

[image: Image]



[image: images]





[image: Images]


Changing the world one story at a time®


www.chickensoup.com




[image: image]


Foreword


Twenty-one years ago, Nancy Lublin had a very simple idea — that $5,000 could change the world. Since Nancy’s initial investment in 1997, Dress for Success has grown from a church basement to a global enterprise that has empowered more than 1,000,000 women in thirty countries.


In the many years since I joined Dress for Success I have been fortunate enough to connect with some remarkable women — strong, independent and courageous — as they have first walked through our doors and then gone on to open doors for others. They have broken barriers, triumphed over adversity, shared their stories with the world and now give back to Dress for Success and their communities as donors, mentors and volunteers.


I’ve watched women do what seemed to be impossible, overcome the unthinkable and transform right in front of my eyes. At Dress for Success, we build a woman’s confidence from the inside out. Many of these women have been survivors of domestic violence, the prison system, poverty, debt, homelessness, health battles, traumas and heartache. They have the opportunity to experience a broad range of programs — from job training to financial education to leadership courses — and these programs help fulfill our mission of empowering women to achieve economic independence.


When Chicken Soup for the Soul approached us regarding their new book about “The Empowered Woman” we knew it was the perfect partnership. The thought of 101 powerful stories from women sharing their personal, revealing stories with each other was exciting. And now that we’ve seen the manuscript, we are even more excited. A portion of proceeds from the book sales will go towards funding various Dress for Success programs available to the women we serve, but what’s even better is how much these stories will empower, energize, and even entertain the women who read them.


Sometimes, becoming an empowered woman means going outside your comfort zone and facing your smaller fears, even something as simple as picking up a dead animal you found in the back yard. That’s what Jennifer Kathleen Gibbons tells us in her story in Chapter 2, which is all about “finding your courage.” But sometimes, finding your courage is way more scary, as B.B. Loyd tells us when she describes packing up her kids and flying back to the U.S. from the military base in Germany where they were living with her abusive husband. Miraculously, the skin ailment that had been mystifying her doctors for nine months cleared up within one week of her arriving at her safe new home.


It can also be scary to take a stand and advocate for yourself, and the women who do that deserve to feel very proud, as you’ll see in Chapter 7, about “sticking up for what’s right.” April Knight was a forty-five-year-old widow who really needed her job working in a store, but when her boss told her she would be fired if she didn’t let him engage in inappropriate behavior, she filed a lawsuit against him. Her co-workers shunned her and her family was not supportive, but April won five years’ worth of wages, plus what she really wanted — a letter of apology and a letter of recommendation so she could get another job.


Feeling empowered doesn’t always mean that you have to right a wrong. You can be perfectly content with your life, but realize that’s the problem — you’re content, but stuck in a rut. In Chapter 5, which is all about “stepping outside your comfort zone,” you’ll meet Tonya Abari, who is a plus-sized but fit woman who always loved dancing but was afraid to be seen in a Zumba class wearing her exercise clothing. Not only does Tonya get up the nerve to join a class, she ends up becoming the instructor.


Stepping outside your comfort zone can also mean learning how to do things on your own, and in Chapter 4, you’ll be inspired by the women who resolved to do things alone, including traveling around the world. Wendy Ann Rich was one of them. She decided to make a list of all the things that she was reluctant to do by herself after a friend of hers refused to even enter a restaurant alone. That led Wendy to travel from Canada to Japan on her own, where she says, “I found myself good company for a whole month’s worth of memories.”


Going it alone doesn’t have to mean foreign travel. It can be something simple, like learning to fix your car, or put up wallpaper, or light a fire in the fireplace. Malinda Dunlap Fillingim tells us that she was reluctant to change an unusual light bulb in her home, but her ten-year-old daughter thought that was ridiculous, as Malinda needed that light to read. She said, “You are setting such a bad example for me.” Malinda figured out how to change the bulb, and she did feel pretty good about herself after she did it. She’s one of the many role models in this collection of success stories that run the gamut from tiny victories and changes, to huge life changing ones. You’ll find they are all an inspiration, and you’ll undoubtedly find yourself doing something differently, or bigger, or better in the coming weeks.


We have our own collection of success stories at Dress for Success as well. Tracy Anne is an example. She escaped with her two children from an abusive husband, taking her crucial first step toward empowering herself and becoming self-sufficient. We helped her get back on her feet, and she believes, “Dress for Success is a sisterhood; we’re all on a level playing field when we are there. You’re there to share with a circle of friends, not to feel like you’re less than anyone else.”


We provided Tracy with career counseling and she says, “I realized that I was letting other people write my story and I needed to write my story myself. When you get out there and hear about other people’s lives, you feel so connected to them and no longer embarrassed about what happened to you. I feel like I lost myself to life’s circumstances and Dress for Success helped to get me back.”


Another client, Roxanne from Los Angeles, was laid off from her job and then diagnosed with a terrible, rare disease. She was referred to Dress for Success and she remembers, “I was surrounded by positive women — the more I took action and found the confidence, the more opportunities started presenting themselves, and the more determined I became to win them. I started getting interviews and was able to get beautiful suits from the organization. I felt confident, even with half a smile. They assisted me with my résumé, gave me an Armani suit and I nailed the job interview.” Roxanne says, “Dress for Success was the lighthouse, the beaming light that said ‘we’re here’ as I was going through the storm.”


And here’s one more story for you, from Shannon in Portland, Oregon, who ended up at Dress for Success after her husband’s business was burglarized and he lost the equipment that he needed in order to make a living. Shannon realized she needed to get a job if they were to survive. She had a college degree and she’d gotten plenty of jobs before. But this time it didn’t happen, so she took someone’s advice to go to her local Dress for Success chapter. She says, “When I stepped through the doors of Dress for Success, I felt such a positive energy and hope. They saw right away what I had forgotten that I still possessed. The first time they suited me, they gave me clothes that made me look more poised and charming than I remembered myself being. I looked at myself in the mirror and thought, ‘Wow. I’m a beautiful woman and I’m going to be successful and it’s starting right here.’ It was more than a new outfit. It was an inside-out experience.”


These impactful stories bring so much joy to my life. I am proud to see hundreds of thousands of women around the world taking control, finding their voices, supporting other women and inspiring others with their success.


Today I want to thank you for picking up this book. I know you will finish it a different person than you were when you started it. The power of women sharing their best advice, their disappointments and triumphs, and their growth process with each other is truly astounding. What makes us successful is that we recognize we are in this together. When we actively help and appreciate each other, we are unstoppable.


~Joi Gordon


Chief Executive Officer, Dress for Success Worldwide


March 1, 2018
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Who Am I?





[image: image]


Changing Destiny


From our ancestors come our names, but from our virtues our honors.


~Proverb


When I was born, my mother named me Linda Pearl Davison. My mother was feuding with her sister-in-law, and she named me “Linda” to spite her sister-in-law, who had planned to name her baby Linda. I was born first (by a week), but my mother’s sister-in-law refused to be cheated out of the name she’d chosen and also named her baby Linda. Now there were two “Linda Davisons” in our small town. My mother and her sister-in-law never spoke to each other again, and I never met the cousin who shared my name.


The name “Pearl” was given to me because my mother owed several months’ back rent to a woman named Pearl. She hoped if she named her baby after her landlady, she wouldn’t evict her. It didn’t work. I especially hated the name Pearl when I discovered it was a growth inside a mollusk. I never pictured a pearl as a precious jewel. To me, it was a tumor in the slimy stomach of a shellfish.


So my first name was given to me in spite. My middle name was given to me to avoid eviction and was gross. And my last name, Davison, was given to me reluctantly and grudgingly by my father, who was separated from my mother.


When my mother was angry, which was often, she screamed my name “Linnn-daahh,” making it seven syllables long. In my mind, I heard “Linnn-daahh disgusting-growth-inside-a-mollusk Davison!”


In school, the popular kids had nicknames like Rocky, Candy and Sunny. My nickname was Zipper — because I was so skinny. If I turned sideways and stuck out my tongue, they said I looked like a zipper. So there it was — another unwanted name.


When I got married, my last name changed to Stafford. First, I had my father’s name; now I had my husband’s name. When I lost my husband, I was no longer “Mrs. Stafford,” and it didn’t feel right to still use his name.


I had been given names that I didn’t want and didn’t like, and I felt like I was going through life wearing hand-me-down clothes that didn’t fit.


I was an artist but seldom signed my paintings because I felt like I was giving the credit for my work to someone I didn’t know.


When women marry, they usually change their names. I wasn’t going to get married again, but why couldn’t I change my name anyway? For once in my life, why couldn’t I be called whatever I wanted to be called?


I discovered it only cost $150 and took three weeks to change one’s name in the state where I lived. Why hadn’t I done this twenty years ago?


I bought a name-your-baby book and made a list of the names I liked. I practiced saying and writing them. After going through about fifty names, I chose April Knight.


I was born in April, a month of spring, flowers and new birth. I was a freelance writer, and many of the courageous knights in history were “free lancers” whose loyalty was not to the king, but to their own sense of honor and chivalry.


Three weeks later, I became April Knight.


I changed my name and changed my life. I felt re-born. I hadn’t realized I was carrying so much emotional baggage from my unhappy childhood. My name was a big part of that baggage.


I was surprised at people’s reaction to my new name. My family was scandalized! How could I turn my back on the family name? My ancestors must be spinning in their graves!


Other people thought I was having a mid-life crisis or had “gone peculiar,” and who knew what I’d do next?


It only took about a month for people to remember to call me April, and soon they forgot I’d ever been called anything else.


My real friends knew it was a big step in healing myself, putting the past behind me and becoming a new stronger, better person. Since I changed my name, I felt empowered.


For thousands of years, people have believed “nomen est omen” — your name is your destiny.


I’m my own person now. I’m not my parents’ daughter, someone’s wife, or that shy, nervous, frightened child anymore.


I take pride in boldly signing my paintings “April Knight.” They are my paintings, and I’m not sharing credit with any ancestors.


I am painting better than I have ever painted. My art has taken a new direction. No more bland paintings of flowers and deer walking through the peaceful forest. Now I paint pictures of knights in shining armor riding magnificent, wild-eyed horses as they charge into battle. My paintings have passion, power and romance, and colors leap from the canvas in ways they’ve never done before. The knights are a symbol to be fearless and noble, and have the courage to slay the dragons in our lives, whatever they might be.


Changing my name was one of the most powerful, proud moments of my life. I declared myself 100 percent me, not pieces and parts and leftover scraps of other people. I felt free at last.


When I reach a different stage of my life, I might change my name again. It’s up to me and only me what I am called.


Hello, I’m very happy to meet you. Please let me introduce myself. My name is April Knight.


~April Knight
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Writing the Road to Myself


Every secret of a writer’s soul, every experience of his life, every quality of his mind, is written large in his works.


~Virginia Woolf


I had gone from being a daughter in my parents’ home to marrying and being a wife. Within a year of marrying, I had a child and a new role: mother.


It seemed that I was always defined in relation to someone else. I was somebody’s daughter, somebody’s wife, somebody’s mother.


So, where was Jane? More importantly, who was Jane?


In between having four more children, supporting my husband as he started a business, and serving in our church and community, I looked for Jane. Sometimes, I wondered if there was anyone to look for. Did I exist outside my relationship to others? I didn’t know.


And then I wrote a story. It was a short story aimed at children. Before I could talk myself out of it, I typed it (these were pre-computer days) and sent it out. To my astonishment, it was accepted.


I wrote more stories. Some were accepted; many were rejected. Still, I kept writing. And, in writing, I found my voice. I also found that people listened.


I wrote of mothering. I wrote of living with chemical depression. I wrote of living on ten dollars an hour (with five children to support) while my husband’s fledgling business struggled to survive.


And thus I became an independent person, looking for and finding the words inside me. I shared those words with others. I knew that I could make a difference through those words.


An introvert by nature, I am reticent about speaking in public. However, through my writing, I can free those words. I can touch others by sharing my thoughts and feelings, my experiences and struggles.


“I didn’t know you suffered from depression,” one friend said after reading my article on living with depression.


That opened a dialogue between us on how depression can be as debilitating as any physical disease. We laughed and cried together as she shared her own experiences. Our friendship deepened. At the same time, my confidence grew along with my newfound independence. I had a sense of empowerment that was all the sweeter for knowing that I was helping someone else.


Independence and identity mean different things to different women. For me, they mean giving voice to the words that swirl through my mind and heart, praying they will touch someone.


Ironically, that form of independence re-confirms my connections to others, and makes my life richer and all the more fulfilling.


~Jane McBride Choate
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Color Me Fabulous


My real hair color is dark blonde.


Now I have mood hair.


~Julia Roberts


The whole thing started when I heard through the always-accurate-and-completely-reliable family grapevine that my brother-in-law thought I looked like Julia Roberts. Never mind that what he actually said to my sister was, “Do you ever look at Deb and see something there that sort of reminds you of Julia Roberts?” And never mind that the only feature I possess that is even remotely similar to her is my loud, obnoxious laugh. All I knew was that my self-confidence had just received a major boost. As far as I was concerned, he practically said, “Wow, have you ever noticed that Deb and Julia Roberts are practically twins?”


I happily tucked this lovely compliment away and pulled it out whenever I needed a little pick-me-up. Then came the fateful day when I needed more than just a pick-me-up. My husband had been out of the country for almost a month, and I was run down and worn out from handling our six children by myself. I felt antsy and in need of a change — specifically, something fun that had nothing to do with being a mom and housewife. Something along the lines of a pick-me-up-and-put-me down-as-a-completely-different-person.


And who better than Julia Roberts?


It just so happened that this little epiphany occurred at the exact same moment I found myself standing in the hair-color aisle of the store.


So there I was, staring at boxes of hair dye that ranged from dark blonde to light brown — shades that were safe and subtle and very similar to my natural dishwater brown color. I could have easily chosen any one of these and been fine, but no. I wasn’t in the mood for “fine.” Instead, my eyes drifted off to the right, down to the bottom shelf that held several boxes of the most beautiful auburn shades.


A spark flickered inside, and for the first time in weeks I was excited about something. In that moment, I knew this was exactly what I needed. I stood for a few more minutes, biting my nails and contemplating what box to buy, trying to decide which one would look best with my fair skin and blue eyes. And all the while, my excitement grew. This was the best idea I’d had in a while, and I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it a long time ago.


I finally chose a box that showed a picture of a gorgeous woman with glossy, copper-colored hair. It was a change, and a drastic one at that, but my hair philosophy has always been Go Big or Go Home (a motto that served me well in the 1980s). I hugged the box against me and headed for the checkout.


I had just enough time to get home, tuck in the baby for his nap, and color my hair before the kids got home from school. Enough time, I figured, to transform myself into a new woman. I got straight to work, reading the instructions much faster than I should have, and skipping over that part where I was supposed to cut off a small section of hair and test it first. Before long, I was in front of the bathroom mirror, a towel draped over my shoulders and plastic gloves on my hands.


The “transformation” happened with alarming speed. One minute, my hair was wet and dark brown; the next minute, it was… pink. Pinkish orange, actually, with a sickly yellow foam mixed in. I blinked at my reflection, which bore an unsettling resemblance to a human matchstick. I’m sure it’s supposed to look like this, I told myself. Not that there was anything else to do at that point. The solution was on my head, apparently already working its magic. I set the timer and waited.


After twenty minutes, I peeked in the mirror again. My hairline had turned a neon coral that reminded me of undercooked salmon. But hope springs eternal, so I stepped in the shower, tipped my head back, and rinsed.


Streaks of bright red splashed the shower walls and glass door, running down my arms and legs. “It looks like a Stephen King movie in here!” I shrieked to no one in particular. I took comfort in seeing that the color flowing down the drain was a most definite red, not orange or pink. At last, my hair was fully rinsed clean (along with the walls and shower floor), and I stepped out and wrapped my head in a towel.


It was time for the Big Reveal. I stood before the mirror and pulled off the towel. As my hair fell to my shoulders, my mouth hit the floor. My hair was red. Really red. Not a rich auburn red, but more of a flaming stop-sign red. The irony of the whole situation hit me like an icy splash of water: I had wanted to look like a celebrity, and now I did. The only problem was that my look-alike celebrity happened to be Ronald McDonald, not Julia Roberts.


The straw that broke the camel’s back came later that afternoon when my kids got home from school. They piled in the door and filed right past me, dumping backpacks and shoes as they went. At last, my first grader walked in. He stopped two feet from my chair, looked around in confusion and said, “Where’s Mom?”


I burst into laughter and couldn’t stop for quite some time. There was nothing I could do but wait a few weeks and then recolor my hair back to its normal, boring shade. Until that happened, it took a rather insane amount of courage to go out in public. I’m proud to say I did it. And no one asked where the rest of my clown suit was.


And after a few weeks passed my hair color faded to a very attractive strawberry blonde, which I was happy to keep. As painful and embarrassing as this lesson was to learn, I figured it out eventually: I’m better off with a little less Julia Roberts and a lot more me.


~Debra Mayhew
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Saving Town Hall


Start by doing what is necessary, then what is possible, and suddenly you are doing the impossible.


~St. Francis of Assisi


One February evening in 2001, my husband Jimmy came home from work and said, “Our Board of Selectmen voted to demolish Ashland’s historic 1855 Town Hall and replace it with a brick imposter.” I’d never noticed the building in our downtown before, but Jimmy is an architect and he was concerned, so I asked for more details. “It’s a simple but elegant Greek Revival building with ornate details that disappear into the all-white color scheme,” he said.


That weekend, we drove over to Town Hall and walked around the two-story antique’s perimeter. He pointed out its classic but neglected gable, frieze, pilasters and windows. “See how the old windowpanes distort the reflected trees, clouds and sky, creating a wall of tiny, ever-changing abstract paintings?” he said. “It means they’re the original windows.”


His praise of the architecture triggered something in me, something almost motherly, something so fierce I could not stop it. I saw the building in an entirely new light and knew this defenseless beauty of yesteryear needed someone to save it from destruction. That someone, I decided, would be me.


The next week, I hurried down to a Historical Commission meeting where I asked for the committee’s plan to stop the demolition. The elderly members looked at each other with puzzlement. Then the chair said, “It’s not practical because of the large expense. You’d have to hoist it up on girders to shore up the foundation.” He continued, “We don’t have the resources for such a project.”


At first, I felt dejected, even silly for having such a crazy idea. But later I became emboldened, eager to push myself in ways I didn’t think possible. I was determined to save this building even if the Historical Commission wasn’t going to give me any help. Then, in what was to become the first of many firsts, I wrote a letter to the editor of the local paper decrying the demolition. I contacted another person who wrote a letter to the editor, and we formed a tiny group called “Save Ashland Town Hall.” That led to phone calls from other residents wanting to help. Every week, our group got a little bigger. As it turns out, a lot of residents wanted the building saved, but didn’t have any idea how to do so.


Neither did I. But I took on the challenge anyway, deciding I’d figure out what needed to be done along the way.


I went to my first Board of Selectmen meeting in the basement of Town Hall and asked the intimidating men sitting in front of me to save Town Hall. “No. We need a new, larger one,” they said. “Besides, it’s not even historic. It’s not like Abe Lincoln ever slept here.”


Their responses made me rethink the cultural norm of destroying something small, unique and handcrafted to build something large, generic and mass-produced, of disowning something that had local but not national value, of denying the historical significance and markers of everyday people.


The selectmen spoke of progress. But what exactly was my town progressing toward?


I spent my Wednesdays and Saturdays at the Historical Society going through microfiche and newspaper files, discovering my town’s rich history and how much of it had taken place within the hallowed rooms of our old Town Hall. The building had also served as a jail, a high school, a community center, a Cub Scout headquarters, a movie theater, and a ballroom. Ironically, I discovered that an Abe Lincoln had slept there one night, albeit a resident and not the one who was our sixteenth president.


I spoke at more Board of Selectmen meetings as a way to reach out to the residents watching the meeting on cable at home. “Men who fought in the Civil War — at Gettysburg, Spotsylvania and Fredericksburg — danced above us upstairs during Grand Army of the Rebellion balls,” I said. “If that isn’t historic, I don’t know what is.”


A small group of us held community meetings, hosted cable shows, gave speeches, enticed newspapers to do stories, distributed posters, spoke at town meetings and got the school-age kids involved. But, most importantly, we re-discovered a long shuttered, second-floor ballroom behind a locked door. I managed to get a town employee to let us in.


At the top of the aged oak stairs, I found a cavernous hall with seventeen-foot ceilings, an intact stage, a rosette in the ceiling and ornate plaster molding surrounding the edges — all in need of repair. It was hidden away from the modern world, a place where time stood still. Images of the room’s old-fashioned beauty spread like wildfire. People wanted to see it, to keep it, to have a say in the way their town looked, to celebrate the loveliness that already existed. The grassroots effort to save the building quadrupled in size.


During one of my daily walks around the neighborhood, a guy drove by and shouted, “Save Town Hall.” People stopped me all over town and said, “I saw you on cable. Thank you,” and “I wish I had the courage to stand up for something I believed in.”


But it wasn’t all municipal wine and roses. The folks who wanted to raze the building spread mistruths about the building’s historical and physical integrity. They said the second floor was likely to fall down. They said the building could not be rehabbed. They said it would never be on the National Register of Historic Places. And those unkind remarks spread to the folks trying to save it. My neighbor said they were saying terrible things about me, like “Who is this girl? She’s trying to sabotage the government.” Other folks in our group received calls saying, “You don’t know who you’re up against.”


The opposition proved formidable.


To counter any self-doubt, I trained myself to imagine the renovated, registered historic structure standing tall and proud in our town. I imagined children climbing the wide, antique staircase to gaze up at the intricate rosette. I imagined proud residents taking pictures out front and inside during the grand opening celebration.


Even my boss noticed a difference in me. He said, “You seem really alive, excited about life.” Honestly, the most surprised person in town during these months was me. Never before in my life had I given anything my “all.” I didn’t know I possessed such persistence.


In the end, my fellow citizens and I battled for Town Hall and won. The people of the town voted to issue a $4 million bond to renovate the building. I saw the project through by serving for three years on the renovation committee. Once finished, our Town Hall became a downtown jewel and the first building in Ashland to be placed on the National Register of Historic Places. The new Town Manager reported that citizens and vendors who visited the Town Hall proclaimed it “one of the prettiest in Massachusetts.”


As for me, I became a woman who stood up for what she believed in and saw it through. Since saving Town Hall, I’ve encouraged others to stand up for what they believe, to take that first step into the limelight, to challenge authority. And although I didn’t realize it at the time, by stepping up to save the Town Hall, I actually saved myself, too. I rediscovered the power within me that had been there all along.


~Giulietta Nardone
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Finding Mai


To forget one’s ancestors is to be a brook without a source, a tree without a root.


~Chinese Proverb


I don’t remember exactly when it happened, but I do remember exactly how I felt when it did.


I was about seven years old and a relative was driving me somewhere. Suddenly, a car pulled up next to us. The two boys in that car yelled two words at us that would change my life.


“F*cking gooks!” they called out, taunting us with their diabolical smiles.


At first, I didn’t understand what those words meant, and I certainly did not understand why the boys seemed to be so angry. With fervor, the boys continued the profanities.


I felt humiliated, ashamed. The blood rushed to my face as I began to understand that I was a “gook,” and that was a very bad thing. Eventually, they drove off, leaving me feeling completely insignificant.


Before this incident, I had a general feeling that I did not belong in the country in which I lived. Being a foreigner, I simply did not fit in. I was terribly different from the kids who attended my elementary school. I was often teased or misunderstood.


As I sat in the car, I put two and two together. I decided that those boys had delivered a message from the rest of the world, and I should be ashamed of who I was.


From that point on, I was.


I started to loathe being Vietnamese. I hated the weird sound of my name, Mai. I hated the sound of my native language. I hated how different my food was. I hated my greasy black hair, unflattering jaundiced skin, and narrow eyes that seemed to taunt me whenever I smiled.


During this time, I often accompanied my mother on trips to grocery stores. These stores frequently carried personalized items such as mugs with first names imprinted on them. Many times, I looked for a “Mai” mug. There were plenty of “Mary” mugs, but “Mai” mugs did not exist. Sometimes, children have a way of overly dramatizing events, and I was no exception. Whenever I failed to find a mug with my name on it, I assumed it meant that I wasn’t good enough, that I didn’t belong, adding further fuel to the fire already lit by those teenage boys.


Years passed. Although my general confidence grew, my sense of cultural identity did not. All my friends were Caucasian. I only spoke Vietnamese when absolutely necessary. Ninety-five percent of the food I ate was American, for good reason. Once, someone quipped that the bánh cuốn (rice noodle roll) I ate resembled a “translucent turd.” Being the outsider was so embarrassing that I overcompensated, trying to fit in even more. One man commented that I spoke like the quintessential “valley girl.” Mission accomplished!


In high school, I finally obtained U.S. citizenship. At long last, I had the chance to discard my birth name, Mai.


Prior to the citizenship ceremony, I had pondered many new names — the more American-sounding, the better. I entertained several candidates, finally selecting Kristen. Kristen just happened to be a popular, blond, blue-eyed cheerleader who ruled her high-school class, along with her prom-king, football-playing boyfriend. She was the epitome of everything I wanted to be.


With my new name, I could officially begin a new life, a new identity, a new me. I was ecstatic. I began to introduce myself as Kristen. Enthusiastically, I left the “old” Vietnamese me far behind, in favor of a new and “improved” American me — who would finally fit in. Surprisingly, something indiscernible lingered. Something felt strangely incomplete.


Soon after I gained U.S. citizenship, I met a new friend. She was lively, confident, and definitely Vietnamese. I remember the first time I heard her speak Vietnamese in the midst of American classmates. She spoke without an ounce of embarrassment, but rather with a sense of pride. I marveled at her. Over the next few months, we spent a significant amount of time together. I observed her closely, much like a student observes her teacher. She balanced both of her worlds comfortably, living in the present, but honoring her past. With each interaction, her sense of self-love rubbed off on me and nourished me like a salve to my parched skin.


With her help, I made other Vietnamese friends. While I already had many kind American friends, my Vietnamese friends provided me with a new sense of empathy. They understood the emotional complexities of being a refugee in a world that wasn’t always trying to understand exactly what it meant to be a refugee. They accepted me for everything I was and everything I wasn’t. Finally, I truly belonged to a community that made me feel completely understood.


My new friends took me on a journey where I was reminded of the beauty of my birthplace, as well as the tremendous resilience, strength, and perseverance of my people. I dined at Vietnamese restaurants and listened to Vietnamese music. I even started to speak Vietnamese again. Gradually, the sound of my native language became comforting. The taste of my native food became sumptuous. The sound of my native music became ethereal. The knowledge of my ancestors became fascinating. My eyes were re-opened to a mystical world I had left behind, years ago, sitting in that car.


I no longer felt like I had to fit inside someone else’s world. Finding mugs with “Mai” imprinted on them wasn’t important anymore because I finally knew I belonged. Being different was no longer a reason to be ashamed. Now, it was something to embrace.


Because I had legally changed my first name and all my official documents reflected it, everyone I met called me Kristen. Ironically, the new name I had waited so long for now sounded oddly unnatural.


One night, I met a teenage boy at a high school party. He introduced himself and asked me what my name was. Proudly, I said, “Mai.”


Years after I allowed two complete strangers and two vile words to redefine my sense of self-worth and identity, I had finally taken the power to love myself back into my own hands.


Today, I introduce myself as Mai. I am proud of who I am and what I am. Like many explorers, I uncovered a buried treasure I never expected to stumble upon. The person I had lost years ago was finally found. And I will make sure to never lose her again.


~Kristen Mai Pham
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How about Italian?


Our self-respect tracks our choices. Every time we act in harmony with our authentic self and our heart, we earn our respect. It is that simple. Every choice matters.


~Dan Coppersmith


“It’s our six-month anniversary,” Rich said. “Why don’t we go out tonight? Where would you like to eat?”


Immediately, I thought Italian food, but I said, “I don’t know. You choose.”


“Okay, we’ll have Mexican.”


Mexican again.


I waved from the window as he backed out of the driveway, and then collapsed into a chair and let the tears flow. Here I was, still a newlywed, but feeling completely alone.


I had willingly relocated to Cincinnati from the small town of Marshall, Michigan, after our wedding, but the adjustment had been more difficult than I’d imagined. I was terrified of getting lost in the huge city and equally afraid of the fast-moving, multi-lane traffic. But more importantly, I was afraid to share my thoughts and fears with my new husband.


My relationships with men had never been comfortable, but when I met Rich, I knew he was the man for me. I loved his quirky sense of humor, intelligence and strong faith. After only eight months of dating, we married.


I basked in his love — yet I felt as if I had to be on my best behavior, as if one wrong move on my part would ruin our relationship. I found it difficult to reveal my thoughts to him. As considerate as he was, when he arrived home from work, I expected to be scolded for something I had done or not done. I was afraid to express my opinion about the most insignificant things — even picking out a restaurant for dinner! I was behaving exactly like my mother.


Mom enjoyed spending time with her children when Dad wasn’t around. She’d play cards with us, tell stories about her childhood, and sing old songs with us. Sometimes, we’d try out new craft projects. But at five o’clock, we children fled to our rooms while my mother nervously tended to the meal she was preparing. Dad expected to eat at precisely 5:30.


We never knew what Dad’s mood would be when he came home. Occasionally, he seemed light-hearted, but usually he walked through the house yelling about something. We couldn’t predict what would set him off.


When I was fifteen, I found someone in whom I could confide all my hopes and fears; my friend Patty. I had relied on her ever since. She was the one I cried to now.


Patty finally suggested, “You’re depressed because you’re not being yourself with Rich. Why aren’t you telling him how you feel instead of telling me?”


“I can’t do that.”


“What’s the worst thing that could happen?”


“He would be disappointed in me. Or he might get mad.”


“Would he leave you? Would he beat you? Would he murder you?”


“Of course not,” I laughed.


“Would you be any worse off than you are now, sitting around crying?”


I wasn’t sure. I had to think about that — and pray. Rich wasn’t anything like my father, yet I desperately feared his disapproval. The idea of sharing my inner thoughts with him terrified me.


Still, I didn’t want the kind of marriage my parents had. Mom tiptoed around Dad to avoid his anger, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t make him happy. He scolded her when she was too playful, and he criticized her when she was too quiet.


One time, he came home early. Mom was demonstrating a gymnastics trick with a glass of water balanced on her forehead. The door swung open, surprising us and causing Mom to spill the water. “What’s this foolishness?” Dad demanded.


“I… I was showing the kids something I learned to do in high school,” Mom stammered.


“When are you going to grow up? You act like one of the kids.” She didn’t respond, but was quiet the rest of the day. Later, Dad berated her. “What’s the matter with you? Quit moping around.” She couldn’t win.


And there I was, following in Mom’s footsteps, tiptoeing around Rich, mentally rehearsing everything I said to him, even jumping up when he arrived home so he wouldn’t catch me watching TV or doing something equally frivolous. I thought, I can’t win in this relationship if I’m afraid to be myself. I will end up just like Mom. I had to make a choice — spend the rest of my life being lonely and miserable, or face my fears in hopes of developing the kind of relationship I longed for.


I decided I had to share my thoughts and feelings with Rich no matter how difficult, and I had to begin that night before I lost my resolve. Voice quavering, I asked, “Couldn’t we go for Italian food to celebrate our anniversary?”


“I thought you wanted Mexican.”


“No, I really want Italian.”


“Okay, Italian it is.”


As we pulled out into heavy traffic, I took a deep breath and forced myself to say, “I hate to admit this, but this city intimidates me.”


“I didn’t realize that.”


“I’m afraid to leave the house on my own, afraid of getting lost… and being stuck in the house is making me depressed.”


“Oh, baby, I didn’t know. I can help you figure out how to get around.” He put his hand over mine and squeezed.


And as simply as that, I began sharing my feelings with Rich. When he didn’t scoff at my fears, I began to disclose more. Little by little over the next months, it became easier to be open with him. I shared things with him that I had only told Patty. Eventually, I was even able to talk to him about how hard it was to talk to him!


The change didn’t happen overnight, of course. Responding in a new way took effort and practice. I’d take a step forward and then would find myself slipping back into old patterns, which caused me to feel depressed again. But I had learned the warning signs. Whenever I started withdrawing, I reminded myself of the kind of marriage I wanted. I realized that a marriage in which I couldn’t be myself wasn’t really a marriage at all.


One afternoon, Rich found me curled up on the couch engrossed in a novel. I hadn’t started supper, but I didn’t jump up at his arrival. Instead, I simply smiled and said, “I’m on the last chapter — it’s too exciting to put down. I’ll be finished in fifteen minutes.”


These days, Rich and I share laughter, tears, and even opinions. Learning to ask for what I want and to share my innermost feelings not only gave me the marriage of my dreams, but made me a more confident person. And in the process, I found a new best friend.


~Diana L. Walters
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A Storyteller Is Born


Inside each of us is a natural-born storyteller, waiting to be released.


~Robin Moore


One hundred pairs of eyes are fixed on me as I stand on stage performing a humorous story. Waves of laughter from the audience wash over me. I am halfway through when the story pictures in my head that roll out the plot suddenly stop. My mental screen is devastatingly void of content. Empty!


Fear rises from my gut. I have seen other beginner storytellers succumb to that fear and leave the stage humiliated and defeated. I am, for the first time in my very short career, experiencing the dreaded nightmare of “The Blank-Out,” the bane of all actors who perform live and without notes.


Looking away from the audience, I take a deep breath and let the silence settle into my bones. Then, like magic, the rest of my story suddenly reappears. I smile triumphantly and pick up where I left off. An almost imperceptible breeze flows over my face as one hundred people heave a great, collective sigh of relief. Their storyteller is back on track!


The spinning wheel of my story begins again. My yarn stretches out and winds around every person, pulling them together into a unity of delight. The room once more rings out with laughter, a sound that is music to my ears.


***


My story really began in October 2015. My husband and I had retired and moved to the scenic, seaside city of Nanaimo on Vancouver Island, where I was looking forward to quiet, creative activities like writing and painting. Prior to this, I had led a fairly sheltered life and was quite shy. In every social occasion, my outgoing husband took the lead, striking up conversations with strangers.


We heard about an upcoming storytelling event and decided to attend. As the storytellers on stage wove their magic, the audience laughed and wept and sang. Like everyone else, I fell under their spell. Somewhere in the middle of the third story, a brilliant rocket of excitement exploded inside me. I had an epiphany. “I love stories! These are my kind of people! I want to be a storyteller!”


No matter that storytelling necessitated getting up on a stage under bright lights and addressing strangers. Storytelling also required using a microphone and tons of memorization. Let’s not forget self-confidence and the ability to act that were also needed! Where was I going to get the talent, memory, and courage needed to become a storyteller?


Next to dying, public speaking was my greatest fear. I must be out of my mind! I thought to myself. My memory isn’t that great. What if I get up there and forget my story? I don’t want to fail! But negative self-talk had no effect on me. I had never felt so alive before that moment.


So when they announced there would be a storytelling workshop in a few months, I registered and persuaded my husband to sign up as well. I needed his support, as I was too shy to enter a roomful of strangers by myself.


I also signed up to tell a story on stage a month after the workshop because I wanted to push myself to jump into this new world before I lost my nerve.


The main reason motivating me to do this utterly out-of-character, crazy thing was that I was sixty-six years old, and already my memory was starting to slip. My late mother had dementia, and I had read that one of the ways to help prevent memory loss was to keep the brain active by learning new things.


I detested memorization, but the opportunity to give the gift of laughter or touch people’s hearts with heartwarming stories meant more to me than the pain of self discipline it would require to become a storyteller. All I had to do was grab myself by the neck and march forward through my wall of fears.


The first night I was scheduled to go on stage, I felt like I was being led to the guillotine. My stomach was churning, my hands were icy cold, and my knees trembled as I walked down the steps to our car. Nothing improved once I was in the hall. I had imprinted my twenty-minute story into my memory through a month of hard, focused studying. Once on stage, I fell easily into my story, describing the scenes without stumbling or faltering. I finished to a thundering wall of applause, and later hearty congratulations from the other storytellers and several audience members. A thrill of exhilaration (and relief) blasted through me. I was hooked!


And so my adventure began. I started to tell stories every month, sometimes on stage and sometimes in my living room. With my newly found self-confidence, I started a story circle for beginners, and we shared stories and the learning process together.


Eventually, I even made friends with the microphone, an object that terrified me in the beginning. Within a few months of beginning to tell stories, my memory started to improve noticeably. It was remarkable.


Strangers began coming up to me in the street, telling me how much they enjoyed my storytelling. At first, I was shocked that anybody would remember me and I was shy about accepting their praise. Recognition was not common in my life before this. My self-esteem began to rise, and I became more comfortable talking with new people.


Overcoming my fears made me stronger and gave me a lusty appetite for trying even more new, fun activities. I started playing the ukulele and even tried Zumba exercise classes. I joined three choirs and took up pickleball, badminton, carpet bowling and kayaking.


Everywhere I went, people were friendly and welcoming. Over time, my shyness just faded away. To my happy surprise, I found that I was good at each new thing I tried, and my self-confidence continued to grow.


Today, I am a different woman from the timid one who moved to this city two years ago.


All these wonderful changes in my life came about when I listened to my heart and ploughed through my fears. And the Blank-Out? I learned it happens to all storytellers once in a while, even the professionals, so I’m taking my blank-out in stride and won’t worry if it happens again.


I’m already looking forward with excitement to my next new pursuit, which starts up in a few weeks. Bollywood dancing anyone?


~Christine Clarke-Johnsen
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Lord, Make Me a Babe


An empty lantern provides no light. Self-care is the fuel that allows your light to shine brightly.


~Author Unknown


I recently found out that my soon-to-be-ex-husband is dating someone. He and I were sitting outside of our son’s classroom door at the middle school, waiting for our parent–teacher conference. At school events where parents are present, it’s easy to spot the divorced parents. They look kind of stiff and surly. Generally, they are not talking to each other. They can be spotted at soccer games, too. One doesn’t need a graduate degree in psychotherapy, which I happen to have, to figure out which couples are together now only by the necessity of parenthood.


Down the school hallway, a lady I did not recognize flounced by. “Hii-yii,” she sang out in a lilting, singsong voice. She was not talking to me. The soon-to-be-ex turned beet red. Like a character straight out of a time-machine movie, I instantly morphed into a high school junior.


Harry’s teacher came to the door and invited us in. Thankfully, I morphed back into my middle-aged-parent self. The focus shifted to Harry, our adolescent, soon-to-be-from-a-broken-home son. I survived the conference and walked to my car alone afterward.


As soon as I got home, I picked up the phone and called the soon-to-be-ex. “Are you dating?” I asked.


“Howdja know?” He never did know when to lie.


I don’t know why, but it hit me like a kick in the stomach. Truly, this was the end to an eighteen-year marriage, where no one on the face of the earth could have tried harder than I did to save it. Several years earlier, my girlfriends had an intervention with me. “Linda,” they said at a lunch meeting, “you’re in an emotionally abusive marriage.”


“I know,” I said, “but it’s still better than the alternative.” The alternative is what I am now facing: the Big D. I still can’t bring myself to say it.


So, there is no use crying over spilt milk or going into the maudlin details. Like the flaming co-dependent that I am, I tried to move heaven and earth to save my marriage. In fact, to borrow a phrase from a twelve-step program, I used to refer to it as rearranging the chairs on the deck of the Titanic. With icebergs rearing their ugly heads in the distance, I did everything I could and more.


And now, I am facing the D-word. He filed. Not only that, but now the other D-word is being thrown out there. He is dating someone. After eighteen years, he is not dating me.


So, if I explain that I woke up one morning several days ago with butt-kicking depression, one would understand why. This depression was like moving slowly underwater with a boulder on my back. I wanted to break into tears at the drop of a hat. I rehearsed calling a psychiatrist friend and telling her that it was time to sign me up for antidepressants. Through some serious hard times, I have resisted that option.


Friday morning, I trudged off to work. Keeping cash flow was a necessity at my stage of life. I sat down in my office. My client came in. I noticed a change from her previous appearance. She looked terrific! Her hair was natural and pulled back, instead of heavy and long. Her eyes looked wide open. This woman really knew how to put on make-up. Instead of winter brown and black, she was wearing pink and white with matching pink socks. She was getting enough sleep, and it showed in her complexion.


I marveled at the difference in her, especially the make-up. Then it hit me like a voice from God, like a bolt of lightning, like a revelation from above in a low, thunderous voice: “Linda, you can do this, too.”


“What, God?” I asked the voice in my head, meanwhile listening empathetically to my client. (Only really experienced psychotherapists can listen to God and their clients at the same time.)


“You can do this, too.” It was God’s voice again.


Finally, the revelation came through loud and clear: “You can become a babe.”


“A babe,” I gasped internally. “But, Lord, what about the flab under my arms and my thighs?” No use arguing with God. The revelation was unequivocal. The still, small voice had delivered the message loud and clear. My calling, at this juncture, was to become a babe — a fifty-six-year-old babe.


Who am I to argue with God? My course is set. Whatever it takes — a trainer-diet-make-up consultant. I know what I’ve got to do.


My final court date is several months away, and what sweeter justice than to show up in divorce court having morphed into a veritable babe. Not for him, but for me, and for my girlfriends who will be cheering me on every inch of the way.


So, I’m on my way to Babedom. And you know what else? My depression mysteriously evaporated. Poof. Like the parting of the Red Sea. I am a woman with a mission.


Whenever I begin to mourn the past or even ponder the thought of my soon-to-be-ex with someone else, I say this little prayer, “Lord, make me a babe.”


It’s working. I’m looking better already.


~Linda Hoff Irvin
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Fear of Rejection


Everything you want is on the other side of fear.


~Jack Canfield


One fine Sunday morning, I sat in front of the television with my coffee and turned on Oprah’s “SuperSoul Sunday.” On the screen, I saw a radiant woman talking to Oprah. I learned that she was Arianna Huffington, who had written a new book called Thrive. I connected with her story of overworking and trying so hard to live a successful life. Okay, maybe my life wasn’t just like Arianna’s, but I was also a woman who worked two jobs, a single mom, a writer, and a person who felt drained, emotionally exhausted and broken inside. I was on the verge of a breakdown.


Honestly speaking, I had no clue who Arianna Huffington was. I had read numerous articles on the Huffington Post website, but was never curious enough to research where that name came from.


I watched the show and cried all the way through it. I felt like God or some kind of higher power was talking to me. He was telling me to stop and thrive. I wasn’t alone; many women like me had gotten up and changed their lives, and so could I.


I was so inspired that I went on Arianna’s website to buy her book and found out about the California Women’s Conference. The ticket was expensive, but I needed to feed my soul and, ironically, it was to be held on my forty-fourth birthday. If I bought the ticket, it would mean no Starbucks morning coffee for about two weeks and four extra hours of tutoring work, but I decided to just do it!
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