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Introduction


This new Chicken Soup for the Soul collection started years ago, when we realized that so many of our writers were telling stories about how one piece of advice changed their lives. I was fascinated by the concept — that a few words, sometimes even from a stranger — could change everything. So, we asked the public to send us stories about the one piece of advice that reoriented them, solved a problem, or changed the trajectory of their lives.


As I was heading off to the Seattle airport today to fly to Burbank I knew that I would be writing this introduction on the plane. But I didn’t expect that our Uber driver, Shad, would be such an inspiration and so relevant! When Shad heard that I was part of the Chicken Soup for the Soul team, he was thrilled, as he is a big fan of our books. And then he handed me a journal that he kept in his car. For years, Shad has been asking his riders to share their best advice. He’s collected 3,500 handwritten entries so far.


As of this writing, I am on a publicity tour for our August book, Chicken Soup for the Soul: The Power of Yes!, I quickly scrawled, “The best advice I have for you is to use the power of yes to make a policy of saying yes to new things — every day — even if they scare you.” I read it to Shad, and then he said, “What about saying no?” So I assured him that we believe in the power of “no” as well, and I added, “And use the power of no to eliminate the things that don’t add value to your life.”


I do have my own story about a piece of advice that changed my life, and you’ll read it in this collection. It’s story 27, and it’s about a few words that were such an eye-opener to me that I still think about them every time I feel overwhelmed by the amount of work I have to do. They have been a critical part of my success as a multitasking writer, executive, parent, spouse and grown daughter.


You’ll also read great advice in these pages about living life to the fullest, achieving success in your career or vocation, keeping your marriage fresh, and raising happy, healthy children. We also have plenty of stories containing great advice for making yourself happier and healthier, and for pursuing your passions and dreams. And if you take some missteps along the way we also have stories for that, with a chapter on how to turn failure into fabulous.


We’ve all been talking about these stories in our office, as all of us have been picking up new tips for our own lives. We are privileged to have jobs that let us sit in the front row for all the great advice that streams in from our writers. We are better for it — happier, healthier, more grounded and grateful for what we have, less anxious, and certainly having more fun. Because these stories are not just full of advice, they are great entertainment, too! We loved putting this collection together for you, and we look forward to hearing how the wise words in these pages improve your lives. Let me know what they do for you by sending an e-mail to amy@chickensoupforthesoul.com.


— Amy Newmark —


September 4, 2018
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How Sweet It Is


There is no better way to bring people together than with desserts.


~Gail Simmons


The sign said “Going Out of Business Sale” and it drew me into a gravel parking lot streaked with overgrown grass. The dilapidated building and I had a lot in common. I was divorced; some of my children were acting out, one so severely he was in a delinquents’ home. I felt like I was failing as a mother. The master’s degree it took me eight years to earn had priced me out of the freelance market, and the senior housing project I’d been working for sold out, so I was jobless.


Something beckoned me inside. I strolled the picked-over aisles of the once-quaint gift shop. The rear wall was lined with plaques. One of them made me laugh out loud: Life is uncertain. Eat dessert first.


Seven months passed after that. The fifty résumés I sent out yielded two interviews and no job offers. My savings account was dwindling. I couldn’t afford to eat out, but occasionally a friend or relative would treat me. I remembered the advice on that plaque and I always ordered dessert before — or instead of — dinner!


I got my family and friends to join me in eating dessert first. One time, my sister and I ordered an amazing chocolate creation. It was about ten inches tall, and elaborately decorated like a lighthouse, with a white chocolate beacon. It was scrumptious. Chris and I still talk about the buzz in the restaurant when we ate it first.


Another time, a friend and I drove from Milwaukee to a writing conference in Toledo, and then drove up to Detroit to visit Chris. She and her husband Mike took us out for my birthday. On the way into the restaurant, we passed the dessert cart. In its center was a three-inch chocolate rose, festooned with carved petals. “I’ll have that,” I told the hostess who seated us.


“That’s not for sale; it’s just decoration,” she said.


Mike excused himself. Shortly after he came back, a waiter arrived with that rose on a fancy dessert plate, garnished with raspberry sauce.


“Mike!” I exclaimed. “That must have cost a fortune!”


“You don’t want to know,” he said.


I don’t share well with others when it comes to chocolate. But that night, I offered to share my rose with Mike.


Finally, serendipity led me to a new career in the cosmetics industry. I was able to finance two of my sons’ weddings. I was meeting great people and having fun. I replenished my savings account. And I could afford to buy myself those dinners — still ordering dessert first.


I made a new friend, Audrey. Neither of us noticed the fifteen-year difference in our ages and we became fast friends. We started having lunch together every Monday.


The wait staff laughed when we ordered dessert first, and then applauded our decision. We became regulars and went through the entire dessert menu, each ordering something different so we could share. We asked waitresses to cut each serving as equally as possible so we wouldn’t “squabble” about who got the larger piece. We laughed a lot. We never ran out of things to talk about. Audrey was a fount of wisdom, and I shared my faith with her.


As time went on, Audrey’s appetite waned. We shared one dessert instead of two. She took most of her lunch home for her husband. But we spent the same amount of time chatting. Waiters and waitresses from all across the restaurant came over to our table. “We knew you were here,” they’d say. “We could hear you laughing.”


As Audrey’s health deteriorated, it became more difficult for her to get around. Nevertheless, we clung to our Monday lunches, with dessert first, until a few weeks before she died. I miss her. I miss our bonding over apple turnovers, hot lava cake or key lime pie.


I resolved not to let the dessert-first tradition die. One of my adult granddaughters and I get together for dinner several times a month, and we always have dessert first. We’ve gone through the dessert menu at one restaurant and have moved on to another. We talk and laugh and share the little details of our lives. I listen between the words for things she’s not saying, and I ask God’s guidance for how to respond to her needs without meddling.




Eating dessert first is about spontaneity and not taking ourselves too seriously.





For my birthday this year, Shauna made me a plaque: “Life is short; eat dessert first.” It dominates my “grandma wall.” We both know the message is not really about eating sweets; eating dessert first is about connecting with those we love, listening with our hearts, and sharing the things we’ve learned. Eating dessert first is about spontaneity and not taking ourselves too seriously. It’s about embracing change and living in the moment. And in those moments, in spite of their uncertainty or brevity, we glimpse how sweet life is.


— Diane C. Perrone —
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One Brave Thing


The biggest rewards in life are found outside your comfort zone. Live with it. Fear and risk are prerequisites if you want to enjoy a life of success and adventure.


~Jack Canfield


After separating from my husband in 2004, I descended into a dark hole of depression. I was living in the little box my husband’s words and actions had built around me. I was not a brave soul, and at that point in my life I had no idea what was to come. Even though my second book had just been accepted for publication, I was stuck. I didn’t know how to move forward with my life.


A good friend who had helped me grow strong enough to leave my husband took me out to lunch one day. After we placed our orders, she folded her hands together on the table and leaned in as if about to impart a tremendous secret.


“You’re stuck,” she said.


I blinked and nodded as tears began to fill my eyes. “Stuck and scared and not sure how to fix myself enough to get unstuck.”


My friend smiled and nodded. “Been there, done that, burned the T-shirt. You need to do one brave thing.”


For some reason, whenever the word “need” comes out of someone’s mouth in relation to my life, I immediately start thinking of reasons why I can’t do whatever the “You need to…” is.


Even as I began to shake my head, my friend leaned closer. “Stop. Right now. Just hear me out, okay?”


I nodded and leaned in, too.


“One brave thing a day. That’s all you have to do. Just one small thing every day, and you’ll be able to change your world forever.”


As I sat and contemplated her words, she took a sip of her iced tea.


After nearly a minute, I asked, “But what is the one brave thing I should be doing?”


She smiled in a way that made me think of Yoda. “Whatever it is you’re not doing now because you’re afraid. You could make that phone call to the coffee shop asking to do a book signing, call the library and set up an appearance, submit another book, or just go next door and introduce yourself to the neighbors. All it takes is a minute of courage to start and then a deep breath to follow through. Just one thing. One brave thing. Every day. Think you can do that?”


At that moment, the waitress arrived with our lunches, so I had a minute to process.




“One brave thing a day. That’s all you have to do.”





One thing.


Just one thing.


That shouldn’t be too hard, I thought. And I had hundreds of things to choose from. My want-need-should list filled a dozen pages in a notebook I kept on my desk. I’d started the lists ages ago, and pulled out the notebook every couple of months to add to the lists or reprioritize the numerous entries. Rarely did I actually cross something off the list.


As I mixed my Cobb salad together and assured the waitress that everything looked fine, I gave serious thought to my never-ending to-do list.


One brave thing a day.


“I like it,” I said finally. “And I think I can do it.”


My friend smiled. “You might surprise yourself. Now, can you commit to me here and now that you will do one brave thing every day for the next month?”


A month? Thirty brave things. All at once the fear that had been my constant companion for most of my life kicked in once more. “I don’t know,” I stammered.


Her smile widened as compassion and understanding shined from her like a porch light in the night, somehow dispelling my trepidation. “Okay, how about doing it for just a week? And really, all you have to do is one brave thing a day. Don’t look at the whole week ahead; just look at today. All I ask is that you try for the next seven days to do one thing every day that takes you out of your comfort zone. Some of them may work; some may not. All I ask is that you try. Then, once you’ve done that one thing, I want you to call me and tell me what you did and how it turned out.”


A week sounded more reasonable. And like she said, all I had to think about was today.


“Okay, I’ll do it,” I said, feeling happier already.


“Good,” my friend said with a grin and nod of approval.


After she dropped me off at my apartment that afternoon, I pulled out my book of lists. Flipping through the pages, I found myself growing overwhelmed. I closed the book again, laid both hands on it and said aloud, “Help me, angels. I need to do just one brave thing. What should it be? One thing. Just one thing.”


Immediately, the words “book signing” came to mind. The one thing I had been dreading most was putting myself out there as an author. Not giving myself time to think too much about what I was doing, I flipped to the page of possible book-signing locations. The list was complete with phone numbers. I grabbed my cell phone and dialed the local library.


Five minutes later, I hung up. My smile could not be contained. I had a date to speak to the library’s teen reading group about my young-adult novel and my life as a writer.


I felt so excited about knocking that out of the park that I made three more calls and booked two more signing dates. Then I called my friend and thanked her.


Even now, thirteen years later, when I find myself stuck, I remind myself of what I now refer to as OBTAD. One. Brave. Thing. A. Day.


— Susan Walker —
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Put Enough Paint on the Brush


Your work is to discover your work and then with all your heart to give yourself to it.


~Buddha


My grandfather was a house painter. No one could paint a wall like Grandpa. Consequently, he was always in demand. In his lifetime, he must have painted hundreds of houses inside and out. It wasn’t hard to tell that he loved his work as well as his life. He was a happy, outgoing man who made friends easily.


Once, while in college, I helped Grandpa paint a house. While working inside, I noticed how skilled he was at giving a wall a quality coat of paint so quickly. As a matter of fact, he could carry on a conversation with the homeowner, laughing all the time, while painting three walls to my one.


At one point, he stopped to watch me. He noticed how I took my time dipping the brush in the paint bucket and how I carefully wiped off both sides of the brush as I pulled it out so as not to waste any paint. Then I spread the thin coat of paint on the wall without spilling a drop. It was a slow, tedious process, but I dared not laugh or “kid around” for fear of making a mess.


Finally, he gave me some advice. “Here, watch this,” he said, as he took the brush from my hand and dipped it into the bucket. He pulled it out heaping with paint. “See, this is how you do it. Don’t worry about spills and messes. They can always be cleaned up. Treat a wall the way you treat people. Be generous. Have fun. Always put enough paint on the brush.”


With that, he turned and applied a thick coat of paint on the wall while resuming his conversation with the homeowner. Yes, he did spill a few drops, but I noticed how much better his wall looked than mine. I also noticed how much fun he was having.


I’ll always remember the lesson my grandfather taught me that day.


Life is not always perfect. Some days, we spill very few drops; some days, we spill a lot. The only thing that really matters is what the wall looks like when we are done (and how much fun we had painting it). “Put enough paint on the brush!”


— Tom Krause —
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What Would You Do If You Weren’t Afraid?


Your life does not get better by chance. It gets better by change.


~Jim Rohn


Most of my life, I let fear stop me from doing the things I wanted to do. I was always stopped by the “what ifs.” I don’t know how I managed to scratch my way out of a bad marriage. Blind determination, I suppose, driven by a desire to just get out.


My two best friends were always there for me through it all, each supporting me in different ways. One of them was my “girls’ night out” gal, and we would go out for dinner and cocktails every other Friday night.


One night, we were trying a new restaurant. As we chatted, my friend leaned in to me and whispered, “The bartender keeps staring at you.” I very discreetly looked over at the bar, and I practically fell out of my chair. The bartender was the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen! “We have to have a drink at the bar,” I said. I was surprised these words came out of my mouth, as it was unusual for me to be so bold.


We proceeded to the bar, and the exchange of energy between the bartender and me was undeniable. He was so good-looking and emitted such good energy that I felt as though he was out of my league. Quite honestly, I didn’t think I’d see him again, so when he messaged me a day later, I was floored. Throughout that week, he and I messaged back and forth. He invited me to come down while he was working, and said he’d buy me a drink. But then, the communication just dropped off. I assumed he had lost interest, but that invitation still gnawed at me.


That weekend, my other best friend, who never gets a chance to go out, made a once-in-a-blue-moon plan to meet me for drinks. I told her I really wanted to go back to where that bartender worked. Just as I was about to leave my house, she texted me. A snag had come up, and she wasn’t sure she’d get there.


I really wanted to go to the restaurant, but by myself? My internal thoughts were not helpful. What if she never shows? I can’t walk into a bar alone. I’m afraid to do it. I don’t even know if he’s interested. I’ll look like a fool. I sat there paralyzed with fear, swaying radically between taking off my make-up and going to bed or standing up and getting in the car. I started scrolling through pictures on my phone, mostly screenshots of social-media memes I had saved for one reason or another. Then I landed on the meme that would change my life forever. It said, “What would you do if you weren’t afraid?”


It was a simple question really, but extremely profound. If I eliminate all my fears from the situation, I asked myself, what will I do? The answer was exactly what I did. I got in the car and drove straight to the restaurant. I cast fear aside and did exactly what I wanted to do, despite the negative possibilities.


The result? He and I have been together for two years and share a wonderful home together. His love is beyond anything I could have dreamed of.




If I hadn’t cast fear aside that night, I would have missed out on the love of my life.





If I hadn’t cast fear aside that night, I would have missed out on the love of my life. So now, when opportunities arise and I’m apprehensive or don’t know quite what to do, I ask myself that one question: “What would you do if you weren’t afraid?” Whatever the outcome, at least I can say I didn’t let fear hold me back.


— Sarafina Drake —
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Remember Who You Are


Always be a first rate version of yourself and not a second rate version of someone else.


~Judy Garland


My husband Ben and I watched as our daughter Jennifer pulled on her coat and headed out the door on a Saturday night. At sixteen, she was dating, and this was a movie night with a group of boys and girls.


As she reached for the knob, Ben called out, “Remember who you are!”


Jennifer grinned and nodded. Those words were like a warm cape she tossed onto her shoulders as she shut the door behind her.


To Jennifer, the phrase “Remember who you are” meant that she was a good person, a nice girl. She knew that every time she left the house, she represented her family to the world. Her behavior reflected on all of us. Jennifer wanted to make sure she told our family’s story with her actions and words.


To me, it meant, “Remember that we love you. Remember that no matter what you do in life, our love is all encompassing. We will be there for you, through thick and thin. And remember you were chosen by a wonderful man to be a part of his life, and to carry on his legacy of kindness, goodness and dignity.”


I was a single mom when I met Ben. I found his Southern humor and down-home phrases attractive. A bachelor in his mid-thirties, he often told me he was “a hard dog to keep under the porch.” We started out as friends, but deeper feelings developed.


When Ben first asked me out on a date, I assumed it would be nothing more than a few hours of fun, not the beginning of a courtship. He thought I was a nice person, although I had experienced many difficulties in life and made plenty of mistakes. And he found Jennifer to be “most charming,” as he would say.


We dated for a short while, and then he dropped off the radar. I was more than a little hurt. As quickly as he had stepped into our lives, he stepped out again. Jennifer often asked about him. She was only eleven, and I wanted to protect her from the ache that comes when romance falters and sputters out, so I did my best to hide my disappointment.


Much to my surprise, Ben called one evening several weeks later. He wanted to see us again. I reminded him that he had walked away abruptly before, and I wondered what had sparked his interest now. There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then Ben spoke.


“I knew when we met that you and Jennifer were a package deal,” he began. “This would have to be a serious relationship right from the start because a child was involved. I needed to take time, think about everything, and decide if I was willing to be a part of your life and Jennifer’s. I know now that this is what I want.”


When Ben was a child, his grandmother often told him, “Remember who you are.” This was a family motto, teaching Ben what it meant to be a person who could hold his head up in any storm, show respect and consideration for everyone, and not make promises he couldn’t keep.


Ben remembered. And he stepped forward and made a promise to Jennifer and me that he planned to keep forever.


We married in a small church in Oregon. Ben was nervous that day. So was I. We were both well aware of the tremendous responsibility we were taking on. Jennifer was beaming with the innocent optimism of youth. She looked at me and grinned.


“Ben’s the kind of dad you see on television,” she said, which to her was the highest honor.


Together, we raised Jennifer. Ben was often astounded by the spats Jen and I had as we weathered the storms of junior high and high school. He said we sounded like “two Poodles barking.” Then we would all laugh. Ben always brought harmony and peace. His was the voice of reason.


He never raised his voice to Jennifer, nor punished her for transgressions. When she flubbed some opportunities in college, I was angry and hurt, wanting to pull her out of school because college was not something to be taken lightly. But Ben was more understanding.


“My parents gave me chances,” he said, “and we should do the same for Jennifer. I believe in her.”


Through his gentle guidance and loving care, Jennifer finished college and earned a master’s degree. She now enjoys a career in teaching and is a preschool director.


Throughout those years, Ben often smiled and reminded her, “Remember who you are.” That phrase often caused good-natured eye rolling and laughter, but underneath it all was a declaration of love and respect, the foundation of our little family.


Ben was there for her wedding, there when our grandson Ronan was born, there to help decorate the nursery and take Jennifer and the baby to doctor check-ups.


But one day, a swift and cruel lesion in his brain sent him to the sidelines. The doctors gave him a year to live. We spent endless days at the hospital for surgery, radiation, chemotherapy, blood tests, and check-ups. No matter what the doctors tried, the cancer grew.


That last Christmas, Ben cradled Ronan gently in his arms. His disease now confined him to a wheelchair, and wide, angry scars tracked across his skull. The cancer was growing in the part of his brain that regulated speech. Ben could only say a few words, and sometimes they were garbled. But that Christmas Day, he laughed out loud when Jen looked at her baby son and said, “Remember who you are, Ronan.” Ben knew his advice would carry on.


Somewhere in this vast universe, on the February day Ben took his final breath, I like to think he was ushered into heaven by a voice that said, “Ah, Ben. Welcome. I see you always remembered who you are.”


— Sharon Frame Gay —
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Walk Quietly


Look at a tree, a flower, a plant. Let your awareness rest upon it. How still they are, how deeply rooted in Being. Allow nature to teach you stillness.


~Eckhart Tolle, Stillness Speaks


On my third day of walking the Via de la Plata Camino de Santiago (a 1,000-kilometer — 625-mile — walking pilgrimage in Spain), I faced one of the greatest challenges of my life: an incredibly steep hill after a very long day of walking. Even months of preparation, which included walking hundreds of miles in and around the Las Vegas desert where I live, hadn’t prepared me for the humidity of southern Spain. Before I realized what was happening, I got blisters on my feet, irritated by my damp wool socks. By the third day, the blisters had burst and each step produced horrible pain. I think the correct term for what happened is that my feet were “shredded.”


So, here I was, facing the steepest climb I’d ever seen, and each step was so painful that I could barely move. I didn’t think I could make it up the hill, and I didn’t know what to do. The alternative was to walk back the way I’d come through the massive national park and then walk the level road into the next town — a 25-kilometer journey I knew I’d never get through.


Standing there, scared and desperate, I wondered why I had come on this seven-week walk. I’d been dreaming about the Camino de Santiago ever since I’d read Shirley MacLaine’s book, Out on a Limb. Years later, I watched the Emilio Estevez movie, The Way, about the Camino, and that encouraged me to go ahead with this journey. I planned, chose a route, and tried out different hiking clothes, sleeping bags, and backpacks. I walked four to ten miles every day for about six months — on tracks and through the hills and mountains surrounding Las Vegas. I read books and guides, and arranged my schedule to allow for nearly two months away from everything to have this experience of a lifetime. And now, on Day 3, I felt like a failure. How could I make it to the final destination — the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela — if I couldn’t get up this hill?


I took another few steps and stopped, panting through the pain. A few more steps, and more panting. Somehow, I held back the tears. Then, seemingly from nowhere, along came a fellow pilgrim I’d met the night before at the hostel. He smiled warmly when he saw me.


Jon, a retired accountant from Switzerland, was walking his twelfth Camino. He said “hello,” asked how I was, and then listened to my fears. He was silent for a long moment and then said only two words: “Walk quietly.” He smiled kindly again and then walked quickly up the steep hill and disappeared into the trees.


For the briefest of moments, I wondered if he’d actually been there in front of me or if I’d hallucinated the encounter because of the pain.


I took another two steps up the hill, and pain shot through me. I panted and tried to catch my breath. “Walk quietly” rang in my ears. Walk quietly. I allowed my breathing to return to normal. I prayed silently for help and strength, and Jon’s words echoed in my head.


Part of my spiritual practice is a few minutes each day of quiet-mind meditation. So I breathed deeply and quieted my mind. I took a few more steps. Again, my breathing was labored, so I waited and quieted my mind. I realized that “walk quietly” meant without labored, noisy breathing. I took another step. It meant to walk without chastisement of myself in my own head. I took another step. This wasn’t a race, but a long journey. Long journeys happen one step at a time. I took another step. If I walked quietly, I could hear the birds in the trees while I waited to regain my breath. I took another step. I could hear the negative thoughts pushing into my head. Once heard, I could release and quiet them. I took another step. I could hear the buzzing of the bees in the fields of wildflowers I’d passed through that spring day. I took another step.


I arrived at the summit, sat on a big rock on the belvedere, and drank most of my bottle of water. There, spread out before me as far as I could see, was the glorious vista of the massive national park with countless green trees and acres and acres of meadows where purple and white spring flowers swayed in the breeze. Somehow, I’d done it. My chest didn’t fill with pride at my accomplishment; instead, I felt humbled as “Walk quietly” replayed in my mind.


Throughout the next seven weeks, Jon’s words came back to me again and again. They didn’t just help me climb that mountain. They changed the way I experienced my Camino de Santiago. I turned off the music in my headphones and listened for the cuckoos’ calls. I walked with a quiet mind, letting go of the business that our lives are so filled with. If my breathing labored, I found a comfortable spot in soft grass to sit and rest for a while. I took off my boots and socks, letting my feet air and my socks dry before continuing. I listened to the wind in the trees and the tinkle of the bells on goats chomping Spanish hillsides. The words “walk quietly” provided solace and offered inspiration. They reminded me to live in the moment, and those quiet moments remind me now to walk quietly in this moment.


— Gregory A. Kompes —
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Type Casting


Before anything great is really achieved, your comfort zone must be disturbed.


~Ray Lewis


I was delighted. “You’ve been cast as the Typist,” read the text message.


I had only recently started applying for extra roles on films, and here I was getting cast as “the Typist” (my first-ever Screen Actors Guild role). The non-speaking part required typing on an old Remington typewriter.


When asked about my experience, I responded that I had earned a certificate of typing and steno from Katharine Gibbs — way back in 1983 — and had learned to type on an old Smith Corona typewriter. That (and a short video clip of me typing on my friend’s father’s typewriter) got me the job.


After several minutes of pure elation over getting the role, however, I panicked. It was only in a moment of courage that I had even submitted for the part, and now here I was… getting it!


Now I felt the weight of the unknown: Why had I applied for this part with my very rusty skills? Was I really a good enough typist for the job? Why was I putting myself in such an uncomfortable situation in the first place?


Typing well on an old metal typewriter is quite different from typing well on a modern computer. It requires finger strength and skill in order to type smooth keystrokes. One must keep a steady pace as well, so as not to jam the letter rods.


As the shooting date approached, my anxiety grew. However, thanks to YouTube, I was able to rekindle some of what I had known about old typewriters by watching numerous tutorials, including how to change typewriter ribbons, use margin releases, and adjust the key weight from light to heavy.


Still, I dreaded the new experience and wondered if I had acted too impulsively when I accepted the role.


I was a new empty nester and I wanted this to be the year I would step outside my comfort zone, but it felt scary. Why, I wondered, did the act of trying something new make me so uncomfortable? It wasn’t until I spoke with a friend at church that Sunday that I had my answer.


“It’s good that you feel uncomfortable,” he said. “It means you’re in your growth zone.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“You have to remember,” he continued, “that there’s no growth in your comfort zone, and there’s no comfort in your growth zone.”


Growth zone? I didn’t know there was such a thing! I was in a growth zone!


Being in that zone basically required feelings of inadequacy. In fact, feeling uncomfortable was a crucial element of being in a growth zone. It’s like releasing the margins on a typewriter. With that in mind, I reasoned, feeling uncomfortable actually felt good!


That Monday and Tuesday, I played “the Typist” to the best of my ability. Only my hands were filmed, which made accuracy even more critical. Typing on a film set felt strange, but exciting, as one camera zoomed onto the page. The metal slugs steadily hit the ribbon while the director quipped, “Type faster here. Now, type faster here.”




“There’s no growth in your comfort zone, and there’s no comfort in your growth zone.”





My heart raced as I prayed for precision. I was nervous and uncomfortable, but I was having fun! I was typing as fast as I could, uncomfortable as could be, in my new growth zone.


Accepting new challenges within the growth zone will always push me into a world of anxiety. But I liken it to plugging away on an old Remington typewriter. It takes a little strength, discomfort and, at times, precision. I may hit wrong keys every so often, go too fast, and even get myself all jammed up, but as long as I’m in the growth zone, it’s to be expected. We all need to use a margin release every now and then.


— Mary C. M. Phillips —
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What Would You Do If You Won the Lottery?


Life is a lottery that we’ve already won. But most people have not cashed in their tickets.


~Louise L. Hay


I hated my job; all I did was complain about it. One day, I was whining about work to my brother. “I have no idea what I want to do. I cannot stand banking.”


He had heard enough of my complaining and he responded with the clearest, most life changing question I had ever heard: “Imagine that you just won the lottery! What would be the first thing you’d do?”


Without thinking, I blurted out, “Oh my God! Move to Italy!” That had always been my dream — since childhood. But I hadn’t thought about it in years. After all, I had my “good” job. With all my debt, I couldn’t even afford to take a staycation, much less contemplate something as glorious as moving to Italy.


What a fantasy: Italia. The architecture, the little towns. I thought about all the mouthwatering food I would eat there. I imagined sending my boss a letter of resignation — in Italian… from Italy!


My brother brought me back to earth, “Then do it! Move. I’m sick of hearing that you hate your job. I’ll come visit.”


“I don’t have the money. And I don’t speak Italian.”


My brother was relentless. “JC, if you wait until you learn the language, you’ll never do it. Every day someone else is moving there and living your dream. Money, or lack thereof, has always been your obstacle. Why are you letting it hold you down?”


I explained about my pile of debt, my responsibilities.




“Imagine that you just won the lottery! What would be the first thing you’d do?”





“Well then, do whatever it takes and get out of debt,” my brother responded reasonably. “Start saving. Focus on moving to Italy.”


I did it. I put aside my fear about the money and I concentrated on what I would do if I didn’t have to worry about money. I set a goal; I would move to Milan before the end of the year. Then I threw myself into paying off my debt. I stopped spending money on anything but essentials. I canceled my magazine subscriptions, cable TV, even my tony health club membership. I stopped going out for meals and brought lunch to the office every day. Importantly, l also took daily steps to help me concentrate on my end goal. A picture of Italy went on my desk at work to remind me of my dream. I had an espresso at an Italian restaurant and met Italians who gave me fabulous travel advice. Library books were a great resource, as was talking to everyone I knew who had been there for their suggestions. Those positive actions changed it from being a dream to becoming that much closer to reality.


It worked. I paid off my debt and managed to move to Italy with $1200 in my pocket, more than I had ever saved. I had no idea what would happen, but it would be better than the life I had been living in Los Angeles: a bored, stressed-out, debt-ridden banker.


My imaginary lottery win forced me to listen to my inner voice, and that imaginary lottery ticket turned into a real plane ticket. Sean had said the magic words. It had never occurred to me before that I could remove money as the impediment to living the life I wanted. It was a turning point in my life, and since then I have continued to travel the world.


My time in Italy taught me I could do whatever I wanted if I put in the effort. Living in another country was never as scary again: I knew that when I grew tired of it, I could return home. A few years later, I lived in France and made incredible friends for life and learned so much. Knowing how to speak French helps me at the oddest times.


Then, I discovered hostels — their flexibility (let someone else handle the electricity, gas and related responsibilities!), maid service (I hate doing laundry!), and sense of community (amazing travel tips and fabulous excursions). Hosteling (you often can do it for just a few days or a long period of time) lets you sample different cities without tying yourself to a lease. Hostels are furnished, so when you leave, you simply grab your bag and you’re on your way. When hosteling, my friends prefer to rent private rooms; I do dorm rooms, but either way is fun. That’s how I lived in Colombia and Argentina.


All this happened thanks to a simple but life-altering question from my brother. To this day, when I need to make an important decision, I take money out of the equation. My journey is global, but now I’m back in LA and working as an actress. When I accept a role, I write down the reason I am doing it. And, you know what? It is never about the money.


— JC Sullivan —
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Engage


This idea of shared humanity and the connections that we make with one another — that’s what, in fact, makes life worth living.


~Clint Smith


The day my parents dropped me off at college, my dad gave me one word of advice: “engage.” I nodded through the lump in my throat and kissed him goodbye.


I dutifully wrote the word “engage” in all lowercase letters on a blue Post-it note and stuck it to the wall above my desk. That night in my unfamiliar, narrow twin bed, I tried to muffle my crying. My roommate, Chelsea, heard me anyway and she handed me her stuffed puppy dog. I held it and cried myself to sleep.


My homesickness was a constant challenge. But as classes started, I mustered my courage and began to engage as best I could. I dropped a calculus class that I hated in favor of a psychology class that fascinated me. I auditioned for the prestigious Vassar Repertory Dance Theatre and for the student-run dance group FlyPeople. Although I wasn’t a trained singer, I auditioned for the Christian a cappella group, Alive. I didn’t make any of them, but for the first time in my life, I didn’t let failure get to me. I shook back my hair and kept going. I was determined to find my place — the people, activities, and groups that would shape my college experience. And I was going to keep engaging with everything that looked remotely interesting until I found it.


I went to a few Catholic student group meetings, but they felt boring and perfunctory. I tried the more evangelical Christian Fellowship, and I loved the music and how friendly and passionate the students were. I went back for a second meeting, and a girl I didn’t remember greeted me by name.


I went to Christian Fellowship regularly from that point on. The following year, I joined them for a weeklong service trip over spring break called the New York City Urban Project (NYCUP). I fell in love with New York City and the people we served there. Toward the end of that week, the program director, Tiffany, told us about an eight-week summer program. The next morning, I swayed on the subway next to one of the adult coordinators and said, “James, will you be here this summer?”


“I’m not sure yet,” he said. Then he turned his piercing blue eyes on mine and said, “Why? Are you coming?”


I heard in that question an invitation to engage with my faith more deeply, in a way that scared and thrilled me. I had planned to return to my high-school restaurant job for the summer and to the camp in Scotland where I’d volunteered the previous year and made some close friends. Students who came to the summer NYCUP program in New York had to fundraise $3,000, and that thought terrified me.


Still, I remembered my dad’s advice: engage. I decided to use my courage once again and do hard things. I sent letters to the church I’d grown up in, to my family and friends, and to the adults who’d run my high-school youth group. I raised more than the $3,000 program cost.


And so, on a Wednesday morning in midsummer, I found myself in the InterVarsity Christian Fellowship NYC offices listening to Tiffany read us a passage from Matthew 25: “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.” The verses were familiar, but the assignment she gave us next was new: “I want you to partner with someone you haven’t talked to much, and go out into the city and be Jesus for people.”


No elaboration.


My heart was thumping. Be Jesus for people? That was weird. I did not want to engage in it. I wanted to sit back, be safe and anonymous, and not have to feel uncomfortable.


But everyone else was standing up and pairing off. It was obvious whom I should partner with — Simeon was the only person I’d hardly talked to at all. The two of us grabbed some bag lunches and headed out.


Simeon, it turned out, was easy to talk to. We talked about our experience with the summer so far, our volunteer work and our families. We stopped outside an apartment building and talked to an old man in a wheelchair who was sitting in the sunshine. When the old man went back inside, we continued walking until we found a park.


It was almost lunchtime, and the park was full of people sitting on benches and eating lunch, walking along the pathways, and chasing after kids. In the center was a patch of grass where several homeless people sat on pieces of cardboard. People averted their gaze.


I took a deep breath and followed Simeon as he walked right up to a homeless guy in his thirties who was playing a ukelele. His name was Jesse. We sat down and started talking to him. We opened our brown paper bags and shared our lunch.


Jesse told us he had dropped out of med school. He showed me the pharmacy textbook in his backpack. He told us the meaning of each of his tattoos. At one point, he stared into my eyes and said, “I like your eyes. They’re just like mine.”


He was right. We had the exact same shade of hazel eyes.


Clouds gathered as the afternoon waned, and it was time for us to leave to meet up with our group. We went to Subway and bought Jesse a sandwich for dinner. He thanked us, and we said goodbye. It started to rain as we walked down the street, and Simeon pulled a rain jacket out of his backpack and gave it to me.


That summer stands out in my mind as a testament to the power of what I can do if I choose to engage with the world instead of isolating myself. To press in — instead of pulling back. To do hard things that I’ve never done before.


That day in particular stands out as the best possible beginning to a future of engaging with the world. Simeon and I are still partners and still trying to be Jesus for people. We’ve been married for seven years. He serves as a pastor in the United Methodist Church, and we recently welcomed our son Elijah into the world.


— Brooke Adams Law —
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Promise Me!


A mentor is someone who sees more talent and ability within you, than you see in yourself, and helps bring it out of you.


~Bob Proctor


The folding doors opened. I clambered up the short set of stairs, dropped my fare into the change receptacle, and then inched my way down the narrow aisle that divided the seats on either side of the city bus. When it jerked into motion, I grabbed hold of one of the leather hand loops that hung from the ceiling, swaying back and forth as the bus buzzed down the freeway and then zigzagged its way along the downtown streets. From the smudged glass windows, I watched the lavender early morning as it lit the steel and glass monoliths. Just before my destination, I pulled the wire signaling the driver to stop at the next corner. When the folding doors opened. I stepped down onto the sidewalk and stared up at the glistening giant that now stood before me.
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