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Introduction


Saying yes means you will do something new, meet someone new and make a difference in your life, and likely in others’ lives as well… Yes is a tiny word that can do big things. Say it often.


~Eric Schmidt, former executive chairman Google


Chicken Soup for the Soul is celebrating its 25th anniversary this year. That’s pretty old for a book series, but the beauty of our model — crowdsourcing our stories from the public — is that it allows us to remain fresh and relevant every year. And what’s fresh and relevant right now? Saying “yes” to new things. And stepping outside our comfort zones.


We were inundated with fabulous stories on this topic, so much so that we made two books — Chicken Soup for the Soul: Step Outside Your Comfort Zone in fall 2017, and now, Chicken Soup for the Soul: The Power of Yes! In this collection, our contributors report on the many ways they challenged themselves to face their fears and try new things. They report how that changed them for the better, and led to more new things, and a broader, more meaningful life.


I’ve been so inspired by these writers, and their powerful stories have motivated me to continue stretching myself — whether it’s something as insignificant as trying a new food or something as momentous as paragliding off a 1,000-foot cliff. Every time I try something new, I feel empowered and more in tune with the broad world out there.


Whether you’re looking for love, or a new career; overcoming shyness, or a phobia; spicing up your life with a new sport, or reaching out to make new friends; planning to travel alone, or going on that scary roller coaster, you’ll find kindred souls in these pages. Just look at these chapter titles, with their positive messages and excellent advice, and you’ll get a sense of the journey you are about to undertake:


1. Try New Things


2. Embrace Change


3. Put Yourself Out There


4. Fake It Till You Make It


5. Do It Afraid


6. Believe in Yourself


7. Be Daring


8. Find the New You


9. Give of Yourself


10. Go for Adventure


11. Let Yourself Trust


In Chapter 1, about trying new things, you’ll meet Victoria Otto Franzese, who was turning fifty and wanted to reclaim the excitement of her youth. So she resolved to do something new every single day, for 365 days. It wasn’t always easy, and sometimes she’d be wracking her brain at 11:45 p.m. to find her new thing for the day. But she did it, trying activities as small as doing a sudoku puzzle, and as big as going dog sledding. She even participated in a Guinness world record event, joining a crowd of people jumping on mini trampolines. Victoria says, “At fifty, my life was lush and full of promise. I could continue to grow, stretch my wings, and learn more every day.”


Sometimes, we resist change because we’re afraid of being better, stronger, more famous, or more whatever. In Chapter 2, about embracing change, Sara Etgen-Baker describes the antique “secretary desk” where she did all her writing. It was so small that when she needed to refer to files and books, they had to be scattered on the floor around her. When she and her husband moved into a larger home, he suggested she get a new, larger desk. He thought her little desk was holding her back in her writing career. Sara resisted, until she finally realized that he was right. She had been afraid to go for it — to expand her writing. She ordered the new desk, saying that a “bigger desk symbolized bigger projects, bigger possibilities, more challenging contests, stepping out on faith, and leaving my comfort zone.”


Sometimes you have to put yourself out there, and dare to make those human connections, as Kate Lemery tells us in Chapter 3. With three kids under age five, and a new home in a new community, she was a busy stay-at-home mom. But she was lonely. So Kate decided to become a room parent in her oldest child’s kindergarten class. She also signed him up for soccer. But she still wasn’t making any friends in her new town. Then an old friend suggested she throw a party for all those moms she didn’t know. Kate was hesitant, but she sent out the invitations, and now she has hosted several of these “mommy mixers” and finds herself the “glue” that brings the mothers in her community together.


In Chapter 8, we talk about finding the new you, and I loved Doug Sletten’s story about doing just that. Doug had a family and a good job as a teacher. He had paid off his student loans and he and his wife had bought their first house. But he’d always wanted to be a lawyer. Finally, he talked to his normally staid, conservative father about his secret dream, and said that he would be well into his thirties by the time he finished law school. His father simply said, “How old would you be in four years if you didn’t follow your dream?” That was it. Doug’s wife agreed and he went on to spend what he called “three of the most grueling years of my life.” He says, “I practiced law for twenty-five years, and I was always grateful that my father and my family supported my decision to uproot our lives and try something completely different.”


That’s what this is all about, trying new things even if we’re pretty much terrified. Chapter 5 is all about “doing it afraid” and that’s where I put a very relatable story by Linda Holland Rathkopf. Her saga starts as a long line of people is building up behind her on a zip-lining platform. The attendant has just explained that she needs to complete eight more platform-to-platform runs of the zip-lining adventure. That’s the only way to return to her starting point. Linda’s asking for a “rescue” to be arranged. Finally, she relents, and she discovers that with each subsequent run her anxiety lessens and she is able to keep her eyes open and enjoy the beautiful flora and fauna of the Costa Rican rainforest. She says, “I had stepped out of my comfort zone and into a wonderland.” And she admits that she ended her adventure “exhilarated.”


I put a wonderful quote from Eric Schmidt at the beginning of this introduction. It makes the point that “yes” is a tiny word, but boy does it carry power. I hope this new collection of stories that we have selected for you will give you some great ideas. You’ll probably find yourself making a list of at least ten new things to try before you’ve even finished reading it! Let me know how you’ve used the power of yes by e-mailing amy@chickensoupforthesoul.com. And thank you for being one of our readers.


~Amy Newmark
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Try New Things


If you are never scared, embarrassed or hurt, it means you never take chances.


~Julia Soul
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A Year of New Things


Happiness is achieved when you stop waiting for your life to begin and start making the most of the moment you are in.


~Germany Kent


The year I turned fifty, I resolved to do something new every day. When I tell people this, they always want to know what my favorite “new thing” was. They assume that I did something really different and amazing, like moving my family to an exotic place or learning to fly a helicopter. And they are inevitably disappointed when I say that my favorite thing was doing something new. Every. Single. Day. For a year.


Balancing 365 new things with work and family, while still managing to do the laundry and get dinner on the table every night, was not always easy. In the early weeks of the project, I often found myself at 11:45 p.m. wracking my brain for something new that I could actually accomplish in fifteen minutes. Thankfully, it turned out there were lots of things I had never done before that I could complete in a short period of time. I finished my first sudoku puzzle. I signed up for an online class to learn Italian. I smoked a cigar. I curled my eyelashes.


As time went by, I found it was easier to just keep my eyes open to the possibilities that surrounded me. It turns out there were new things everywhere, and all I had to do was make a little effort to enjoy them. And so, on a bitterly cold Saturday when I would normally have stayed home curled up with a book, I bundled up and set off to attend an Ice Festival. I got up crazy early one weekday morning to see a Blood Moon. I celebrated National Dog Day with my pup.


It wasn’t long before my friends learned that I was open to almost anything I could consider a new thing, and the invitations began pouring in — not just from friends, but friends of friends. As a result, I went dog sledding, enjoyed stargazing on New York City’s High Line, had lunch with Antonia Lofaso, who has appeared on Top Chef, attended a Fashion Week fashion show, and met Pulitzer Prize-winning author Gilbert King. I went to numerous lectures on all kinds of topics that I never would have previously considered useful or interesting and found something to appreciate in every single one.


Whenever I learned about something that seemed remarkable, I compelled myself to pursue it. Instead of “Why?” I began to ask “Why not?” I made my default response “Yes.” When I learned about a local group trying to get into the Guinness Book of World Records by having the most people jumping on mini trampolines at once, I signed up immediately. The designated morning was cold and rainy. None of my friends or family members wanted to join me on my quest, but when I got to the field where the event was being held I found hundreds of like-minded folks. Together, we jumped for more than an hour, exhilarated by the exercise and the joy of accomplishing something slightly weird but totally wonderful.




Instead of “Why?” I began to ask “Why not?” I made my default response “Yes.”





A fair amount of my new things involved food. I tried wild boar. I ate nettles. I sampled gooseberries. I drank Limoncello. I made homemade pesto and hummus for the first time. I made pizza from scratch. I discovered that Thai eggplants don’t look like any other eggplant I’ve ever seen; they are green and round, but the flesh cooks up soft like a regular oblong aubergine. I found out that I don’t like radishes roasted any more than I like them raw, but that I love passionfruit in all forms.


As I look back on the year, it doesn’t matter to me that many of my “new things” weren’t exactly meaningful. What mattered is that I discovered there is an endless number of new things for me to try. It seemed to me an obvious sign that at fifty, my life was lush and full of promise. I could continue to grow, stretch my wings, and learn more every day for the rest of my life. I enjoyed the idea of changing my mindset, making a mental stretch, and getting out of my comfort zone. If nothing else, it gave me a reason to welcome each day as an opportunity to experience the world a little differently, to counteract all that’s easy, predictable, or monotonous.


I can’t fly a helicopter yet. But I am in a Guinness World Records book!


~Victoria Otto Franzese
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Extreme Cuisine


Challenges make you discover things about yourself that you never really knew.


~Cicely Tyson


For the first half of my life, trying new foods went only as far as drizzling a different brand of dressing over my dinner salad. I had been eating (and cooking) typical Midwest meals for years. And I admit, there wasn’t much variety at dinner — casseroles, roasted chicken and meatloaf dominated the menu.


Shortly after I married, my husband informed me that it was time to break out of my comfort-food comfort zone. That was probably a nice way of telling me that he was getting tired of my cooking.


When he offered to take me to dinner at a nearby restaurant that boasted a grand buffet, I accepted happily. I figured I couldn’t go wrong, and envisioned yards and yards of yummy, carb-laden comfort foods.


We gave the server our drink order and then joined the mass of hungry people browsing the buffet. I veered left, and he went right. I piled my plate with salad, topped with my usual dressing, of course, and returned to our table. I was gobbling a dinner roll when my husband joined me, carrying a plate heaped with crab legs.


Now, I’d seen crab legs before. On crabs. In pictures. And on the Discovery Channel. However, I was not prepared for the tangled, spindly mess that sat before me.


This was not comfort food. This was uncomfortable food — mostly because I was uncomfortable.


My husband picked up a pair of small, funny-looking pliers and clicked them at me. “Dig in,” he said.


I stared at him and shook my head.


“Come on. Just have a taste. It’ll be good for you to try something new.”


I lifted a cluster of crab from the plate, and then dropped it. I whined, “It smells funny. And it looks like a big spider.”


I glanced around, hoping a fellow diner would rescue me, but no one noticed. They were too busy cracking their own piles of crab legs.




This was not comfort food. This was uncomfortable food.





Minutes earlier, I had been surrounded by what I thought were decent, refined individuals. Now? A roomful of Neanderthals, crushing shells and ripping at crab flesh with tiny forks.


The floor was peppered with bits of white crabmeat. Butter not only glistened in the dish on our table, but dripped from my neighbor’s chin. The attractive woman next to him picked up a leg and gave it a quick “snap.” Aside from shopping on Black Friday, it was the most uncivilized thing I had ever witnessed.


But I was not above trying new things, and I told myself that as freaky as the crab legs looked, they must have been delicious. As far as I could tell, everyone in the room was experiencing some sort of culinary nirvana.


My husband smiled approvingly and reminded me that trying something new was a good thing. He showed me how to use the funny pliers, and demonstrated how to bend and crack the shell, and then reach inside with the tiny fork to retrieve the crabmeat.


I managed to crush the shell, eat bits of shell, and cut my finger on the shell. I finally ended up using the tip of my steak knife to dig bits of meat out of the shell. My plate was covered in tiny shreds of crabmeat — nearly enough to fill a soupspoon.


I’d never had to work so hard for a meal. I was certain that if I were ever stranded on a desert island and the only food available was crab, I would starve to death.


Surprisingly, it tasted amazing. I enjoyed the rich, sweet flavor. If only I could get more crab out of its package and onto my fork!


As I struggled to dip my crab shreds into the butter, my husband moseyed back to the buffet. At this rate, he’d be finished with his meal and well into dessert before I was able to retrieve enough crabmeat to constitute a second bite.


He returned with a dish of what appeared to be large, ugly insects. I felt my stomach flop as he reached for one of the creatures.


“Are you insane?” I squeaked. “You can’t eat those.”


“What? They’re crawfish, and they’re much easier to eat. See, you just twist the head off, pinch the tail and suck out the meat. It’s good.”


I looked around the room, hoping to see a camera. Was I being punked? Or secretly filmed for an episode of Fear Factor?


Pointing at him, I whispered, “Please, put that down.” He obliged, and I spread my napkin over the plate — a death shroud for crawfish bugs. Just then, our server stopped at the table and asked, “Can I take this plate for you?” I resisted the urge to hug her and simply nodded.


It’s been some time since my first seafood experience, where I sat horrified and starving. Since then, I’ve mastered the art of cracking crab. Oh, the satisfaction of bending, snapping and opening a shell to retrieve a fully intact, succulent piece of crabmeat. I get hungry just thinking about it.


As far as the crawfish are concerned, I still can’t do it. So, if you’re a fan, and you think they’re delicious, I believe you. Really. I’ll take your word for it.


I’m happy to report that, over the years, I’ve had a lot of fun trying new foods, and recently, it seems the tables have turned.


Last week, I cooked a meal that included a side of herbed quinoa. My husband looked down at his plate and back up at me before picking up his fork and poking at the food on his plate. “What is this stuff? It looks like birdseed.”


I smiled across the table at him. “Just eat it,” I said. “It will be good for you to try something new.”


~Ann Morrow
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I Wanna Rock and Roll All Nite


Music is feeling. You can try to verbalize it. It really just hits you or it doesn’t.


~Gene Simmons


What was he thinking? My husband had just bought tickets to the KISS concert. Never mind that we’re close to retirement age.


Maybe it was a nostalgia thing. We both graduated from high school in the 1970s. That’s when the band KISS first burst onto the music scene. Not that they were my cup of tea, mind you. I was a classically trained pianist, and my taste in music ran from classical to soft rock. Beethoven to Barry Manilow. Not KISS. They were more heavy metal. That was more my little brother’s style. In fact, the only time I ever listened to this kind of music was if it leaked under his closed bedroom door. I was Miss Goody-Two Shoes. I didn’t listen to that kind of music — the kind of music KISS played. And I’d heard about some of the shenanigans that occurred during concerts. Like Gene Simmons spitting out blood. Yuck. Very disturbing.


Still, I must admit, there was something about the rock group that intrigued me. Their Kabuki make-up, Harlequin black-and-white costumes, and perilously high heels definitely captured my attention. KISS was so popular during the 70s that some students dressed like the band and performed at my school’s annual talent show. They lip-synced to one of KISS’s hit songs. With strobe lights pulsating and a very active imagination, you would almost swear you were watching KISS. Except for the very crude pyrotechnics, which consisted of a guy spitting lighter fluid out of his mouth and lighting it with a BIC Lighter. Impressive — until the stage curtain caught on fire. That’s probably why they only came in third place.


So, some forty years later, I found myself going to my first KISS concert. Crazy. The closer it got to the date of the concert, the more anxious I felt. What on earth was I, a relatively conservative middle-aged woman, doing? Still, I decided to go with the best attitude I could muster, and set about picking out the coolest black-and-white outfit I could find in my closet.


It was the night of the concert, and I had no idea what to expect. Our seats were close. As I looked around the concert hall, I was pleasantly surprised to see a lot of people who appeared to be close to my age. It made me feel a little more comfortable about the whole experience. As the time for the concert neared, the room filled. To my right, there was a group of men, I’d say in their thirties, except for the guy one seat over from me. Trying to make small talk before the show began, I asked his name and age. Turned out, he was my son’s age. This was his first KISS concert, too. At least we had something in common.


Just before KISS took the stage, a tiny woman appeared at the end of our aisle, weaving her way around people’s knees toward the only seat left in the row. It happened to be the seat between me and the young man. Wearing a faded KISS T-shirt, jeans, and tennis shoes, this dear lady sat down. She seemed so out of place. I feared the young guys would poke fun at her. As soon as she sat down, however, one of the them yelled out, “Cool, we’ve got a Rockin’ Grandma sitting next to us.”


I had to find out what her story was. Turns out, she was seventy-six years old, close to my mom’s age. And not only was she a Rockin’ Grandma, but she was a Rockin’ Great-Grandma. And, amazingly, she was a huge KISS fan. In fact, she’d been attending KISS concerts since the 1970s. She showed me a ticket stub to prove it. Sure enough, the ticket was for a KISS concert, and only cost $12. Wow, those were the days. This gal was not just a fan, but a mega-fan of the group. She attended all their concerts that came to town. Impressive. Plus, this Rockin’ Grandma had come to the concert solo, since her husband was not so much of a fan. This lady was clearly comfortable in her skin and right at home in this environment.


Once the concert started, the crowd jumped to their feet, including Granny. In fact, she stood on her feet during the entire concert. Not only was she standing, but her tiny, wrinkled fist was pumping the air for the entire hour and a half. Tennis shoes were definitely the way to go. Of course, Granny knew that, being the experienced concertgoer that she was. Positively amazing. She put me to shame.


Before the concert, I’d done a little research on KISS, and the rock group’s average age was sixty — an even more amazing fact after I saw the height of their heels, especially Gene Simmons’, complete with shark-like teeth. They were at least six inches tall, maybe more. And Paul Stanley even looked good in a costume that showed off his belly. He’s still got abs. Visible abs. I’ve never had abs — well, I’m sure they’re in there somewhere, but they have yet to show themselves. I would certainly not wear a sparkly crop top showing off my belly.




I forgot all about the arthritis in my hips and knees, and stood up for most of the concert.





For a little while, at least during the concert, I forgot all about the arthritis in my hips and knees, and stood up for most of the concert — partly because the guy seated directly in front of me could have played center for the NBA, but mainly because I was having such a great time. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. It appeared at the start of the show and stayed through the entire concert, right up until the final song. And, speaking of the final song, of course, they saved the best for last. Rockin’ Grandma had mentioned earlier that she had some leftover confetti in her bag. Suddenly, two towering platforms rose on the stage carrying a couple of band members up with them. Simultaneously, huge confetti machines began shooting tons of multicolored paper strips into the air as KISS sang their iconic tune, “Rock and Roll All Nite.”


After the concert, as I was picking confetti out of my hair, it hit me. I’d loved this concert. And I got why Rockin’ Grandma was such a major KISS fan. The concert was an absolute blast. Now, I’m a big fan, too.


~Tamara Moran-Smith
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From Opera to Hockey


The most important thing to remember is this: to be ready at any moment to give up what you are for what you might become.


~W. E. B. Du Bois


I called my husband, Larry, at work. “I have good news, and I have bad.” I said. “Which do you want to hear first?”


He played along like a good husband. “Give me the good news first.”


“You can go to sleep early tonight.”


“Okay. What’s the bad?” he inquired.


“We’re going to the opera!”


The joke was, the last time I made him go, he fell asleep. Even I had to admit it was a boring production. But when someone gave us tickets to the all-time favorite Carmen, I really thought he might enjoy it. When he nodded off again, I let him sleep. I only woke him when his snoring became louder than the performance.


Larry and I have always had our basic values in common, but our interests are as far apart as, well, opera and hockey. I love the arts, and he’s a huge sports fan. His big passion is NHL hockey. He’s shared season tickets with his buddies for years. I must admit there have been times I’ve been tempted to sell my ticket online or to a scalper. Tempted, but I’d never do that to my husband. Instead, if he wanted to go, we went. I griped and complained, “Oh, not again!” but I went.


We attended the games with other couples. The rest of our group was enthusiastic about the game, even the women. They knew all the players and how to pronounce their four-syllable names.


We’d have a quick bite at the tavern next to the arena, after which I might half-jokingly blurt out, “Can we go home now?”


Our friends would give me a look as if I were from another planet.


I enjoyed participating in the National Anthem, but aside from the meal, that was the only thing I enjoyed about our hockey nights. Instead of appreciating the good seats we had, I’d complain: “It’s cold in here!” My husband would offer me his jacket, but I wouldn’t take it.




Would I actually like this sport if I gave it a chance?





“I’ll just sit here and suffer,” I would say.


When the game started, my phone would be on my lap. Most of the time, I’d be texting or daydreaming. Sometimes, my texting would be interrupted when the home team scored. I knew they scored because everyone jumped up and exchanged high-fives and fist bumps.


What was so exciting about a bunch of grown men on ice hitting something called a puck with a stick? It was beyond me. When the team scored again, one of the women in our group turned to me and exclaimed enthusiastically, “Isn’t this great?”


I shouldn’t have said it, but I responded sarcastically, “Oh, yes! I’m thrilled!” Almost immediately, I regretted the snide remark.


I started to wonder. Why was I the only one NOT enjoying myself? Would I actually like this sport if I gave it a chance? What if I tried to change my attitude?


As I looked around at thousands of people cheering and getting increasingly excited, I decided to at least give it a try — for my husband’s sake, if not for my own.


It took a few games, but soon I learned who the goalie was, who our latest player was, who had been traded and from where. When the other team scored, I eventually felt a jolt of disappointment with the rest of my crowd.


Soon I was asking, “What is icing?” “What’s a hat trick?” and so on. I searched the program to see which part of the globe our players had come from.


My husband was surprised to see me getting involved. I was astonished myself! The cold no longer bothered me. I didn’t keep glancing at the clock, counting the minutes until we got out. Time flew. The game was over before I knew it.


When our team won, I jumped up and down in a frenzy of my own. Leaving the arena on winning nights, I cheered with the rest of them.


“Are you coming to next week’s game?” someone asked.


I turned to my husband. “Honey, can we? Can we?”


We did go to the next game and continued going often. I soon learned all the terms and expertly discussed all the game’s particulars with my husband. Today, one would never guess I hadn’t grown up with hockey.


Our friends couldn’t believe their eyes when they first saw me sporting my team’s really cool green jersey. “What happened to your designer jackets?” they teased.


Larry was so pleased. For our anniversary, he told me he wanted to reward me for being such a good sport, and he wanted just the two of us to do something special. I was delighted.


“I’m taking you to the opera,” he announced, beaming.


A tiny twinge of regret went through me. I was hoping we’d go to hockey that night. But I didn’t let him see my disappointment. I hugged and kissed him warmly.


The opera was enjoyable. Larry even stayed awake. But I must admit I couldn’t resist a peek at my phone to check the hockey score. After all, we were in the playoffs.


Nowadays, it’s so much more fun having the same things in common with my husband. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even take up golf.


In the meantime, I can’t wait ’til we win the Stanley Cup.


~Eva Carter


[image: image]




[image: image]


13.1 Is My Lucky Number


Running is nothing more than a series of arguments between the part of your brain that wants to stop and the part that wants to keep going.


~Author Unknown


Here’s what I’d learned after sixty-four trips around the sun: Snap, crackle, pop wasn’t just a breakfast cereal; it was me getting out of bed. Afternoon naps were not a luxury; they were a necessity. And chasing after my grandchildren was all the exercise I could manage.


So why was I spending a Saturday morning with my wife in a shoe store that caters to people who sign up for 5Ks, 10Ks, marathons, triathlons and century runs? The place was packed with young, lean, annoyingly healthy-looking men and women trying on athletic footwear of every sort. My wife motioned to an employee. “Pardon me, miss?”


“Yes, may I help you?” responded the young woman, smiling broadly. She was decked head-to-toe in shiny blue Spandex and had the body fat of a sparrow.


“We were told that this is the place to come for running shoes. My husband and I are registered for the LA Marathon.”


Wait. What did she say? Omigosh! Now I remembered! It was all coming back to me. The guest speaker we had at church a month ago who talked about running for clean water in Africa. Sure, it’s a good cause, and I was all for helping out. I’d just cut a check and leave the running to someone else, right? Wrong. “Actually,” my wife continued, “we’re each running a half-marathon. It’s a charity relay.”


“That’s awesome!” exclaimed Spandex Woman with an even broader smile.


She had us step onto a computerized treadmill that analyzed both stride and foot strike, the results of which would help her select the perfect running shoes for our less-than-perfect feet. Apparently, I’m a pronator. It sounds like some vaguely illicit activity you might hear mentioned on America’s Most Wanted—Mark Mason is a sixty-four-year-old retiree who is fond of afternoon naps and is a known pronator.


Soon, she was ringing up our purchase. “Your total is $297.”


“Wow! What a deal!” I joked. “Were these on sale?”


“Actually, yes!” she responded cheerfully. “This is your lucky day!”


But if I thought my bank account hitting the wall was painful, it’s because I had no idea of what was to come. Until then, “marathon” meant binge-watching back-to-back seasons of my favorite TV shows while consuming copious amounts of packaged snacks. But here I was, staring down the barrel of an eighteen-week training regimen that, according to our charity, was designed with the sedentary lifestyle of a typical sixty-five-year-old in mind. Yeah, right. A sixty-five-year-old former Olympian is more like it.


We began with a six-week segment of base training consisting of timed walk/runs that became longer each week. I was surprised at how doable it was. By the end of the sixth week, I was actually thinking that I would be able to cover 13.1 miles and cross the finish line without the aid of a stretcher.


But then, things changed. We started distance training. As the name implies, progress was now measured in terms of miles, not minutes. Training days were laughingly divided into three categories: Easy, Hard, and Long. Over the next twelve weeks, I added another category called, “You’ve got to be kidding.” Something else had changed as well. Muscle groups I never knew I had began to make themselves known in the most painful of ways. On runs over three miles, my knees began popping like castanets. My hips cried out for mercy. Even my leg cramps had cramps.


The solution to my dilemma, as it turned out, was embarrassingly simple. In my younger days, I never gave much weight to stretching before running. It was now my religion. As a true convert, I had compiled a repertoire of exercises designed to reduce, if not eliminate, muscle strains, sprains, pulls and worse. Self-educated in myriad runner’s ailments, I can now speak with authority on the cause/treatment of everything from plantar fasciitis to patellofemoral pain syndrome. One more thing: Alternating heat and cold after a run works wonders. I wish to thank the inventor of the ice pack. Next to my wife, it has become my constant companion. I named mine Freon.


With two weeks until the marathon, we were facing our longest run yet: nine miles! At this point, my wife was doing better than me. She completed the run, averaging 13:15 minutes per mile. However, I was unable to run it. For two weeks, I’d been plagued by an assortment of new problems that seriously curtailed my running. With race day looming, I chose to work on speed walking in hopes that I would start my half-marathon injury-free.


But then, just one week before the big day, my wife’s ankle became too painful for her to walk on, much less run. After all this time, it was beginning to look like we would have to forfeit. A visit to the doctor and one X-ray later, we were told that it was a simple overuse injury, and she would be able to compete if she stayed off her feet for the remaining seven days.


The morning of the marathon, we awoke at 3:00 a.m. with only a few hours of fitful sleep. By 3:40, we were driving to Los Angeles. I parked at a lot in Santa Monica a few blocks from the finish line. It was dark and foggy, but the place was abuzz with activity. We boarded buses to our respective starting points: Dodger Stadium for her and Hollywood for me.


It had been three hours since the marathon started. I huddled with other second-leggers at the relay point on Sunset Boulevard, scanning the constant flow of runners for anyone wearing the signature shirt of our charity. I squinted my eyes and detected a sliver of bright orange moving in a familiar way. Another few seconds, and I saw my wife! I cheered as she ran into the hand-off area with a time of three hours and nineteen minutes. I was so proud!




Despite snap, crackle, pop, this body is still able to do things I never thought it could.





We embraced, posed for a quick photo, and then I began my part of the relay. Three hours and forty minutes later, I crossed the finish line moving like a Clydesdale with bursitis. But it was over! My wife ran up and threw her arms around me. We examined our relay medals — hers with a skyline of L.A. and mine with a beach scene.


Finishing the marathon was great, but it was only part of it. Thanks to the generosity of our friends and family, we were able to raise $1,200 to help provide clean water for Africa. So, here’s what I learned. Despite snap, crackle, pop, this body is still able to do things I never thought it could. Afternoon naps are fine, but they aren’t as satisfying as running fifteen miles in a week. And as for chasing after my grandchildren, now Grandpa wears them out!


Well, I need to wrap this up. It’s time to drive my wife to the track at the local high school where she is training for this year’s marathon.


And if you ask me why I’m not running, I will look at you with a broad smile and respond politely, “What’re you, nuts?”


~Mark Mason


[image: image]




[image: image]


Finding the Sweet Spot


Go wide, explore and learn new things. Something will surely have a kick for you.


~Mustafa Saifuddin


When I first entered college, instead of gaining the “Freshman 15,” I gained the “Freshman 20.” This is the only time in my life when I can honestly say that I was an overachiever.


Between a full class load, a part-time job, and a steady relationship, I had zero time for exercise. On top of that, my lifestyle as a starving college student lent itself to many a fast-food run. Needless to say, underneath my scholastic “uniform” of matching sweatshirt and sweatpants, I was positively paunchy.


It seems that I had majored in rotundness, with a minor in extra body fat.


After graduation, I decided to take the gym a little more seriously. Accompanied by a friend, I began a regular routine of walking on the treadmill or climbing the stair machine. I was very content with our routine, being the kind of person who did not venture out much. I did not travel; I ate the same foods; I did the same things. Clearly, I liked my routines. My friend, however, became bored.


One day, he suggested that we take up a sport.


Me? Sports? No way.


I had spent my entire life as an uncoordinated person with no trace of athletic ability. I vehemently vetoed his idea. I was not athletic, and no one was going to convince me otherwise. Plus, I was perfectly happy with the gym.


Nevertheless, after a few weeks he convinced me to reluctantly step onto an outdoor racquetball court. As I stood there holding my racquet, I felt ridiculous. I am pretty sure I shot him some looks that could kill before we started our “game.” The first few “games” were quite comical. I slammed the ball, sending it flying in every direction except for the direction that I had intended.


Still, somehow, I managed to learn to play at a decent skill level. But just as I was beginning to feel comfortable, my friend decided to pull the rug out from underneath me again.




I began to try new things willingly, with a sense of excitement.





“We’re not getting enough exercise. We should play tennis instead.” Those were probably the words that came out of his mouth, but what I heard instead was: “I hate you, and I want you to suffer. Again.”


Tennis? I can’t play tennis! That involves real skills! What part of “I am not athletic” don’t you understand? I adamantly resisted his new attempt at ruining my life.


Nevertheless, weeks later, I found myself standing on a tennis court, wondering why he was intent on humiliating me. Awkwardly, I ran after every ball that he served to me, completely missing about ninety percent of them, and hitting the rest into the bushes, the other court, and over the fence. Each time we played, I managed to lose at least one or two balls.


The first few months were quite painful. But one fateful day, as the ball came flying toward me, my racket and the ball finally met in what tennis players refer to as the “sweet spot.” I watched in astonishment as my return landed powerfully on the other side of the court, almost exactly where I had aimed. I had finally learned how to play tennis properly!


Tennis would eventually become one of my favorite hobbies. I played it enthusiastically for several happy years, only stopping because of a knee injury.


I learned an extremely valuable lesson during my journey toward mastering racquetball and tennis: I can do whatever I set my mind to. I just need to put in the work, and the results will follow. Had I not stepped outside of my comfort zone, I would have never discovered how much I enjoyed tennis. I began to try new things willingly, with a sense of excitement.


Once I ventured outside my narrow life, my sense of fulfillment grew exponentially. Eventually, I tried new foods, met interesting people, tried unique hobbies, and traveled to beautiful lands. I opened doors that let so many new joys into my world.


When I found the sweet spot in my tennis racket, I found the sweet spot in my life.


~Kristen Mai Pham
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Stretching Out in Retirement


It is not because things are difficult that we do not dare; it is because we do not dare that they are difficult.


~Seneca


At age sixty, my husband decided he wanted to live his next forty years breathing easier. So he retired after decades of a high-stress, challenging career at a university mental-health clinic.


We’ve been happily married for thirty-five years and raised three children, but I have to admit that my husband’s transition to retirement was one of the bigger challenges in our life together. It was clear from the start that housecleaning, tennis with his buddies, casseroles, home improvement projects, puppy care, and reading weren’t going to fill the emptiness from the loss of his creative and stimulating job. For the first time in decades, he felt lost. How would he now find purpose and earn a living that allowed for a healthier, more balanced lifestyle?


The previous Christmas, I’d bought him one free yoga class. I’d found the magic of yoga a few years earlier and wanted to share the wealth. He was kind and appreciative, but the gift card remained buried in his wallet. “I don’t know, lovey. You know I’ve never liked large groups of people working out together.” But one evening over dinner, after he’d completed every project possible, including porch repair, rail painting, window cleaning, furniture reconstruction, closet organization, garage cleaning and garden planting, he said something surprising. “I think I may use that gift certificate and take a beginning yoga class.”


When my kids were adolescents and announced they were going to do something I had encouraged, I never wanted to get too excited for fear it would backfire. So my response was to say calmly, “Oh, that sounds good.” I finished my broccoli as my heart joyously skipped a beat. I knew that one yoga class didn’t mean he would choose to practice regularly, but it was a beginning.


It wasn’t only that I thought yoga would help his physical flexibility and ailing hamstring; I also knew that the alignment we develop on the mat helps us line up with our goals off the mat. The transition from one pose to the next teaches us how to gracefully make transitions in life. My husband is an athlete and has always been competitive, so I had a sense that his earlier reluctance, in addition to being in a group, was due to the fear of not being good enough. He would soon learn that yoga is not about competing, but showing up without judgment. I was hopeful these lessons would ease things for him as he navigated this new stage of life.




The transition from one pose to the next teaches us how to gracefully make transitions in life.





It took a few days for him to actually throw his yoga mat into the back seat of the car and head off to the studio. I did text him eagerly after class for a report. “What did you think?”


Sometimes a man of few words, he wrote, “Good.”


Over the next few months, as autumn turned into winter and outdoor tennis in Colorado became less frequent, daily yoga became part of his routine. We often attended class together, and I was impressed by how easily he mastered challenging poses, standing on his head and hands, reminding us that we are all born upside-down. One day after class, as he backed us out of a parking space, he shared, “So I think I’m going to sign up for an intensive yoga teacher training.” I had to smile as I reminded myself that this was the man who really didn’t like working out in large groups!


Well, times have changed since then. My husband has always been a gentle man, but ever since retirement and his decision to take a yoga class, he is softer around the edges. He breathes easier, and his smile is contagious. And all three of our grown children now throw a yoga mat in their back seat. If Dad and Mom do it, it’s worth giving a try. My husband’s intensive teacher training requires months of full weekends, creating an opportunity for me to explore solitude as I find the nooks and crannies of independence at sixty, enriching myself and our marriage.


My son’s old bedroom is now a sunny yoga room with a beautiful new wood floor, laying the groundwork for continued change and growth in the years ahead. My husband teaches yoga for tennis players in our home studio, spreading the magic to his tennis buddies. One small gift card for one yoga class became a beautifully wrapped present for a husband that even “stretched” to his family, his friends and beyond.


~Priscilla Dann-Courtney
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Taking Back My Life


Nourishing yourself in a way that helps you blossom in the direction you want to go is attainable, and you are worth the effort.


~Deborah Day


“Mom, I don’t like you,” my two-year-old son said to me one day.


“Okay… is that because you love me?” I asked.


“No, you’re not cute.” Gee, thanks kid.


Being a mother of two kids under three has certainly kept me on my toes. My priorities include keeping the children safe, fed, clothed and semi-clean. My expectations for what I can accomplish at home have been lowered. I’ve learned to “let things go” when it comes to cleaning and cooking. In prioritizing my family’s needs, my own needs get put on the back burner.


By the end of the day, when I finally have time to think about doing something for myself, I’m too tired. I reach for a glass of wine and the remote as I let my body sink down into the couch to watch some mindless entertainment. I zone out. I escape. I let myself dream I am somewhere on a beach or that I am someone else.


Sometimes, I am a gladiator working alongside Olivia Pope in the White House on Scandal. Other times, I am on the ranch with Ree Drummond on The Pioneer Woman cooking dinner for the cowboys. And sometimes, I am winning the mirror-ball trophy on Dancing with the Stars.


In reality, I am sitting in my sweatpants on a couch that has Cheerios crumbs between the cushions.


I tell myself I am doing the best I can. I am surviving. But our routine is the same: kids, work full-time, kids, relax. With each passing day, I lose myself just a little bit more. Long ago, I waved goodbye to the fun-loving person I once was and embraced the saggy version of my new self.


But something changed on the day my son told me I wasn’t cute. That night, as I was washing my face, I looked a little longer in the mirror — not because I was hurt by his statement, but because I noticed the light had gone out from my eyes. My kids have magical eyes. They twinkle with wonder, hope, and adventure. In contrast, my eyes are dull, saggy, and sad. I once had light, a bounce in my step, and a journal full of adventures I planned on experiencing.




I listed forty new things to try before I turned forty years old.





That night, instead of pouring myself a glass of wine and turning on the TV, I got out my favorite pen and started writing a list — a list to save myself; a list to pull myself out of the darkness and put some light back into my eyes; a list to show my kids it is important to have dreams and to prioritize those dreams; a list to show myself I deserved to be a priority.


A list to take my life back.


In the past, I had made plenty of lists and seldom accomplished anything on them.


This list had to be different. It needed to be a mixture of goals that were attainable and goals that would require some work. I added places I wanted to travel, which would mean saving money and being disciplined. I added races and events I wanted to participate in, which would mean exercising and eating healthy. I added reading 500 new books to my list, which would mean turning off the TV. I added activities I always wanted to try. I revisited my old hobbies and added them to the list. I also left five spaces blank to fill in.


I listed forty new things to try before I turned forty years old. I had six years to get moving. Making the list was the first step, perhaps the easiest step. I needed to keep the momentum going.


The first goal I wanted to check off my list was participating in a Polar Plunge to raise money for the Special Olympics. I live in Minnesota and for some strange reason jumping into the middle of a frozen lake in January seemed very appealing. It was an adventure, something new. Every year, my co-workers formed a team, but for the past two years, I was pregnant. This would be my year.


On the morning of the Polar Plunge, I changed into my 1980s workout gear of green neon leggings, hot pink leg warmers and a side ponytail. My son took one look at me and beamed ear to ear. “Mom, you look pretty.” Maybe, just maybe, there was already a new sparkle in my eyes.


The anticipation was almost crippling as I approached the platform to take the leap into the frozen lake. Would I completely freeze? Would it be scary? Just how cold was I about to feel? Would my head go under? I reached for my friend’s hand and let go of my fear. I embraced the challenge. We all jumped together, all of our faces forming an “O” as we screamed from excitement and terror.


I felt happy and proud of myself as I emerged from the lake. I kept screaming, “I did it!” But one of the most exciting parts of the day was when I arrived home. I walked in the front door, my husband handed me a pen, and together we stood in front of my list, which was taped on the refrigerator door. I crossed off item number one. And with that pen stroke, I began to take back my life.


Everyone who participated in the Polar Plunge received a blue, long-sleeve T-shirt. Whenever I wear that shirt, my son asks, “Is that your Polar Plunge shirt?” and I answer proudly, “Yes.” Several times, he has stated, “I want to do that too, Mommy.” It makes me proud that he remembers I jumped into a freezing lake, and he wants to do activities with me.


Slowly, I am returning. With each goal that is crossed off the list, a piece of myself is restored. Not only am I showing my family it is important to dream, I am showing myself that I am worth it. I am excited to continue my quest to do things I have always wanted to do. I reached out to my friends and family, and several will embark on various adventures with me over the next six years. I am rebuilding my community, I am rebuilding my confidence, and, most importantly, I am rebuilding myself.


~Leah Isbell
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The Clydesdale


The word try, means nothing. There’s no such thing as trying to do something. The moment you begin a task, you’re doing it. So just finish what you’re doing.


~La Tisha Honor, Teen Roach


I was never a fast runner. Throughout my childhood, whenever we were timed or competed in the 50-yard dash, the quarter-mile, the potato race or any other type of race, I would finish in the bottom half.


In my late teens, as a member of the 14th Ward American Legion baseball team, I had the distinction of being the slowest runner on the team. In the pre-season practices, the coach would have the sixteen players on the team line up in the end zone of the Taylor Allderdice High School football field and do 100-yard sprints to the other end zone. If we finished in the first half, we were done with practice for the day. But if we finished in the bottom eight, we had to run another 100-yard sprint. So, eight of us ran again. And this time, the top four got to leave practice. And then four was narrowed to two, and finally two to one.


I was always the one running by myself at the end.


And so, twenty years later, when I entered my first and only official running race — the Pittsburgh Mount Oliver Two-Mile Challenge — at age thirty-eight, I certainly wasn’t expecting to win. Or come close to winning.


I was there because a college friend, Jim Hosek, was the director of the race, and he asked me to run. The race was a fundraiser for Jim’s church — St. Joseph of Mount Oliver.


And so I showed up, paid the entrance fee, had a number pinned on my back, and moved over to the starting line, where I waited with about 250 or 300 others for the race to begin.


I wasn’t waiting very long when someone with a microphone made an announcement. “Will anyone weighing over 200 pounds please come down to the scale?”


When I heard this announcement, two thoughts went through my mind. One, what does weight have to do with running? And, two, I think I am over 200 pounds.




I was always the one running by myself at the end.





Eventually, I walked down to the scale. A man told me to get on.


“Two hundred and three,” he announced. “You’re in the Clydesdale division.”


And then he wrote down the race number that was on my back.


I suppose I should have asked the man at the scale what exactly it means to be in the Clydesdale division, but I didn’t.


Soon after, the race started.


Most of the runners sprinted out ahead of me. Some passed me on the way. There were, however, at least a dozen people walking the race, so I was assured of not finishing last.


It was not an easy course. Much of it was uphill. On the day of the race — Thursday, August 4, 1988 — the temperature in Pittsburgh reached 91 degrees. And that evening, when the race started, it wasn’t much cooler, and it was humid.


Even though it was only a two-mile race, volunteers were holding out cups of water for the runners going by. I didn’t take any, too scared that if I did, it might break my momentum, or the water would go down the wrong pipe, or I’d stop running.


I finished the race in 22:21. The winner of the race was Dan Driskell, age thirty-seven, of Mt. Lebanon, who came in at 10:20.


To put this in perspective, Dan Driskell was done running about a minute before I got to the halfway point.


Like I said, I was never a fast runner.


Once I did make it to the finish line, there was free beer for all the participants over the age of twenty-one. Never did a beer taste so good.


As I was drinking my beer, someone at the finish line with a microphone kept repeating an announcement, “Please stay for the awards ceremony, which will take place shortly.”


At the awards ceremony, Dan Driskell was officially announced the winner and presented with a trophy. Then came a trophy for the first-place women’s finisher and the first-place men’s and women’s finishers from the Borough of Mount Oliver. There were also trophies for the first-place men’s and women’s finishers over the age of forty.


Then came a final award: the first-place finisher in the over 200-pound division, the Clydesdale division. And they announced my name.


I was quite surprised, but I didn’t lose my composure. I didn’t faint or cry or anything like that.


I walked over to the awards ceremony and was handed a trophy. The crowd applauded. My wife, baby daughter, and four-year-old son were there to witness this monumental event.


Five minutes after the awards ceremony, I found my friend Jim.


“Jim, I really appreciate this trophy and everything, but how many people were entered in the Clydesdale division?”


Jim opened a folder and looked through a dozen or so pages of official race entrants and results. Eventually, he found the page with the Clydesdale results.


“Two,” he said.


“Two!” I repeated. “You mean I only beat one person?”


“Yeah,” Jim said, and he started to laugh. I laughed, too.


I guess if there is a moral to this story, it is that not everybody can be a Clydesdale. And even fewer can be a champion Clydesdale.


~Steve Hecht
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Embrace Change


Continuity gives us roots; change gives us branches, letting us stretch and grow and reach new heights.


~Pauline R. Kezer
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A Down Under Fairy Tale


You can learn new things at any time in your life if you’re willing to be a beginner. If you actually learn to like being a beginner, the whole world opens up to you.


~Barbara Sher


A man was frantically knocking on my window trying to get my attention. “Are you okay? Are you okay?” My head was spinning, and I was in a bit of a daze, but I came to and rolled down the window.


“Yes. I’m fine,” I said. “What happened?”


“You just slammed into my car; that’s what happened!” he said, agitated. “You spun out from the left lane and hit the back of my car as you were spinning. Thank God, you’re okay!”

OEBPS/images/ch-10.jpg
()ng

Mﬂ\n





OEBPS/images/ch-09.jpg
(ﬁp

etie WOl





OEBPS/images/part01.jpg
Chapter

The L
Power
o _

MWsd






OEBPS/images/part02.jpg
Chapter

The
Power
o _

MWsd






OEBPS/images/ch-04.jpg
(ﬁp

etie WOl





OEBPS/images/ch-05.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch-03.jpg
G dﬁw

Iu:im\ el





OEBPS/images/ch-08.jpg
Ch r‘&cu;

mm\”





OEBPS/images/ch-06.jpg
Ch r‘&cu;

IJ!!le\cl





OEBPS/images/ch-07.jpg
G dﬁw

I'JJ!.ilf\ el





OEBPS/images/9781611592788.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch-01.jpg
o

OIS





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg
S — y
i'uw(\Sc)r! )

Chitelsen Soup





OEBPS/images/com01.jpg





OEBPS/images/swish.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
(hicken Soup

frthe SO
The

101 Stories about
Adventure, Change and
Positive Thinking

Amy Newmark

CSS

Chicken Soup for the Soul, LLC
Cos Cob, CT





OEBPS/images/fiv-01.jpg





