoors and experiencing the wonders of nature. They began going for long walks in the woods, delighting in the leaves crackling beneath their feet and the exhilaration of fresh air in their nostrils. Without a word, each seemed to sense the other's next move. Together they discovered a whole new world, one that included independence, self-esteem, and, most of all, fun. He became her eyes, and through him she saw life from a new vantage point. When he was around, she felt like she was sitting on top of the world.

      He was a real gentleman. Joan's friends said he had class and really knew how to treat a woman. On walks, he compensated for her unsure steps. He always made her feel safe, especially when her neck was affectionately nuzzled against his. As time passed, the pair began to travel together. Complete strangers could see their compatibility and the comfort they drew from each other.

      Joan began spending more and more time with her lover, and her family saw a new side of her. Self-confidence emerged, and happiness radiated from her. She became a better wife and mother because of the big, handsome guy she called Lover. But he was not the type of lover who would break up a marriage or steal away a wife or mother. This lover only enhanced and enriched her other relationships. He was a giver, and he was thankful for every little gesture of kindness bestowed upon him. A pat on his back, a stroke of his neck were met with gratitude and appreciation. So, with her husband's blessing and encouragement, Joan continued her liaison for many wonderful years.

      Joan and her lover had a commitment to each other and to their mutual quest for new experiences and adventures. These adventures took place on trails, in woods, in stables and paddocks. These were the places where Lover felt most comfortable, because he was an outdoorsman at heart, raised on a farm. No one ever knew his birth name. Everyone just called him Joan's Lover, a name suited to his nature and special qualities.

      And he was special, a real gift. He had been an anniversary present to Joan from her husband, Tom, who also sensed her longing for something more than the sometimes mundane maneuvers of marriage and motherhood. Indeed, she got more than she could have expected on that warm August day when a trailer showed up at her old farmhouse and out stepped the beautiful five-year-old Thoroughbred named Lover.

      For twenty-five years, Joan and Lover were together, each learning from the other. In the beginning, with brushing and grooming, they got acquainted with each other. Then they began going on short trail rides. Soon they were fox hunting, jumping fences, and competing in dressage riding. When Joan could no longer keep up with those activities, Lover was content just to be by her side or under her seat. In dangerous situations, he took his place between Joan and other horses. As her sight grew worse and her eyes became a constant source of pain, Lover sensed it and soothed her. He was always there for her.

      Not so on a cold day in November, when Lover, who was by then nearly thirty years old, got sick.

      Now, even their love and determination could not conquer the severe colic festering in his stomach. This time, he needed his Joan like she had always needed him. She knew he was in pain and that the best thing for him was to put him down.

      But it was not going to be easy. After all, Joan and Lover were a team. They had always done everything together, and this last journey would be no different from the rest. So, as usual, Joan went to Lover's stall and stroked him, and spoke softly to him. When she began leading him out, he thought he was going to graze on some grass on the edge of their favorite spot, the woods behind his stable. Joan stood next to his side and watched as the veterinarian injected Lover with the drug that would put that big, wonderful heart to sleep forever. As he slipped into unconsciousness, Joan rested her head on him for comfort, just as she had done so many times in their long courtship. Only this time, Joan's partner no longer snorted jubilant bursts of warm air or threw back his self-assured head as if to say, “I love you, too.” He was silent, and still.

      But Lover's memory is still very much alive, and his spirit continues to bring her love and joy. He is buried under a big beautiful spruce on the edge of the woods in back of Joan's house. Every day when she goes to that tree to pray, she is reminded of the beauty of nature and of all God's gifts of creation, especially a horse named Lover.

      
        — Sharon Hazard
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