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Introduction


Life Lessons for Women is the first book in a new line of Chicken Soup books. It is a true self-help book. We wanted to take the inspiration from the stories in the original Chicken Soup series and give you practical tools, exercises and information to support you in creating greater balance, love, health and joy in your life.


Over the years we have received tens of thousands of letters from you, our readers, expressing gratitude, sharing how a particular story affected you or asking for advice. This book is our effort to further provide the support and encouragement you’ve come to rely on from Chicken Soup.


Whether you’re a stay-at-home mom managing a household, a career woman balancing work and family, a single mom who is trying to fill in all the gaps or a woman who is simply tired of being tired, Life Lessons for Women: 7 Essential Ingredients for a Balanced Life will unveil sensible secrets that will help you to value yourself, savor everyday experiences and find time to live with more joy, vitality and peace in the midst of a chaotic world. It will provide you with the keys to find balance and fulfillment in your complicated, stressful life.


The book is divided into seven Essential Ingredients. Each chapter contains the Chicken Soup stories you know and love; Life Lessons that draw out the best of each story; Basic Tools that contain suggestions that can support you in putting the lessons into practice; inspirational quotes; sidebars called Food for Thought and Questions Worth Asking that give you something further to ponder; and The Finishing Touch exercises to help you incorporate what you’ve just learned. All of these elements are designed to help you connect to what matters most to you, make conscious choices about how you invest your time and energy, and improve the quality of your everyday life.


It is obvious from your e-mails and letters that most of you struggle to focus on yourself, your needs and your dreams. Much of your value has come from your ability to understand other people’s needs and to fulfill them. It’s one of your talents as women. Yet many of you want to bring yourself back into the equation. You want to begin to attend to your long neglected or forgotten needs and longings. You want to reinstate yourself at the center of your own life. But in order for this to happen, you need to learn to balance your responsibilities to others with responsibility to yourself, obligations with enjoyment, work with play, activity with rest.


When you begin to remember what’s most important in your life, when you rekindle your hopes and dreams, when you recommit to your deeply held values and beliefs, you will rediscover your deepest yearnings and recover your joy, wisdom, passion, enthusiasm, self-confidence and vitality—then you can create the life you were truly meant to live.


Life Lessons is a gift from us to you. It will help you rediscover your strengths, and recognize what you love and what you long for. It will show you how to transform your life one essential ingredient at a time. It was created to inspire you to find greater balance and fulfillment, and to reconnect with your passion. Whatever you’ve been longing to do, whatever you’ve been yearning to reclaim, now is the time.


It is with this in mind that we offer you Life Lessons for Women. May you experience the inspiration, support and encouragement you need to become the joyful, amazing woman you were meant to be.


Jack Canfield, Mark Victor Hansen and Stephanie Marston






Essential Ingredient #1


RE-COLLECT YOURSELF




	Love yourself first and everything else falls


	into line. You really have to love yourself


	to get anything done in this world.


	Lucille Ball









The Love Letter


I must undertake to love myself and to


respect myself as though my very life depends


upon self-love and self-respect.


JUNE JORDAN


“I want you to write yourself a love letter,” the instructor cooed. “Close your eyes and see yourself as the most glorious person in the world. You are the ultimate beloved. Now open your eyes and write.”


I shifted in the wooden chair. I had signed up for a two-hour class in “Happiness,” and I felt bombarded by positive pushiness, arch affirmations and bliss bombs. Already I had dutifully trooped into the bathroom, looked in the mirror and assured myself that I was beautiful. I tried not to notice that pimple lurking on my nose, the wrinkles wandering from my eyes, or the gorgeous blond next to me, whispering ardently (and truthfully) to herself, “You are so beautiful.”


“You’re not writing,” the teacher scolded. I sighed and rummaged in my purse for scrap paper. On the back of a grocery store receipt, I wrote: “Dear Deborah, You need more time alone. Why are you constantly signing up for self-help classes? Get a grip. Yours, D.”


I put down my pen and looked at my watch. Only fifty-six more minutes of Happiness. Once home, I reached into the mailbox, pulled out a clump of white envelopes and thought: Wouldn’t it be great if one of these envelopes held a real love letter, from an inconsolable former lover, a secret admirer or a contrite ex-husband?


The mail was full of passions, pleadings and promises. A credit card company assured me that charging with them meant recharging the world. A long distance carrier swore if I would “go the distance” with them I would save money. A book club promised I could turn over a new leaf if I would just turn into one of their subscribers.


There was no piece of paper that hinted at the intriguing tint of my eyes or the vibrant color of my hair, no mention of the musicality of my voice or the tenderness of my touch.


The more I thought about it, the more appealing a love letter seemed. I brewed a cup of tea, sat at the kitchen table and mentally surveyed the terrain: my partner might fax me a loving quote, e-mail me a fond memo or leave me a sexy voice mail. But I knew no man who would write me a love letter.


So I decided to write one to myself. First, I put on some Johnny Mathis music, dribbled Obsession on my neck and lit the only candle I could find: a thin green birthday candle, which I wedged into a piece of seven-grain bread. Then I closed my eyes, hummed along with “Chances Are” and tried to remember the things I loved about myself. I felt as if I were wearing high heels I could barely walk in.


What were the words my high school hero used in his effusive love letter, written after our first kiss? “You are the most real girl I know.” Or the note my college crush had penned: “You are the only girl I will ever love.” I wonder if he later repeated the promise to each of his three wives.


“Say whatever comes out,” I encouraged myself, like the teacher had urged. I scribbled a few lines on the back of an old envelope, then decided, just this once, I would use some of the beautiful seashell-colored stationery I had bought for some mythical beloved. My hand was sweaty as I picked up my favorite pen.


“Dear Deborah,” I wrote, “I admire the way you help other people. I know how hard you try and how much you worry about being good enough. Deborah, you are a good person. Yours, D.”


I read the letter and frowned. It sounded like the Boy Scout Pledge meets Co-Dependents Anonymous. Surely, there was a Lady Godiva, an Anna Karenina, an Anaïs Nin somewhere inside me.


I unearthed some magenta nail polish and shined up my fingernails. I pouted my mouth into BlissBerry Crimson lipstick. I poised my pen over the paper and my mind went blank. So I sat there until Johnny Mathis ran out of songs.


Then I called a former boyfriend, who I knew was between lovers. “What did we used to fight about?” I asked him, after I had inquired about the health and well-being of his prized vintage MG.


“You wanted more attention. I wasn’t romantic or punctual enough for you. There was some other stuff, but I’ve forgotten. Did I tell you I painted her forest green? You should see her in starlight.”


I had definitely seen her in starlight way too many times. I hung up and wrote, “Dear Deborah, You are better than any car. You are romantic and always show up on time. I can take you anywhere and never have any problems parking you.”


Now I knew why the bookstores sold hardback collections of the world’s great love letters. If they were all this difficult to pen, there couldn’t be very many of them. I paced the room, determined to write at least a postcard’s worth of love.


“Dear Deborah, You have a great sense of humor. You never give up and you are about as cute, smart and creative as you are ever going to be. Enjoy every amazing moment, you succulent creature. Love, Me.”


Ahh, this was more romantic. I felt a flutter of excitement as I reread that letter. I remembered my vow to be in love with life and enjoy every day.


I have a box where I save wonderful things people have written to me. I put my love letter in it. I flopped on the sofa, feeling glamorous and wanted. Oh sure, I knew a day would come, possibly even tomorrow, when the afterglow of the love letter would diminish, when I couldn’t think of what was right in my life. Then I would reach into my box, and along with notes from lovers, friends and family, I would find the seashell paper and the words from the toughest, strictest, most exacting person I know. I would find that incredible challenge: “Love Me.”


Deborah Shouse






LIFE LESSON #1:


TAKE STOCK OF YOUR LIFE



Most of you long for something more—more time, more money, more friends, a better relationship with your spouse or family. How many times have you heard yourself say, “I wish I had more time for myself”? “This stress is killing me.” “I have to exercise and get in better shape.” “I want my life to be more fun.” “How am I going to make ends meet?” “Where has the day gone? I feel like I haven’t gotten anything done!” Sound familiar?


Whether you’re a stay-at-home mom managing a household, a working mother balancing work and family, a single mom trying to keep her head above water or a woman who’s simply tired of feeling like she’s living a “treadmill existence,” you have a choice—you can create a life you love.


The first step in doing this is to look back over your life, not with a critical eye, but rather to discover the connecting thread that gives your life rhythm and meaning. In recalling our lives we re-collect ourselves. We gather together our forgotten priorities and passions. Yet in order to do this you have to know who you are and what truly matters.


You have to ask, what do I love? What are my core values and beliefs? What are my own needs and desires? How can I create a life that fits exactly who I am now, not who I’ve been? This understanding will provide you with a chance for reevaluation and, if need be, for course corrections.


I appreciate and value myself, for I have done extraordinary things.


To love oneself is the beginning of a lifelong romance.


Oscar Wilde


Wisdom of the Birds


After raising three children to adulthood, my husband and I were sharing more time together, and we believed that we would have “money in the bank” some day in the not too distant future. “Won’t it be great when we’re retired?” became a frequent sentence in our conversations. Then, an unforgettable year arrived and changed everything.


It was one of those years, the kind when I found my inner voice whispering, “What else can go wrong?” My mom’s health was rapidly failing and our unwed daughter had moved back in with us after delivering a baby girl. During the previous winter, my husband’s mother died a slow, cruel death from Alzheimer’s disease and his father had been hospitalized following emergency surgery. My husband’s mental and physical health began deteriorating with the weight of life’s troubles. Our friends and relatives seemed to be experiencing their unfair share of hardships too. Then September 11th happened. Suddenly, my husband’s seemingly secure job became very insecure as the economy wavered. Life became a topsy-turvy struggle and our marriage was faltering under the strain.


Our daughter’s weakened emotional condition, created by the sudden out-of-state move by her baby’s father (he was to be the baby’s caregiver) created the need for me to request an emergency leave of absence from my job as a special education aide. I would care for her baby while my daughter was student-teaching—student-teaching was the only portion of her schooling left to earn the elementary education degree she needed to secure her future. Though I had been a dedicated district employee for eleven years, the unpaid, short-term leave I requested was denied. Unfortunately, I was caught up in the poor timing of a new superintendent and new special education supervisor; neither knew me. They didn’t realize that I had spent the last eleven years totally devoted to my special education students. Leaving a rewarding, stable job to care for my granddaughter would be a financial burden and a difficult choice, but my heart knew it was the only right choice.


From the time I was a young girl, my parents had instilled in me a love of nature, of all the best, beautiful, free things that life had to offer. Now, more than ever, I would need to draw on that love of nature; it would provide me with the strength needed to pull through the rough times. I began to take long walks with my granddaughter and I found that I would return home physically and spiritually renewed. Autumn was upon us; Alyssa would giggle with delight whenever I placed a leaf or a dried dandelion on the tray of her stroller.


As the trees became bare, I became aware of bird’s nests that had been hidden in the dense summer foliage. “Alyssa, look—a little bird’s nest,” I would say. One of the most beautiful nests we found was a tiny, circular one created from bits of dried grasses. The weaving was tight, strong, and yet soft to the touch. Surely it would have rivaled one of Frank Lloyd Wright’s creations. Some were crafted from feathers, dryer lint and bits of pet fur. Still other nests were masterpieces of corn silks, twine, strands of Easter grass and cellophane. How resourceful those little birds were! Each day, my eyes were drawn upward as I discovered more nests. Some were reinforced with mud, forming super strong foundations. Through wind, rain, thunder and lightning, they held together. I began to think about the birds—how simple, yet how hard their lives were. It occurred to me that no matter what obstacles were placed in their path, they managed to overcome, to survive. And faithfully, they started each new day with a song.


Those walks helped transform an extremely difficult, desperate time in my life to a more peaceful one. Through my observations of nature, I had faith that everything would work out and we would prevail. Like the birds and their nests, our family had a strong foundation. We were now living a more simple life, spending only what we needed to spend, and all the time becoming more resourceful. Courageously, the little birds of the air huddle close during stormy times, and the current turbulence seemed to be drawing our family closer together. And in the same way that the little birds started each day with a song, we began to listen to beautiful music more often. A sense of tranquility was settling over our home. 


Time has a way of healing, of smoothing over the bumpy parts of our lives. Gradually we see things from a different perspective. One afternoon, while out walking with my granddaughter, I witnessed the most exceptional message of all from the birds. “Look at the geese, Alyssa,” I said, as a flock of geese flew overhead in a perfect V formation. For some odd reason, one goose left the group and started to fly in an entirely different direction. The main flock completely changed its course and gradually picked up their wayward member. As I watched this simple, beautiful display, I couldn’t help but think of my family. Our lives too, it seemed, had gone astray for a while. But through courage, inner strength and pure love, our family would change its course and triumph. I knew that all would be well.


Susan Siersma






LIFE LESSON #2:


RECOGNIZE YOUR STRENGTHS



The vast majority thinks that through criticism or judgment one can shame oneself into being different. But this rarely works. Most people don’t respond well to disparagement; in fact, they usually become defensive and resistant. You’re no different. In order to make the changes necessary to create the life you want, you have to shift your position from focusing on your flaws and shortcomings to recognizing your strengths, talents and positive qualities. You have to create a foundation of love and support.


Don’t get us wrong, we’re not suggesting that you become a Pollyanna, but that you maintain a balanced, compassionate view of yourself. Everything you’ve done, everyone you’ve loved, every mistake you’ve made, every obstacle you’ve overcome, is part of the woman you are today.


Questions Worth Asking


• What are three things I’ve accomplished in my life that I’m most proud of?


• What are five of my strengths, talents, and positive qualities? (Yes, you do have them. If you spend a little time, you’ll find that there are far more than five.)


• How do I use my gifts and strengths in everyday life?


• Are there ways in which I could make better use of my resources?


That which will not


kill you . . .will only


make you stronger.


Friedrich Nietzsche


Change occurs most readily from a foundation of acceptance and support. A committed, nurturing relationship with yourself is essential. The only way you will create a life you love is with one caring, compassionate act at a time. You have to love and appreciate yourself into wholeness. You need to be there for yourself if you’re going to change the things in your life that are robbing you of living your best life.


I acknowledge and accept myself for who I am.






With a Little Help from a Stranger


Until you make peace with who you are, you’ll never be content with what you have.


DORIS MORTMAN


I met a friend of a friend when they included me in their lunch plans. My friend is a rare enough bird so I could have anticipated that her friends would rise, exponentially, on the scale of non-traditional species. No surprise, then, when I was led into a home eclectically decorated with exotic remnants of extraordinary places. Not a spoon collection or snow globe in this riverfront bungalow. How about a coconut shell, carved into a totem likeness of my hostess; “a gift from the shaman,” she explained casually.


Over lunch I had to pretend perfect calm as I noted not one but four wasps buzzing at the overhead plant in her kitchen. “Oh, those are rescued. I had to save their hive and they live in here and on the patio. They won’t hurt you.”


And they didn’t.


She supported herself as a freelance art photographer. Her work was tastefully exhibited in discreet clusters. Her name was something ethereal, full of A’s and R’s, requiring a leisurely roll about the tongue. She was one of the most genuine humans I had ever chanced to meet.


And so it was that in the presence of the free-range wasp colony, ice water with the freshest twist of lemon and a lunch of hummus on pita bread, this most unusual of creatures turned to me, full and attentive, sincere and with absolute meaning and said, “Tell me about you.”


I like to think I’m articulate enough, having suffered enough showers and spousal work gatherings to know small talk with some flair, but nothing prepared me for “Tell me about you.”


“Well, I. . . .”


She really wanted to know!


“I guess I’m . . .”


She was still paying attention. She wanted me to tell her about Me.


So, I suppose I stammered about being a nurse or a grandmother or winters in Minnesota. I’m not sure. I was quite unsure of my role in this question, and further, my role in my own world.


It was a take-home gift, that kind query. I don’t think I was meant to answer it properly there, or ever, for her. If I’m not what I do, or a person in a relationship, or a resident of a particular place, but all that and none of that, then tell me about me.


If I could return to that luncheon table, wasps singing above (still safe in her presence, I’m sure), I would try to answer her. I might talk about the things I wish for and the things that make me unexpectedly happy, or the darkest thoughts I’ve ever had to sweep from my mind. I might tell her the things I pretend to be or to feel or to understand when I really don’t believe a bit of it. How about when I should be sad but am really only angry, or when I seem red-hot angry but really feel ice-blue with fear? What if I told her all the things I wonder about and how little I know for sure?


So, on those days when uncertainty reigns supreme and I’m tempted to skitter off into a familiar pattern of internal chaos, I can take myself, for just a moment, back to that warm, blessed kitchen table in the house by the river and begin, “Let me tell you about Me.”


I’m the one who needs to attend to the conversation that follows.


Beadrin Youngdahl






LIFE LESSON #3:


GET TO KNOW THE REAL YOU



At this point you might be asking yourself, what are they talking about? I know myself. After all, I’m with myself twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. How much better can I know me? You spend so much of your time focused on your relationships with other people that you often neglect the most important relationship of all—the relationship with yourself.


Authentic \∂-’thent-ik\ worthy of acceptance or belief as conforming to fact or reality: syn. genuine, veritable, bona fide; being actually and precisely what is claimed.


The majority of women are so caught up in their lives that they’ve forgotten who they truly are. When someone asks you to introduce yourself, do you respond by telling them what you do, where you live or who you know? Those are certainly important aspects of your life, but they aren’t your whole life—or at least they shouldn’t be.


Women are so identified with their roles as mother, wife, caretaker, daughter and sometimes career woman that they often lose track of themselves. Women forget who they are beyond these roles. They forget who they wanted to be, what they dreamt of becoming, what they love, what they value. In effect, they’ve forgotten their “self.” You may be wondering what “self” we’re referring to here.


While it may be known by several different names—your true self, your essential self, your wise self—this is the part of you that is eternal and undiminished by time. It is your soul made evident.


Many women have buried their authentic selves under a façade constructed in order to please other people or to be socially acceptable. Yet the effort to sustain this image is both draining and self-defeating, and it requires too much energy to maintain. It’s time to step free of the scripted life you’ve been living and search for who you really are in the depth of your being. Peel away everything that’s not essential and discover your authentic identity. Reclaim the woman you truly are!


Remember what’s most important in your life. Remember your hopes and dreams. Discover or rediscover your deepest yearnings. In order to do this, you need to embark on a psychological search-and-rescue mission to comb back through your life and recover your joy, wisdom, passion, enthusiasm, self-confidence, vitality—the threads of your true self that you lost along the way. Creating a life you love requires courage, commitment and perseverance. All of which you have. The call now is for you to be authentically yourself.


I am reconnecting with my authentic self and reclaiming my true joys and passions.


Questions Worth Asking


• How do the people in my life see me? What do they come to me for?


• What role do I play most often: caretaker, teacher, nurturer, risk taker, rebel, diplomat, the responsible one?


• How has playing this role served me? Does it still serve me?


• How has playing this role blocked me from doing the things I truly enjoy?






Follow Your Heart


I am an ocean person, though I have lived most of my life away from the sea I love so much. When I was forty-two, I had been longing for it for so many years, I began to feel my soul was dying.


I had been a single mother of four, it felt like, forever, since the youngest was an infant. I raised my children entirely on my own, through poverty and struggle, but with lots of laughter, kite-flying and hiking in the hills above our town—lots of grit and determination to do the best I could for these four people entrusted to my care. I was working at a job I hated, waiting for the older three to be finished with high school, feeling like I was marking time while the precious years flew by. I looked around me at the scenery of the Okanagan everyone else thought so beautiful. But for me it was the wrong scenery. Placid lake instead of frothing waves; brown hillsides instead of wild and verdant forest. I was in the wrong place and felt like I existed only to haul brown paper bags of groceries through the front door.


That birthday, my sister gave me a late autumn trip to see the gray whale migration outside of Tofino on the wild, West Coast I longed for. Though I had never seen it, I just knew that there the waves would be wild and nature would be at its unfettered best, untamable by man.


It was as perfect an experience as it could possibly be: We were in a Zodiac, the ocean was serene, there were whales everywhere, the day was clear and sharply etched and, when we turned off the motor and drifted, we were on the same level as the whales. In fact, they were so unconcerned with our presence that one whooshed up close beside the boat, thrilling me to my toes. We passed by rocks covered with sea lions, who barked imperiously at our passage with a strange growly sound that delighted me; we sat beneath a huge eagle’s nest and stared at the resident eagle, who stared diffidently back at us; little orange-beaked puffins bobbed serenely on neighboring waves; we investigated little forested inlets and found a waterfall. And to top it off, as we headed back to shore, sunset spread its palette of color before us. It was perfection. The guides who owned the boat were environmentalists; there was talk of saving this last precious ecosystem, this last stand of old growth. Everything I loved, longed for and believed in was here, and I wondered: Why am I not here too?


Time for one fast stop at the beach heading out and then the day was gone and I went back to my home in the Okanagan, to my hated job, and to a persistent depression as winter closed in. I wrote a letter, after a few weeks, telling the woman who had taken me to see the whales how lucky she was to be living her dream, and how long the West Coast had been my own dream. I had heard her mention she had never been able to find anyone who could take over her duties as well as she did them, so she could have more leisure time. I ventured in that letter to wonder if I might be that person, if there might be a place for me there.


There was no reply; the winter went on. The light in my eyes deadened, the walls closed in. I felt trapped—by the need to earn a living and support the kids, and by my aloneness (I had waited a long time for Mr. Right to come along and help me change my life; it was too hard and scary to do alone). I won recognition from an aware employer that my spirit was faltering; she encouraged me to take supervisory training and apply for the position of supervisor, to get me out of the job and shift work I hated and into another department—and management. I passed the training, won the position and for the first time was earning enough money to not have to worry on a daily basis about food and bills.


It was right then that the universe, in the form of a letter from Tofino, offered me the choice it has given me several times in my life: continued “security” (a huge issue for a single mother accustomed to poverty) or the life of my dreams: part-time work at six dollars an hour, but in Tofino where I most longed to be.


I wrestled a bit with the uncertainties, the hugeness of the choice, but there was little doubt. Though terrified and needing assurances that simply were not there, I knew this choice was between following my heart, or giving up my dream for financial reasons and staying where my spirit was dying. And I knew I couldn’t live without a dream.


It is good I didn’t know then what that choice entailed: the scarcity of rental housing of any kind, never mind affordable; the need to work two and three part-time, low-paying jobs at a time to survive; the exhaustion; the constant struggle; the first few years of continual moving.


What I did know is that, from the moment I set foot on the beach, that longing voice inside me was stilled. I was at home, the home of my spirit, the place in the world that was right for me. The night I rounded the corner at Long Beach in the rented moving truck, a gigantic orange ball of sun was dipping below the horizon, and the sky was a Gauguin canvas. Taking a moment from unloading boxes to stand on the front porch, I saw a whale in the bay—a whale in my front yard! The universe was saying: Hello! One dream, come true!


For ten years, I have walked ecstatically through some of the most spectacularly beautiful landscapes on the planet. Each and every day, joy and gratitude have resonated in my heart at the beauty upon which I feast. There is a fullness in me that means more now than any amount of money.
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