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“When I say hope, I don’t mean hope for anything in particular. I guess I just mean thinking that it’s worth it to keep one’s eyes open.”


—Maggie Nelson, Bluets


This book was born on a bathroom floor.


Eight years ago, I was rejected from a Harvard doctoral program in educational leadership; since it was a fully funded program and one of the only of its kind, it was the only one I applied for. It was a long shot anyway. Me, Harvard? Please. But I was lost and searching for my next dream. And throwing spaghetti at the highest ceiling I could think of seemed like a good way to get unlost, and maybe even score the kind of validation and credibility I always felt was missing when others looked at me, a petite half-Puerto Rican girl.


I didn’t allow myself to really believe I’d get into Harvard, even after applying. But when I got the email notifying me that I was one of only fifty applicants being asked to fly to Cambridge to interview, I was truly shocked and incredibly elated. For the first time in my life, I let myself hope higher and dream bigger than I ever had.


I flew from Florida to Cambridge; my one green coat took up practically my entire suitcase. I arrived the day before the interview, dropped off my luggage at a Harvard Square hotel, and walked across the street to try my first warm lobster roll. Then I joined a Harvard campus tour, during which I rubbed the worn-bronze part of John Harvard’s shoe for good luck, just like the campus tour guide recommended. Before turning in for the night, I bought a maroon Harvard beanie and wore it out of the store and into the snow.


The next morning as I put on my green coat and walked to the interview, I thought about my grandma Isabel, how she’d moved from Puerto Rico to New York to work as a seamstress with less than a high school education, raising her siblings after her mom died, and how I had come to be the first in our family to graduate with a bachelor’s degree. When I graduated with a master’s degree, she mailed me a bright blue card that said, “Aspiraste a lo alto”—loosely translated: “You aspired high.” She died the day my master’s diploma arrived in the mail.


Up to that point in my life, education always felt like my best chance to aspire higher, dream bigger, and maybe even blaze a few trails the way my grandma had done for me.


All throughout the Harvard interview process, I felt like I was breathing in a new atmosphere. I felt alive, like anything was possible, like big dreams really could come true. I flew back home to Florida feeling like I actually had a chance, like everything was about to change.


And it was. But not in the ways I expected.


A few weeks later, I got the “we regret to inform you” email. My first thought was how embarrassing it was going to be to have to tell everyone on social media—where I had posted about the interview and shared lobster roll photos—that I didn’t get in, that I’d reached too high and fallen.


That night, as reality sunk in, I retreated to the bathroom to be alone with my shame, my disappointment, and my raging self-doubt.


This was only one rejection, of course, and if that one program really had been my dream, I could have applied again, just as one of the program directors encouraged me to do; many alumni told me they applied multiple times before getting in. And, when it came to getting a doctorate or even making an impact in education, there were so many other ways I could still do that outside of Harvard.


But I considered none of that as I slowly and violently broke down on that bathroom floor. Because this breakdown wasn’t really about Harvard or graduate school. None of this was. It was a reckoning of whether I believed dreaming big was worth the pain it can cause; of whether I thought I needed validation or credibility to go for my biggest dreams; of whether I was really brave enough to admit how I’d changed and how what I really wanted had changed. Up until then, I’d been avoiding those questions by climbing a ladder I thought I was supposed to climb. I was so focused on proving something, or proving myself, that I lost touch with my real dreams.


As I crouched on the bathroom floor and wept that night, I didn’t have this clarity yet. And while now one rejection letter seems like a trivial reason for me to break down, at the time it was my first real slap from reality, the first time I felt what it was like for a dream to expand and then suffocate. I was learning how quickly and unexpectedly, like Fantine sings in the Les Misérables song “I Dreamed a Dream,” a dream can turn to shame.


I’d bought into the concept of Harvard being some kind of ultimate success, or at least proof of the American Dream—proof that I was enough, that I’d tried hard enough, that I’d done enough to make good on what my grandma had started. But instead of allowing myself to question the validity of some of those constructs and consider how misguided they might have been, I went straight to blaming myself—and my dreams.


If dreams were the cause of this pain, I thought, then the only way to pick myself up off this bathroom floor and keep going is to stop being a dreamer, right? I decided I should embrace cold reality instead.


Letting some dreams go and moving on can be an important and beautiful thing, but that was not what was happening here. I wasn’t trying to let go of just one dream; I was trying to kill my very impulse to dream at all.


With knees on brown tile, I sobbed and heaved and tried with all my type A might to become a cynic. I asked myself: What if I put all this overachieving energy into accepting the world for what it really is? What if I finally face reality and stop trying to be more than what the world tells me I am capable of? What if I stop now, give in, resign?


If I push and pull enough, I thought, maybe I can get resignation to look like contentment, or at least learn how to pretend.


I wanted to stop being a dreamer.


Cynicism was loud that night, but thankfully, other voices showed up in my head that were louder—voices that had the last word, voices that ranged from true stories about dreamers from art and history I’d read about all my life to people who faced much more challenging circumstances and injustices than I’d ever known and who somehow, for some reason, kept dreaming anyway.


I didn’t have any answers that night, and I knew I might never quite understand what it means to be a dreamer or even why we dream, but realizing I wasn’t alone was enough to stop my crying.


That night I made a choice, one I’ve had to make over and over again since: cynicism or courage?


It’s easy to believe in dreams when things are going your way. But if I chose to continue to dream after rejection, failure, heartbreak, and setback, I realized, my courage would have to grow too.


This surprised me, because it seemed dreamers were often considered soft, fragile, pie-in-the-sky people. Maybe that was wrong, or maybe it was only half the story. Maybe the other half was rugged, gritty, chaotic, and even brutal sometimes. How courageous is it then to face a sharp reality while holding a fragile dream in your hands?


I stood up from the bathroom floor, determined not so much to be a dreamer as to accept my dreamer side as part of who I am, how I am wired. That night I remembered The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho, a book random people in my life had told me about for years. It was on my list of books to read, but I hadn’t read it yet. I remembered one person had mentioned that book was about dreams, and now felt like the perfect time to read it.


I finished Coelho’s beautiful allegory within days, and then became curious about what a dream journey, as described in The Alchemist, might look like in real life. What if I interviewed people about their real life dream journeys and wrote a book about it?


I felt a spark, one that offered the same sensation of hope and expansion I felt when I stepped onto Harvard’s campus for the first time. But this time, the dream felt even more like my own, and I moved toward it with less expectation and more curiosity.


Inspired by my first blog, I’d written my first book a few years prior, a book about and for community college students (hence the higher education pathway I’d taken since), but this new book idea helped me see that I was ready to pivot from a career in higher education toward a creative one, closer to something I’d been doing all along—writing.


I also wondered if writing true stories about dreamers could help someone else the next time they found themselves crying on a bathroom floor, feeling ashamed for dreaming too big and falling too far. At the very least, I knew I could use more of those stories, so I went looking for them. I spent the next two years traveling the country and interviewing 120 people about their dreams coming true. Then, I spent the next six years turning three-quarters of a million words of transcription into the collection of true stories you’re about to read.


The reason that conducting the interviews took only a couple years but writing the book took six is right here in this introduction. I struggled for years to decide how to introduce this collection, how to make sense of the bathroom-floor breakdown, especially when I started to feel so privileged and frankly stupid for letting a Harvard rejection become such a painful turning point in my life.


After the joy and adventure and sense of purpose of the interview process subsided, I felt lost again. Now that I knew I no longer wanted to pursue a career in higher education, I worked odd jobs to support my writing—working at a retail surf shop, mopping floors and selling memberships at a boutique fitness studio, and even a writing a little bit as an online freelancer. But I still struggled to figure out a plan. How would I consistently pay the bills and pursue my dreams? I knew the book was going to take time, and I knew making a living as an author was almost impossible. Honestly, making a living as any kind of writer started to feel unreachable as the media landscape shifted and writing started becoming something most people did (and read) for free.


In trying to make sense of the dream stories I’d collected, I started to lose touch with my own story and my own dreams again, especially when some of my dreams started to die slow deaths in ways I never saw coming, due to things far outside of my control—a global pandemic alongside close family members’ diagnoses of dementia and cancer, to name a few.


On my worst days, I’d sardonically joke to my husband that my new book would be called Dreams Die Every Day. Sometimes I wondered if this book itself was a dream that should die. How could I write a book about dreams in a world like this, where so many people’s dreams are stolen every day? What was the point of all that dreaming, all that courage, if most of the time it only set us up to hurt more? In the coming years I cried on bathroom floors again and asked the same questions again. Sometimes I still wished I wasn’t a dreamer, that I wanted less, could settle for less, or that I didn’t feel the need to try so hard so much of the time.


But I had learned something from all of those interviews. I’d learned to simply let those feelings pass through, knowing it was okay to grieve, that this was part of the process, and that maybe these low moments were a sign I did need to let something go (usually self-doubt, perfectionism, someone else’s opinion, or an old dream). Or maybe I just needed to take a break.


As more years passed and I still struggled to create this book, I thought maybe I did need to scrap it, that maybe I should give up, that maybe it shouldn’t exist, especially in a world where so many dreams never come true. But then I got a text that changed everything.


It happened the summer of 2022, on a brisk June evening in Vermont. It was eight years after the bathroom-floor breakdown, and I was in the dorm room of my first in-person residency for the MFA in creative nonfiction I had decided to pursue instead of a Harvard degree. I hoped to find some clarity at this summer residency. I hoped the purple leaves and green mountains outside my always-open window and the spontaneous breakfast conversations about lyric essays would help me finally figure out if this book was worth finishing, worth sharing.


On one of the first nights of the residency I received a text from my best friend Erin (whose story is featured in Chapter 1). Erin’s text said that her eight-month-old niece Cam, the one we’d joyously talked about every time we’d hung out, had just died in a car accident. The car Cam had been riding in was rear-ended by someone going seventy miles per hour; the driver died that night too. Erin’s sister Megan and her husband were in the front seat; they were injured, but made it out alive.


I read the text twice and couldn’t move. I stood still in that dorm room, suspended on the third floor in an old brick building, surrounded by pale cinder-block walls, holding my phone, feeling like I was falling through the worn-flat blue carpet. I don’t know how long I stood there, but I finally moved when I heard a persistent beating noise above my head. I looked up to find a winged bug flinging itself against the only fluorescent light in my room. Panicked, I turned off that light and the small lamps for good measure, opened the door to the brightly lit hallway, and waited in the dark, hoping the bug would follow the light and leave me alone.


It did.


A few minutes later, I peeked into the hallway, curious to see where it ended up. The only sign of life I found was a tiny red ladybug calmly hanging on to the hallway light.


Erin loves ladybugs. I gave her a silver bracelet with a ladybug charm once, not knowing she already had one in gold, but she proudly wears both at the same time. She thinks of ladybugs as a happy sign: a promise of good luck, of hope. When I was in New Smyrna Beach just five months before that text, staying in a hotel while doing my winter residency remotely, I bought two tiny glass ladybugs at a gift shop—one for her and one for me. They each came with a small card that said, “This tiny little ladybug, though small as it may be, is filled with loving wishes just for you from me.” She told me months later that her four-year-old daughter Ella loved to cradle it in the palm of her hand.


I marveled as I stared at this real ladybug on the light. I truly didn’t know if the scary bug flew away once it got into the hallway and the ladybug took its place or if it was a ladybug crashing into my light all along.


I went back inside my room and locked the door. I turned on a light. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about something else Erin said in her text, about how her sister Megan, who had always firmly and assuredly only wanted one kid, had already declared, even in the tumult of the unimaginable, her plans to now have two more kids.


While my instinct upon even a trivial loss was to stop dreaming altogether, Megan’s response to a tragic loss was to dream bigger. And after a loss like hers, she’d have every right to hate the world, to never dream again, to choose cynicism, to scream and grieve and cry for the rest of her life. And her new dream, of course, was not to replace what she’d lost—she knew she could never do that—but it seemed to me that a dream dreamed in the worst moment of her life reflected a kind of defiance. The world may have stolen her daughter, her dream, but it could not steal all that Cam had already left behind, including a space in Megan’s heart for dreaming again, a space Cam made bigger, a space even loss couldn’t close up. Megan’s response helped me consider for the first time that perhaps a dream, no matter how it ends, can open up new space that neither reality nor loss can undo.


I struggled with this book for eight years because I couldn’t reconcile how to honor loss and hope at the same time or how to celebrate dreams and dreamers in a cruel, unjust world where so much is out of our control.


Megan and Cam helped me realize that dreamers deserve to be celebrated within the loss, on the bathroom floor, and in the midst of all that is outside of our control—because that’s what makes dreaming brave, and that’s what kept me returning to these stories and this book again and again.


The stories in this book are not about people getting everything they ever wanted. They’re not about their perfect lives or how you too can have a perfect life, or even a perfect dream come true. These are stories about people who tried to bring a dream to reality, who faced the unknown, grappled with all they could not control, and kept going, holding on to a spark of hope that maybe each loss, each bathroom-floor breakdown, did not have to be the end of the story if they didn’t want it to be.


I’d be lying if I said there aren’t times when I still find myself crying on new bathroom floors. But sometimes we need to feel the cold tile again, to rack and heave and grieve before we’re ready to dream again.


And sometimes, we need help.


I have yet to meet or read about anyone who had a dream come true without help, and I think some of the greatest heroes in dreamer stories are the people behind the scenes, who help and encourage and open doors along the way. For me, and this book, one of those heroes is Jenny.


Jenny is a transcriber for a company I hired to transcribe the interviews early on in the process. Jenny emailed me out of the blue during those first few years of the project and wrote: “I have been transcribing several of your interviews with people for your new book and I just felt the need to email you because it has made a difference in my life. Hearing these different people’s stories about their dreams is inspiring me to keep going to work toward mine.”


I handwrote that email in pink marker on a blank piece of paper and taped that piece of paper to the bathroom wall of my apartment in California. Today, that piece of paper and the flowered tape that held it are preserved behind glass and framed on the wall of my writing office in Florida. I’ve never met Jenny, but she kept me going, and so did the people whose stories are in this book. I hope you find in them whatever you need most right now when it comes to your biggest dream or that tiniest, faint spark you can’t even name yet.


Through these stories I learned how to recognize the beauty that can be found even in the dark, what I can control when it comes to my dreams and how to let go of what I can’t, how to reckon with dreams that die and not let loss blind me to the possibilities of new dreams, how to grieve losses without turning dreams into shame, and how to keep going even when I’m weary and filled with doubt. Crying on a bathroom floor isn’t a sign you’re doing it wrong—it’s a sign you’re alive.


The short stories in this book are about people who decided to follow a spark and how that spark turned into a dream come true. Each story was written from an interview I did, some in person, but most often over the phone or on a video call, and each is true to wherever that conversation went when I asked them to tell me about a dream come true in their life and how it came to be.


The interviews began with people I knew and then snowballed from there as they recommended dreamers they knew who might be willing to talk to me. I also reached out cold to dreamers who inspired me. I was blown away by some of the people who said yes and deeply grateful to everyone who generously gave their time to an unknown author with her own dream. Everyone I interviewed has since become a good friend, and I hope by the end of this book they feel like friends to you too.


The chapters reflect the themes that emerged over and over again throughout my conversations with all 120 interviewees, as well as the additional research I did over the last eight years. Not every story could fit in the book, but every interview informed the themes. The stories featured here are the ones that best illustrated the themes that were present in every interview.


While many of the stories could work thematically in multiple chapters, I carefully chose and placed each one according to its ability to best illustrate a particular idea or obstacle. All I can do is show you what I saw and what inspired me most, but what really matters is what you see in each of these stories.


Every story in this book kept me going when I felt like giving up, but there is one story that helped me get through the last bouts of doubt I had about sharing this book, one last story I couldn’t get out of my head.


Yours.


Your story is the most important one in this book, and I hope the stories you find here help you keep going toward whatever dream you follow next.












Part 1:



the spark
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“It’s the possibility of having a dream come true that makes life interesting.”


—Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist












Chapter 1:



FIRST STEPS
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The dream begins.





✶ FINDING YOUR DREAM



(SUZ LOSHIN)


Suz Loshin’s dream sparked in her grandma’s dark, musty TV room, which held two giant recliners and a dresser with secret chocolates stashed in its drawers. Suz was twelve years old, watching a movie with her grandma and mom, and on the screen that night was the 1961 film Splendor in the Grass. It made Suz feel something; it was the first time a movie shifted her lens on life.


“I remember being rocked by it,” she says. “This is a story where nothing really works out, but it is beautiful.”


When the movie ended and the credits rolled, Suz felt a spark of pure enjoyment that turned into wonder, then yearning. For Suz, it sounded like this: I want to do that. I want to be part of that.


She wanted to create that kind of beauty herself. She wanted to make movies, tell stories, and have her name scroll up the credits in the dark. She didn’t care if anyone knew or noticed her name, but she wanted to be one of the people who made the stories happen.


So when it came time for college, she applied and got into film school. There was only one problem: she didn’t know what she wanted to do in film. There are a lot of people in those credits. Which one did she want to be?


She was confident in the foundation of her dream, but struggled to identify or categorize it, and the world seemed to need her to do so. She tried to figure it out, asking herself questions and trying everything she could. Do I want to be a writer, an actor, a producer, a director? she wondered.


“I just dabbled in it all,” she shares.


But none of the dabbling sparked anything specific.


“There was never one thing,” she says, “that was like, This is it.”


It was confusing and even daunting at times, but instead of forcing herself to choose something for the sake of choosing, Suz prioritized the exploration process and made peace with the uncertainty. She kept her options open and stayed curious, always asking herself questions after every new film experience, such as: What did I love doing? and What was I good at?


With the pressure off, she dove deeper into the work, following whatever she was drawn to, whatever she was loving. And instead of imposing a strict definition on her dream, she let herself gravitate toward the things that moved her forward, staying open to whatever that might be, and however it might change.


After a few years in film school, she still couldn’t identify exactly what she wanted to do. She thought it would be a good idea to get even closer to the “real” thing, so every summer in college, she left her film school in Boston for Los Angeles and worked any film production internships she could get. She was giving herself a kind of test to find out what would happen to her spark if she threw herself into the fire.


The jobs were harder than she’d imagined.


“You are at the bottom of the bottom,” she says of being a production assistant, “working in a field everyone seems to want to go into. It was physically and emotionally demanding, and utterly draining.”


But she thrived.


“I loved the endurance it required,” she says, “the power it forced out of me. I liked the challenge, and it solidified it all for me. I was like, I’m 100 percent in and I’m going to do whatever it takes.”


Suz graduated from Boston University with a degree in film and got a few jobs with local production companies, many led by women. They showed her, she says, what it looked like to go the distance.


“I realized you’ve got to put yourself out there if you want to be in a leadership role,” she says. “It also helped me learn how to work really hard and develop stamina. I watched really great production assistants come in and do it for a year or two, and then say, ‘This blows’ and leave. I was just like, I’m going to stick it out.”


She didn’t think they were weak for leaving, though; it was really hard work (and working conditions for film crews really did need reform), but her reaction showed her that she really did want this, even though she still couldn’t quite define what exactly she wanted to do. She didn’t know what was on the other side of this spark, but she still felt like the mystery was worth it.


But then, the 2008 financial crisis hit and the film job market looked uncertain. Suz moved back home to San Francisco, where a family friend offered her a job at his growing music startup. She took it.


“My philosophy,” Suz says, “is to be flexible, because you never know where life is going to take you.”


She really needed a job and figured it couldn’t hurt to save up some money so she could move somewhere closer to the film industry again soon. She thrived in the startup environment, where success wasn’t about finding your “one thing” or staying in your lane. Instead, she says, she found “so much flexibility in unassigned roles.”


But then one day Suz ran into an old neighbor, someone she’d once told about her longtime dream to work in film.


When he found out she was working in music he said, “Why the heck are you working in music? You wanted to be in film.” He knew someone who worked at the nearby computer animation film studio and said, “Send me your résumé. It’s a long shot, but I’m going to pass it on to someone I know at Pixar.”


Suz got an interview at Pixar.


And another.


And another.


Suz did fifteen interviews at Pixar; they didn’t interview her for a particular job opening, but they wanted her to make the rounds to see if there might be a fit when the right project opened up for someone with such an extensive résumé as a production assistant. But five months went by and Suz heard nothing.


And then the right project opened up.


Suz was hired as a production assistant on a new film they were working on, the first Pixar film to feature a female protagonist—Brave.


Her production assistant experience, startup experience, and passion for stories got her the job offer, but she was really grateful for her neighbor and that she’d once told him her dream.


“I got really lucky in that sense,” she says. “This is an industry of a lot of favors and people helping each other, and that is something I don’t ever forget. If someone reaches out to me for help, I’m like, absolutely, because you never know when you are going to need help.


“I certainly needed help along the way. I rarely meet anyone successful who hasn’t had a ton of help and luck. It’s really easy to be like, ‘I don’t need help and my work will speak for itself,’ but everyone needs help.”


At Pixar, Suz felt like she was getting closer to her dream, but she also felt a little discouraged at times; this new role was actually a demotion from her music job. She was back to being a lowly production assistant. Sometimes moving closer to a dream feels a lot like having to start over.


But Suz held fast to the hope that this was a step forward, even if sometimes it felt backward. Suz gave her all to her Pixar job, helping however and wherever she could. For years.


After three years, though, even she started to get weary. The production process on Brave stalled a few times, as it often does, and in turn she felt stalled. But she didn’t know what else to do but to keep working and hoping that somehow, something would change.


“I was proving myself,” she says of her mentality at that time, “and hoping for a miracle.”


Some directorial changes were made to the film, and Suz’s work ethic was noticed. She got promoted to assist one of the new directors of Brave, Mark Andrews.


“It felt amazing to feel a sense of forward movement and opportunity,” she says of that promotion. “I don’t think anyone wanted it more than I did. I was ready to go, and I worked even harder and loved every minute of it. I loved even the toughest parts because I had fought so hard to be there.”


That love, the one that sparked in that musty TV room, is what kept her going. The pure joy of being part of what she’d always longed to be a part of sustained her.


After years of work, Brave was finally complete, and Suz’s final task in that role was to help plan the wrap party and premiere for the company and crew, including the Pixar and Disney executives who would attend.


Since Brave was set in Scotland, Suz dreamed of having the premiere party outside a castle, under the stars. “I have very lofty goals and dreams about stuff like this,” she says with a smile.


She wasn’t afraid of moving toward dreams that were big and hazy; the goal didn’t need to be super clear to get her going. So she drove around the Bay Area looking for a castle, and eventually she found something that fulfilled her vision.


It was in Calistoga, over an hour away from Pixar’s Emeryville campus, but it was perfect. Staging the premiere there wouldn’t be easy, but Suz was not put off by difficulty. She commissioned an outdoor theater to seat a few thousand people in front of the castle, and directed the crew to build it in just the right spot so the audience could see the mountain range behind the castle as they watched the film.


On the night of the premiere, everyone gushed over the castle and the view Suz had so carefully picked to commemorate the end of their seven-year journey making a movie together. Suz cared about every detail; for her, every part was meant to tell a story.


“We had this incredible party that was like a Renaissance fair, with archery, face painting, and turkey legs,” she says happily.


Her mom also attended as her guest. Once the festivities wound down and it was time to start the film, like so many times before, Suz sat beside her mom to watch a movie.


When the movie started—and Suz assures me this is true—Suz saw a shooting star.


When the movie ended, and the credits rolled, Suz’s name was there, projected on a screen in front of the castle she had found, beneath a starry sky.








✶ WHERE TO START



(MELISSA CORP)


Melissa Corp and her daughter always laughed when they noticed they were both wearing mismatched socks. It kind of became their thing, something they eventually started doing on purpose.


Melissa and her mom, Rhoda, were avid runners, and when Rhoda died of breast cancer, Melissa got an idea to create bright, purposely mismatched socks for runners. She dreamed that part of the proceeds of these imagined sales would also go to charities, like ones for breast cancer.


There was only one problem with Melissa’s new idea: she knew nothing about designing, manufacturing, or selling socks.


She could picture the product perfectly—the socks were so clear in her head—but she had no idea how to get them out into the real world. Where would she even begin?


It was so daunting that it seemed her little dream was dead before it began.


Except it wasn’t. Because Melissa wasn’t going to let not knowing how to do something stop her from doing it. She could learn, right? She could figure it out. And she did, taking her first steps long before she had any idea about what she was doing.


“I am not really an artistic person,” Melissa says, but she drew the design she saw in her head on paper anyway. Her drawing featured one bubblegum-pink sock with a gray heart in the center that said, “Strong Heart,” alongside its “match”—a gray sock with a bubblegum-pink breast cancer ribbon in the center that said, “Strong Soul.”


She sent that drawing to her artistic friend Sue, and Sue drew the design on her iPad so that Melissa could have a digital version.


“I am not a tech-savvy person either,” Melissa says, but once she had a digital version of her design, she searched the internet for a quality manufacturer as if her life depended on it.


“I did not have the funds to really start this,” she says. She reached out to the local university to find college students majoring in graphic design, who she hired to turn the iPad design into the kind of graphics the manufacturers required.


What kept her going and kept her learning was how much fun she was having.


But then her fun thing turned into a survival thing.


Melissa’s marriage ended unexpectedly; she’d been a stay-at-home mom for twenty-four years, and now she needed to get a job, and fast, to help support the four kids still living under her roof.


Sometimes dreams need to take a backseat to the unexpected. But sometimes, they’re just what we need.


What if this project can be more? Melissa wondered. What if it can actually help me support my family?


That’s when this fun project officially started to feel more like a big dream, and Melissa became inspired to work even harder on it. To make ends meet in the meantime, she got a job at the local running store and worked on her socks in her off time.


After a few months, her first batch of pink and gray mismatched socks were manufactured in the United States and delivered to her door. She excitedly brought them around to show family and friends; her boss at the local running store loved them so much that she encouraged Melissa to put them on display and sell them in the store.


They sold out in four days.


“It just kind of got contagious,” Melissa remembers.


People loved how comfortable the socks were and also how snug they were—perfectly fitted for runners. They also swooned over the bright, mismatched colors, and loved that buying a pair would also support a nonprofit. She called her brand My Soxy Feet.


I found Melissa by way of a pair of bright green and pink mismatched socks I saw displayed on the counter of a local store as I was checking out one day. The saying in one of the middle socks caught my attention right away: “Dream Big.” I picked them up and noticed the label said the socks would also support a foundation for epilepsy, something my youngest brother and a close friend both had. I bought the colorful socks immediately and reached out to Melissa that evening; I had a gut feeling they’d started as a dream and were made by a dreamer.


Melissa’s dream come true was seeing her idea become something real, something physical, especially when it started as something that only lived in her head, something she really had no idea how to make real. And now it was a thing she could hold. A thing others could hold. And a thing she could give.


What has meant the most to her so far has been getting tagged in photos of people around the world proudly showing off the socks she dreamed up on an ordinary day. That dream also helped her survive one of the most difficult seasons of her life. To date, she has created over fifty designs and supported over twelve charities. And eventually the business did become something that could support her family; she currently runs My Soxy Feet full time.








✶ WHEN TO SHARE



(ADRIANNA SAMANIEGO)


Adrianna Samaniego enjoyed her finance classes at the University of Georgia, but what really lit her up was the nonprofit work she was doing on the side to uplift the Latino community; that work made her really want to make the most of her college education, to dream big and achieve as much as she could so she could be an example and a voice for that community wherever she went.


As a finance major, she was always hearing about prestigious internships at investment banks, and she did hope to apply. But when she told her adviser her plan to apply to Goldman Sachs, they balked.


“You’ll never have a chance of getting a job at Goldman Sachs,” they said. “They’d never recruit someone from a state school.”


But Adrianna wasn’t deterred. She responded the same way she always does when someone tells her no: She says, “Alright, that’s your opinion.” And then she proceeds to do whatever they said she could not do, finding courage in focusing on what she does have and what no one’s opinion can take away. Adrianna’s philosophy is, “If you have a glass of water that’s half empty, you still have a glass of water.”


Adrianna got a job at Goldman Sachs.


But that dream wasn’t what she thought it would be. It turned out she didn’t like working at an investment bank.


So she turned to another passion; she’d always loved innovation and technology, especially the opportunities it could create to level the playing field, creating equal access to information and knowledge. She loved what Google was doing in its early days, and she decided to take the leap and apply for a full-time job there.


She got a job in the sales organization. She was good at her job, but she realized it wasn’t the right fit; she wasn’t passionate about it, and Adrianna really wanted to do work she was passionate about.


Google was a big company and constantly had new roles opening up. She was always looking for something else, but nothing really sparked her.


Feeling stuck but unwilling to settle, Adrianna asked herself a question: When was the last time you felt really alive? Her answer? It was when she was doing nonprofit work for the Latino community in college.


Instead of leaving her job, she wondered if perhaps she could bring that feeling, and that kind of work, into her job. What if she created a new job? What if she wrote her own job description? What if she created a whole new division, one that focused on the Latino business community she grew up in?


Google offered employees what they called 20-Percent Time, a program in which employees could dedicate 20 percent of their working hours to any project they wanted, even if that project was outside their job description. Adrianna finally knew how she wanted to use her 20-percent time.


She used that time to develop a new program for the Google Business division, one that would focus on reaching out to and supporting the Latino business community. She arrived on Google’s campus at 6:00 a.m. every day to work on her project until 9:00 a.m., worked her regular job after that, and then stayed late to work even more on her own project.


Fueled by her dream for what the project could become, she essentially worked two jobs for three-and-a-half years, all the while hoping that launching the program would prove to the leadership team that her idea was viable and vital enough to turn into its own division—one she could lead.


Once the program launched, she recruited other employees to use their 20-percent time on the project. Many were inspired by her passion and excited to join. Then she pitched the project to the directors as something worthy of being more than just a 20-percent time project.


But they said no.


Adrianna thought, Alright, that’s your opinion, and kept working on it.
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