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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul . . . 

“This book chronicles the meaningful, challenging and ultimately amazing realities of being a single person today. Anyone who was, is or may be single should keep a copy close at hand.”

Trish McDermott 
single’s coach and
 advice columnist, Match.com 

“Thank you for recognizing singles! These stories help us to ‘make being single, the single best time of our lives.’ I suggest that all singles read the entire book, as it will help us all remember to ‘Make every Single moment count.’”

Ric Mandelbaum 
founder and president
 Singles Source organization 

“Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul is the perfect companion if you’re seeking love, laughter and loyalty. These inspiring tales will never let you down no matter how often you turn to them.”

Andrea Engber 
editor, SingleMOTHER 
coauthor, The Complete Single Mother: Reassuring Answers to 
Your Most Challenging Concerns 

“The secret to being happily single is recognizing one’s self as a true friend. Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul expresses this perfectly.”

Janet Sussman 
spiritual counselor, writer and musician 

“All of us have days when we just need warm bowls of fresh encouragement from others. That’s what Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul does. It presents the stories of men and women like you and me, who, amid the busyness of everyday hassles, stopped to hear the greater lessons life was teaching them. As you and I read about their journeys, may we find fresh strength to continue our journeys—every ‘single’ one of us.”

Dr. Lynda Hunter 
editor, Single-Parent Family 

“Tempted to have a “poor ol’ single me” party? Forget it! Pick up Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul. These stories have something to say to every single adult—including you! Some of the stories sneak up on you and catch you off guard. While you’re at it, buy a couple of copies. Because some single adult you know needs this book. Now!”

Harold Ivan Smith 
author, Singles Ask 

“This book provides a spiritual, inspirational lift for every single.”

Janet L. Jacobsen 
editor, Arizona Single Scene 

“Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul is like a best friend, giving you the support, inspiration and laughter you need on the journey through ‘singledom’.”

Anthony Lawlor 
author, A Home for the Soul 

“Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul is a heartwarming book, filled with love and laughter to lift and renew the soul!”

Gary Gray 
publisher and editor, Living Solo Magazine 
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Introduction 

Welcome to Chicken Soup for the Single's Soul! For the first time in history, there are more single people than married people in our society. If you are reading this book, it is likely that you have never been married, or have become divorced or widowed.

This is a book that shares the love, the challenges and the unique joys of being single. Whether you are single by choice or by circumstance, these stories will show you that you are not alone.

When we started this book, our intention was to compile a collection of stories that would address the many types of single people—from the twenty-year-old never-married man or woman, to the fifty-year-old divorcée, to the eighty-year-old widower. And we discovered that the opportunities and challenges facing this diverse group of people are numerous and often inspiring.

For example, we included stories about being Single and Happy—an unprecedented trend in our country. For the first time, many people are choosing to remain single for a lifetime—something that was almost inconceivable even twenty years ago.

On the other hand, it's impossible to talk about being single without addressing the desires that so many single people have regarding relationships. Many single people want to have a relationship, and that's why we have included chapters on Dating and Finding Your Mate.

Still others are in the process of letting go of a relationship or grieving the loss of a love. The stories in Single Again deal with rebuilding life after divorce. The stories in Losing a Partner share experiences of healing after the death of a partner.

Then there are single parents! Thirty-three percent of all families in the United States are now headed by a single parent. We hope the stories in Single Parenting will touch the hearts of single mothers and fathers everywhere and encourage them on their journey.

One of the most rewarding aspects of working on this book has been discovering the strength and commitment many single people have to making their own lives fulfilling and enriching the lives of others. You will find their stories in our chapter on Making a Difference.

We have also included stories about the incredible support available in many ways for single people. In our chapter We Are Not Alone, we see the support that often appears when least expected or in miraculous ways. In the chapter called Friends and Family, we see the power of the support that comes from the deep bonds of family and important friendships.

Finally, there's love. Love is the most powerful force in the universe. While we often think of love in terms of a marriage or intimate relationship, it's very clear that love comes in many forms. And in a world where 50 percent of the population is now single, we recognize that love is not just for those in relationships. In fact, it is the common thread that binds the many different kinds of stories in Chicken Soup for the Single’s Soul.

So in the spirit of love, we offer this book to single people everywhere. No matter what your circumstance in life as a single person, we hope these stories open your heart and give you a vision of life's possibilities. May your path be filled with joy and the magical touch of love— wherever you find it.



1 
SINGLE AND 
HAPPY 

A happy person is not a person in a certain set of circumstances, but rather a person with a certain set of attitudes.

Hugh Downs 
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“It’s very sweet of you, Rick, but I’m afraid
I’ve fallen in love with myself again.”

Reprinted by permission of Donna Barstow.



Room at the Table 

Have you ever noticed that dining room tables seat six, eight or twelve—not seven, nine or thirteen? I’ve been single all my life, usually not thinking much of it. But on holidays even the place settings conspire against me, rendering a silent rebuke against my single status.

You can endure holiday dinners two ways if you’re single: 1) Bring someone you don’t particularly care for; 2) hear the awful words “Pull up an extra seat,” a euphemism for either a collapsible chair or one that is too high or too low for the table. Either strategy leaves you uncomfortable. 

At Thanksgiving two years ago, while my calves cramped from straddling the leg of my brother’s dining room table, Aunt Nell took the opportunity to ask for details about my love life, which was seriously lacking at the time. The event was excruciating.

Though I enjoy singlehood in the main, there have been times when I’ve worked myself into a mad frenzy looking for someone to fill a void I thought I couldn’t satisfy on my own. Someone, anyone with a pulse would do. Over the years, I dated quite a few guys I liked—I was even engaged once, but “till death us do part” seemed a very long time. I was relieved to be alone again.

So holidays, especially with the Aunt Nells of the family leave me a little bereft. One day, noting my frustration a friend of mine suggested we try something different on the next such holiday.

“How ’bout you and I go down to a homeless shelter and help out? Then maybe we’ll be grateful for what we have,” she proposed.

I had a thousand reasons why this wasn’t a good idea, but my friend persisted. The next Christmas I found myself in an old warehouse, doling out food.

Never in my life had I seen so many turkeys and rows of pumpkin pies. Decorations donated by a nearby grocery store created a festive atmosphere that uplifted even my reluctant spirit. When everyone was fed, I took a tray and filled a plate with the bountiful harvest. After a few bites, I knew what everyone was carrying on about; the food was really good.

My dinner companions were easy company. Nobody asked me why I didn’t have a date. People just seemed grateful for a place to sit and enjoy a special dinner. To my surprise, I found I had much in common with my fellow diners. They were people like me.

My experience that Christmas brought me back to the shelter the following year. I enjoyed helping others so much that I began seeking more opportunities to serve. I started volunteering for the Literacy Foundation once a week. I figured I could sit in front of the TV, or I could use those evening hours to help others learn to read.

Caring for others has abundantly filled the void in my life that I had sometimes interpreted as a missing mate. When I stopped trying so hard to fit in, I realized I was single for a reason and found my own special purpose.

There is room at the table for a party of one. And sometimes “just one” is the perfect fit.

Vivian Eisenecher 



The Professor and the Soulmate 

The sounds of the wedding march filled the air. Jennifer and I, bride and groom, were radiantly happy as we stood at the altar. After decades of searching, I had found and married my soulmate. It was the most thrilling moment of my life.

There was only one thing wrong with this scene. It was taking place solely in my own mind. I was in fact pacing up and down my own living room in a state of exhilaration, as my cassette player belted out the familiar music. Being something of a classical music and opera buff, I had selected Wagner’s opera “Lohengrin” because it contained the traditional wedding march, and it was really firing my imagination.

The real truth was that I’d just returned home from only my third or fourth date with Jennifer. We hardly knew each other yet, so I was, to put it mildly, jumping to conclusions. 

This was a familiar pattern with me, having begun many years ago when I was a shy, sixteen-year-old boy growing up in England. I had a friend named Simon, and he and I would sometimes amuse ourselves by posing the question, “I wonder what my future wife is doing now?” Speculating idly on this unanswerable question allowed us to forget the unfortunate fact that since we attended an all-boys school, not only did we not have girlfriends, we didn’t even know any girls.

It was at about that time that I began to entertain the notion of a cosmic soulmate, the one who would appear at some unspecified point in my future and miraculously supply whatever it was that I lacked. This soulmate had neither face, nor name, nor form, and yet she was somehow more real in my imagination than any of the flesh-and-blood girls that I was soon to encounter.

Throughout the ups and downs of my skirmishes with the opposite sex during my teens and early twenties, this belief in a soulmate showed no signs of abating, in spite of the fact that the soulmate chose—as soulmates do—to postpone her appearance indefinitely.

In 1981, when I was thirty-two and still single—and still looking, perpetually—I left England behind for America, where I was to take up a job as a professor of literature at a small liberal arts college in the Midwest.

Never having been to America before, I had little idea of what to expect. For a while, culture shock—everything almost the same, nothing exactly the same—spun me in a whirl of disorientation.

But that changed on my second day on the college campus. I was taking care of some business in one of the administrative offices. As I made my inquiry, a look of delight crossed the face of the attractive young lady behind the desk. “Where are you from?” she asked, smiling at me. “You have such a wonderful accent.”

So it was true! Americans really did say that when confronted with a perfectly ordinary BBC voice. I began to sense that living in America might have advantages that I had not hitherto suspected.

Thus emboldened, I plunged into a decade of Serious Quest for Soulmate. After all, she was there, somewhere in this New World. She must be. I certainly looked. At faculty meetings, for example, my eyes would dart around the room for clues, as if American Soulmate, Ph.D., might, in a mystical moment of recognition, disclose herself by look, word or gesture understood only by me.

One thing I did notice was how much psychic energy this took, and how restless and unhappy it sometimes made me, particularly when my relationship with Soulmate du jour would fall apart after only a few months. 

Take Jennifer. Jennifer, in my eyes, had class, dignity, intelligence, beauty. And reservations.

“It doesn’t feel quite right to me,” she said to me over dinner one night.

“Would you like some more pasta?” I replied.

“I think you have too many expectations.”

“No, I don’t,” I shot back, demonstrating my finely honed ability to deny the obvious.

A few more hops and skips, and Jenny and I had reached the familiar conclusion: tension-filled silences followed by angry outbursts, culminating in Jennifer’s coup de grace, “I don’t think we should see each other again.”

And so the long-running play continued. A series of unsuspecting women found themselves filling a position they neither asked for, nor (with some exceptions) wanted. And often in the background, my tapes of “Lohengrin,” as well as the Mendelssohn wedding march from his “Midsummer Night’s Dream” music, would rotate merrily around their spindles. Still the real soulmate eluded detection.

One morning a few years ago, I had just returned from the gym, which I had found to be an interesting, if so far unproductive, place to scout for Soulmate-in-Skimpy-Workout-Gear. It was spring and the lilacs in my yard were in bloom. I sat on the deck with a Styrofoam cup of coffee in my hand, looking out on the display of nature’s greenery. It wasn’t the high from the workout or the coffee that did it, but I gradually became aware that everything in that moment was perfect. Everything was exactly as it should be. Nothing else was needed. Nothing added or subtracted from that minute could possibly “improve” it. This certainly wasn’t the way I normally felt, having conditioned myself to believe that what every minute really needed was a quick infusion of Soulmate.

And yet that moment shifted something inside me. I don’t know how or why, but I do know that it has continued, that there is a tranquil “place” inside me, that is no place at all, because it is everywhere and nowhere, and it is still and silent and has neither beginning nor end and is not alien or foreign to me or outside of me. After years of searching, I have found my soulmate, and it is myself. The bachelor is content. Oh, he still dates women from time to time, and he listens to the wedding marches sometimes, too. But only because he likes them.

Bryan Aubrey 



Is Fire Goddess Spelled with Two Ds?

Happiness depends upon ourselves.

Aristotle 

When I was eight years old, I saw a movie about a mysterious island that had an erupting volcano and lush jungles filled with wild animals and cannibals. The island was ruled by a beautiful woman called “Tandaleah, the Fire Goddess of the Volcano.” It was a terrible, low-budget movie, but to me it represented the perfect life. Being chased by molten lava, bloodthirsty animals and savages was a small price to pay for freedom. I desperately wanted to be the Fire Goddess. I wrote it on my list of “Things to Be When I Grow Up,” and asked my girlfriend if “Fire Goddess” was spelled with two Ds.

Through the years the school system did its best to mold me into a no-nonsense, responsible, respectable citizen, and Tandaleah was forgotten. My parents approved of my suitable marriage, and I spent the next twenty-five years being a good wife, eventually the mother of four and a very respectable, responsible member of society. My life was as bland and boring as a bowl of oatmeal. I knew exactly what to expect in the future: The children would grow up and leave home, my husband and I would grow old together and we’d baby-sit the grandchildren.

The week I turned fifty my marriage came to a sudden end. My house, furniture and everything I’d owned was auctioned off to pay debts I didn’t even know existed. In a week I’d lost my husband, my home and my parents, who refused to accept a divorce in the family. I’d lost everything except my four teenaged children.

I had enough money to rent a cheap apartment while I looked for a job. Or I could use every penny I had to buy five plane tickets from Missouri to the most remote island in the world, the Big Island of Hawaii. Everyone said I was crazy to think I could just run off to an island and survive. They predicted I’d come crawling back in a month. Part of me was afraid they were right.

The next day, my four children and I landed on the Big Island of Hawaii with less than two thousand dollars, knowing no one in the world was going to help us. I rented an unfurnished apartment where we slept on the floor and lived on cereal. I worked three jobs scrubbing floors on my hands and knees, selling macadamia nuts to tourists and gathering coconuts. I worked eighteen hours a day and lost thirty pounds because I lived on one meal a day. I had panic attacks that left me curled into a knot on the bathroom floor, shaking like a shell-shocked soldier.

One night, as I walked alone on the beach, I saw the red-orange glow of the lava pouring out of the Kilauea volcano in the distance. I was wading in the Pacific Ocean, watching the world’s most active volcano and wasting that incredible moment because I was haunted by the past, exhausted by the present and terrified of the future. I’d almost achieved my childhood dream—but hadn’t realized it because I was focused on my burdens instead of my blessings. It was time to live my imagination—not my history.

Tandaleah, the Fire Goddess of the Volcano, had finally arrived! The next day I quit my jobs and invested my last paycheck in art supplies and began doing what I loved. I hadn’t painted a picture in fifteen years because we’d barely scratched out a living on the farm in Missouri and there hadn’t been money for the tubes of paint and canvas and frames. I wondered if I could still paint or if I’d forgotten how. My hands trembled the first time I picked up a brush, but before an hour had passed I was lost in the colors spreading across the canvas in front of me. I painted pictures of old sailing ships, and as soon as I started believing in myself, other people started believing in me, too. The first painting sold for fifteen hundred dollars before I even had time to frame it.

The past six years have been filled with adventures: My children and I have gone swimming with dolphins, watched whales and hiked around the crater rim of the volcano. We wake up every morning with the ocean in front of us and the volcano behind us.

The dream I’d had more than forty years ago is now reality. I live on an island with a continuously erupting volcano. The only animals in the jungle are wild boars and mongooses and there aren’t any cannibals, but often in the evening, I can hear the drums from native dancers on the beach.

Well-meaning friends have tried countless times to introduce me to their uncles, neighbors, fathers and even grandfathers, hoping I’d find a mate to save me from a lonely old age. They use phrases like, “a woman of your age . . .” and “You aren’t getting any younger . . .” to push me into blind dates.

I gently point out that “a woman my age” has paid her dues. I enjoyed being a wife and mother and believe in my heart that I was a good one. I did that job for over a quarter of a century. And now at my age, I have grown into the woman I wish I could have been when I was in my twenties. No, I’m not getting any younger, but neither is anyone else, and honestly, I wouldn’t want to be young again. I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I can paint all night and sleep all day without feeling guilty. I can cook or not cook. I can live on cream puffs and Pepsi for a week at a time and no one will lecture me on the importance of a balanced diet.

It took a long time to find myself, and I had to live alone to do it. But I am not lonely. I am free for the first time in my life. I am Tandaleah, the Fire Goddess of the Volcano, spelled with two Ds . . . and I’m living happily ever after.

Linda Stafford 
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Stone Soup. ©1999 Jan Eliot. Distributed by Universal Press Syndicate. Reprinted by permission.



Lessons from Aunt Grace 

Nobody trips over mountains. It is the small pebble that causes you to stumble. Pass all the pebbles in your path and you will find you have crossed the mountain.

Source Unknown 

The day we moved away I hit bottom. Saying good-bye to my friends and to the house I had loved made me feel as though my moorings had been ripped loose. Now, in what my husband kept calling “our new home” (it wasn’t new, and it wasn’t home), I was so awash in self-pity that I almost ignored the white leather book I found while unpacking an old trunk. But something prompted me to examine it.

The gold Victorian script on the cover spelled My Diary. Opening the book, I recognized the spidery handwriting of my great-aunt Grace, who had lived with us when I was a little girl. Aunt Grace belonged to a species now extinct—the unmarried, unemployed gentlewoman forced to live with relatives. All the cards had seemed to be stacked against her. She was plain-looking; she was poor; she was frail.

Yet the thing I remember about her was her unfailing cheerfulness. Not only did she never complain, but she never seemed to lose her gentle smile. “Grace always looks on the bright side,” people said.

I sank down on the rolled carpet to read her diary. The first entry was dated 1901; the last was the year of her death, 1930. I read casually at first, and then with riveted attention.

Three years have passed since my dear Ted was killed at San Juan Hill and yet every day is still filled with pain. Will I ever be happy again?

Ted? I thought of Aunt Grace as the complete old maid. She once had a sweetheart! I read on:

My unhappiness is a bottomless cup. I know I must be cheerful, living in this large family upon whom I am dependent, yet gloom haunts me. . . . Something has to change or I shall be sick. Clearly my situation is not going to change; therefore, I shall have to change. But how?

I have given much thought to my predicament and I have devised a simple set of rules by which I plan to live. I intend this to be a daily exercise. I pray that the plan will somehow deliver me from my dismal swamp of despair. It has to.

The simplicity of Aunt Grace’s rules-to-live-by took my breath away. She resolved every day to:

1. Do something for someone else.

2. Do something for myself.

3. Do something I don’t want to do that needs doing.

4. Do a physical exercise.

5. Do a mental exercise.

6. Do an original prayer that always includes counting my blessings.

Aunt Grace wrote that she limited herself to six rules because she felt that number to be “manageable.” Here are some of the things she did and recorded in her diary:

Something for someone else. She bought three calves’ feet, simmered them for four hours in water, with spices, to make calf’s-foot jelly for a sick friend.

Something for myself. She trimmed an old blue hat with artificial flowers and a veil, receiving so many compliments that she thought the thirty-five cents well spent.

Something I don’t want to do. She “turned out” the linen closet—washed three dozen sheets by hand, sun-bleached them, and folded them away with lavender sachet.

Physical exercise. She played croquet and walked to the village instead of going by horse and buggy.

Mental exercise. She read a chapter a day of Dickens’s Bleak House, “which everyone is talking about.”

To my surprise, Aunt Grace had trouble with number six. Prayer did not come easily. “I can’t concentrate in church,” she wrote. “I find myself appraising the hats.” Eventually she discovered a solution: “When I sit in solitude on the rock overlooking our pasture brook, I can pray. I ask the Lord to help me bloom where I am planted, and then I count my blessings, always beginning with my family, without whom I would be alone and lost.”

When I put down Aunt Grace’s diary—aware now that “cheery Aunt Grace” fought the battle against darkness that we all fight—tears filled my eyes. But at first I ignored her message. I was a modern woman who needed no self-help crutches from a bygone era.

Yet settling into our new life proved increasingly difficult. One day, feeling totally depressed, I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. Should I try Aunt Grace’s formula? Could those six points help me now?

I decided I could continue to be a lump of misery, or I could test Aunt Grace’s recipe by doing something for someone else. I could, for instance, phone my eighty-five-year-old neighbor who was ill and lived by herself. One of Aunt Grace’s sentences echoed in my head: “I alone can take the initiative to escape from ‘the sarcophagus of self.’” 

The sarcophagus of self. That did it. I would not be buried by my own ego. I got up and dialed Miss Phillips. She invited me for tea.

It was a start. Miss Phillips was delighted to have someone to talk with—and in her musty parlor I listened to details of her illness. Then I heard her say something that snapped me to attention.

“Sometimes,” said Miss Phillips, “the thing you dread doing is the very thing you should do, just so you can stop thinking about it.”

I walked home, turning over that insight in my mind. Miss Phillips had cast a new light on Aunt Grace’s third rule. Do something I don’t want to do that needs doing.

Ever since we moved, I had avoided organizing my desk. Now I made up my mind to get the blasted pile of papers in order. I found a file and folders, and every paper on my desk went into one of them or into the trash.

Two hours later I put down a new green blotter and a small philodendron plant. I beamed. I had done something I did not want to do, and it made me feel good.

At first, “doing a physical exercise” wasn’t quite so successful. I signed up for a jazz-exercise class and hated it. I tried jogging, until it dawned on me that I hated it, too.

“What’s wrong with walking?” my husband asked. He offered to join me each morning before breakfast. We found walking to be wonderfully conducive to communication. We enjoyed it so much that evening walks eventually replaced our evening cocktail. We felt healthier than we had in years.

At “doing something for yourself” I excelled. I began with Aunt Grace’s idea of bath therapy. “A bath should be the ultimate place of relaxation,” she wrote. “Gather fresh lemon balm, sweet marjoram, mint, lemon verbena, lavender and rose geranium. Steep the dried leaves in boiling water for fifteen minutes and strain into the tub. Lie in the bath with your eyes closed, and do not think while soaking.”

Miss Phillips happily supplied me with herbs from her garden. I put the herbal mix in the tub, turned on the water and stretched out to let the tensions of the day melt away. It was sensational.

Soon I started an herb garden of my own and made herbal sachets for Christmas gifts. Doing something for myself had turned into doing something for someone else. 

The “mental exercise” was more of a challenge. I couldn’t decide what to do until I read about a poetry course at the local community college. The teacher was a retired college professor who made poetry come alive. When we reached Emily Dickinson, I went into orbit. I read all 1,775 of her poems and was enthralled. “I dwell in Possibility,” wrote Emily. Marvelous.

Our professor was big on memorizing, which turned out to be the best mental exercise of all. I began with “I’m Nobody! Who are you?” and progressed to more difficult poems like “I felt a Funeral, in my Brain.” How I’ve enjoyed recalling these poems while waiting in supermarket lines or at doctors’ offices!

Aunt Grace’s prayer assignment was the most helpful of all. I try now to make up a short prayer every day, and I always include some thanksgiving in it. Writing a prayer isn’t easy, but it’s a valuable spiritual discipline. I don’t have Aunt Grace’s meditation rock, but I do have a peaceful village church where I can attend to that inner voice. 

I don’t worry how well I fulfill Aunt Grace’s six rules, so long as I do them daily. I will give myself credit for just one letter written, or one drawer cleaned out, and it’s surprising how good feelings about a small accomplishment often enable me to go on and do more.

Can life be lived by a formula? All I know is that since I started to live by those six precepts, I’ve become more involved with others and, hence, less “buried” in myself. Instead of wallowing in self-pity, I have adopted Aunt Grace’s motto: “Bloom where you are planted.”

Nardi Reeder Campion 



Seeing 20/20 

Springtime in New York City—my first apartment, a good-paying job and a great-looking girlfriend. It couldn’t get much better than that. I had my life figured out. In fact, I felt so good, so magnanimous, that I decided to share my happiness with others. Helping someone less fortunate seemed the noble thing to do. Following a friend’s example, I volunteered with the Lighthouse for the Blind.

The friendly volunteer coordinator explained they needed help with an outreach program for the elderly— recently blinded shut-ins. Telling myself I’d bring a little joy to some poor, unfortunate senior citizen, I agreed.

The night before my first meeting with the “shut-in,” my girlfriend and I had a major fight. She stormed out; I sulked. The next morning, I struggled to open my eyes. I had spent most of the night reliving the fight. I was cranky, saturated with self-pity. I dragged myself out of bed to do my volunteer work, but my generous mood had evaporated. I didn’t want to visit some old blind man.

Charlie lived in a rough section of Manhattan: the lowest section of the Lower East Side. Dodging delirious winos, occasionally crossing the street to avoid desperate-looking drug addicts, I trudged toward our first meeting. I tried to imagine what Charlie looked like. The coordinator said he was very old. At twenty-three, as far as I was concerned, anyone over sixty-five was at death’s door. He was definitely over sixty-five, I’d been told. Probably senile, too, I thought to myself.

Well, I’d wasted this Saturday morning, I thought, but I can call the Lighthouse early Monday morning and take myself off the list of volunteers. I climbed the crumbling steps to Charlie’s run-down building and began the ascent to his sixth-floor apartment. No elevator.

Shuffling sounds signaled Charlie’s approach; a face appeared from behind the graffiti-covered apartment door. I gasped. This guy’s older than God, I thought. Cataract-clouded eyes, wispy white hair. He was ancient. Charlie wasn’t just sixty-five; he was sixty-five years older than I was. He was eighty-eight.

He ushered me into his surprisingly tidy apartment. I couldn’t help noticing it looked neater than mine, and I wasn’t blind. Sitting on a slightly musty sofa, Charlie told me how he’d lost his vision and wife of more than fifty years, all in the previous ten months. He told me the past without a trace of self-pity.

I tried to imagine the tragedy of his life, thinking that I’d be suicidal if I was blind and alone. Charlie interrupted my thoughts. He was telling me how fortunate he’d been to have such a wonderful marriage for so long. He smiled at me gently, as if sensing my discomfort.

That first day, Charlie and I visited his barber and walked—more than he had walked since his wife’s funeral. As we walked, Charlie talked. Charlie had outlived everybody. All his friends and relatives were gone, with the exception of a son in California. He told me tales of his younger days at sea, his service in World War I and his wonderful wife. Time slipped by. My agreed-upon one-hour visit stretched to three hours. Charlie was a great storyteller, but he was more than that. No matter what life event he shared, he never complained. Never. He was always able to find something positive to say about what had happened to him.

Eventually, Charlie needed a nap, and I left him as his clouded eyes were drifting off to sleep. As I left, I thought that Charlie’s eyes may have been fogged over, but his perspective was 20/20. Just spending a day with him corrected my distorted view of life. I saw all my problems plainly, and my self-pity vanished as I headed home.

Visits with Charlie became the high point of my week; his stories always put things in perspective for me. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to struggle to wake up on a Saturday morning. Life’s full of surprises, Charlie often said on our visits. It was true, I knew; no event was as surprising as my reluctant visit that Saturday morning many years ago, when an aging blind man opened my eyes.

Bill Asenjo 



Have Freedom, Will Travel 

The man who goes alone can start today; but he who travels with another must wait until the other is ready.

Henry David Thoreau 

I had a ticket. I had my passport. And he had cold feet. I might have known fairy tales don’t come true.

Seven months out of my marriage, I had met the “great love of my life.” We dated a year. I’d always longed to see Europe, and, with my divorce final, we planned the trip together. Then two weeks before takeoff, he took off. Having piggybacked two breakups, I felt as if I’d been through a double divorce. Here I was, thirty-nine years old, with two small children, and facing my ultimate fear: a life alone.

Was I ready to spend a month in Europe by myself? I had a hard time going to a movie alone! But it did seem now or never. The kids would be with their dad, the money came as part of my property settlement, and I had a job waiting when I returned. Okay, if I was going to be lonely for the next few years, I might as well start by being lonely in Europe.

The highlight of my journey was to be Paris, the city I’d always wanted to see. But now I was frightened to travel without a companion. I steeled myself and went anyway. 

I arrived at the train station in Paris panicked and disoriented. I hadn’t used my college French in twenty years. Pulling my red suitcase on wobbly wheels behind me, I was shoved and pushed by perspiring travelers reeking of cigarette smoke, different diets and not nearly enough deodorant. The roar of many languages bombarding me seemed unintelligible—just babble.

On my first Metro ride, I encountered an incompetent, clumsy pickpocket. I melted him with a look, and he eased his hand from my purse to fade into the crowded car. At my stop, I hauled my heavy suitcase up the steep stairs and froze.

Cars zoomed helter-skelter, honking belligerently. Somewhere in this confusing city my hotel was hidden, but the directions I had scrawled suddenly weren’t legible. 

I stopped two people. Both greeted me with that Parisian countenance that said: “Yes, I speak English, but you’ll have to struggle with your French if you want to talk to me.” I walked up one street and across another. A wheel broke off my suitcase. When I finally found the hotel, my heart was pounding, I was sweating like a basketball player and my spirits drooped. They flattened altogether when I saw my room.

I couldn’t stay. Could I? The wallpaper looked like it had been through a fire. The bedsprings creaked. The bathroom was down the hall, and the window looked out onto the brick wall of another building. Welcome to Paris. 

I sincerely wanted to die. I missed my friend. I was entering my third week away from home and my kids, and I had arrived in the most romantic city in the world, alone. Alone and lonely. Alone, lonely and petrified.

The most important thing I did in Paris happened at that moment. I knew that if I didn’t go out, right then, and find a place to have dinner, I would hide in this cubicle my entire time in Paris. My dream would be foregone, and I might never learn to enjoy the world as a single individual. So I pulled myself together and went out.

Evening in Paris was light and balmy. When I reached the Tuileries, I strolled along a winding path, listening to birds sing, watching children float toy sailboats in a huge fountain. No one seemed to be in a hurry. Paris was beautiful. And I was here alone but suddenly not lonely. My sense of accomplishment at overcoming my fear and vulnerability had left me feeling free, not abandoned.

I wore out two pairs of shoes during my week’s stay in Paris. I did everything there was to do, and it was the greatest week of my European vacation. I returned home a believer in the healing power of solitary travel. Years later, I still urge divorcing or widowed friends to take their solo flight in the form of travel plans.

Those who have gone have returned changed—even by a four-day weekend in Santa Fe, an Amtrak ride up the coast or an organized tour of Civil War battlefields. Traveling alone redeems itself by demanding self-reliance and building the kind of confidence that serves the single life well.

Certainly Paris became my metaphor for addressing life’s challenges on my own. Now when I meet an obstacle I just say to myself: If I can go to Paris, I can go anywhere.

Dawn McKenna 
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Have freedom, will travel 

Reprinted by permission of Donna Barstow.



The Visit 

What a lovely surprise to finally discover how unlonely being alone can be.

Ellen Burstyn 

Slowly I walked down the aisle of the empty church. It had been a while since I’d stopped by for a visit. After many years of attending Catholic schools I’d slipped into the category of “lapsed.” Whatever spiritual juice I’d felt as a young boy growing up had evaporated years ago.

I looked around before slipping into a pew and kneeling down. It was pretty much the same as I remembered. I glanced up toward the altar and noticed the flickering candle that symbolized God was present, though invisible. “So,” I whispered, “maybe you’re here and maybe you aren’t. We’ll see.” Somewhere along the line I’d lost faith in whatever had sustained me in my earlier days.

I blessed myself, sat back on the hard wooden pew, gazed ahead and continued to address the God whose presence I doubted. “Anyway, if you’re really here, I need your help. I’ve tried everything I can think of. Nothing works. I feel totally helpless. I have no idea what else I can do. I’m thirty-three, healthy and fairly successful. You probably know all this. But I’m lonely. I have no one to share my life with, no special woman to love, no one to start a family with. My life feels empty, and I have nowhere else to go. I’ve taken eighteen seminars in as many months, learned how to access my feelings, release past hurts, complete old relationships, communicate my needs, understand and respond to what my partner wants. But still I’m alone. I can’t seem to find the right woman, the one who feels right deep inside. What am I missing?”

I sat still, listening. There was no reply to my question, no still small voice. Just the occasional car horn outside, or the sound of a bus passing by. Just silence. I shrugged. Continuing to sit quietly, I let the silence wash over me.

Day after day I repeated this routine. I sat in the same pew, on the same hard bench, uttering the same plea to a flickering candle, in the same silence. Nothing changed. I was as lonely as I had been on day one. There were no mystical answers, no hidden messages.

I continued to live my life, managing to laugh and have some fun. I went on dates and enjoyed myself, whether I was dining out, dancing or at the movies. I also prayed. Day after day, I took an hour away from my regular activities, emptied myself and asked the same questions again and again.

One morning about six weeks later, I awoke and knew that something had shifted. I looked around. Something about the slant of light through the clouds, the fragrance of newly bloomed jasmine, the warm beach breeze, was different. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, but I felt it. On my way home that afternoon, I stopped by the church as usual. Instead of my usual whining, I knelt and smiled at the candle.

Then I conveyed my thoughts to God. “I’m not quite sure what happened, but I feel different. Something has shifted inside. I don’t feel lonely anymore. Nothing’s changed ‘out there,’ but it all feels completely different. Would you happen to know anything about that?”

Suddenly, I was struck by the foolishness of the question, and I laughed out loud. My laughter echoed off the high ceilings and the stone walls, and then there was silence once more. But even the silence felt different. It no longer conveyed a feeling of emptiness and desolation. On the contrary, it radiated a wonderful serenity and tranquillity. I knew in that moment that I had come home to myself. I felt full, complete inside. I bowed my head, took a deep breath and exhaled.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I have no idea what you did but I feel this happiness comes from you. I know that. I haven’t done anything new or different. So I know it’s not from me. Who else could it be from?”

I continued to sit in the silence, alone, content, happy. Then I spoke again to God. “I surrender to not knowing. I surrender to you being in charge. I surrender to my life being an expression of your will instead of my will. And I thank you for this feeling, this change or transformation or whatever it is.”

In the days and weeks that followed, my sense of fulfillment grew and expanded. I looked at everything from an entirely different perspective. Rather than looking for my “missing piece,” I simply enjoyed life. Gone was the angst, the stifling urgency to find the “perfect woman” for the rest of my life.

The shift in my viewpoint expanded into other areas as well. Instead of trudging through life I glided. I embraced being single. It felt wonderful. As long as I maintained my connection with my inner self, I brimmed over with happiness, excitement, joy, fulfillment. There was nothing to fear. If it was God’s will that I should marry, then I would. If not, that was fine, too. I no longer held onto any preconceived notions of how my life should turn out. Every day was a new and wonderful adventure.

Four months later, I bumped into Kathy—again. We’d met years ago, but I’d forgotten all about it. She was sweet, bubbly, cute and lots of fun. We hit it off instantly. Her marriage was over and she was still mourning its passing, even though her brown eyes twinkled whenever we got together. There was something powerful that I couldn’t ignore about this bright Irish lass.

Her laughter was infectious, her heart as big as the endless sky. Every time we were together, time stood still. We finished each other’s sentences, giggled like school kids, brimmed over with excitement and delight. I felt protective of her. She was everything I’d ever dreamed of, everything that I’d stopped looking for months ago.

Once again, I surrendered to something so much more powerful than myself. We were in love.

One afternoon on my way back from the beach, I made a quick visit to the church. It was still just as silent, and the wooden bench was as hard as ever. The candle still flickered on the empty altar. Full of joy and mirth, I raised my eyes.

“Thanks,” I whispered. “Again. For bringing us together. For helping me let go of all the baggage I was carrying, all the stuff that prevented me from seeing what was already there inside. Thanks for showing yourself to me in her smile, in myself, in the summer breezes, the cool evening sky, the curling waves, the seagulls, the sun and the rain. I couldn’t have done it without you. But you always knew that, didn’t you? I was the one who had to learn. Thanks for not giving up on me like I had on you. Thanks for hanging in there with me. I promise I’ll never forget.”

C. J. Herrmann 



Fascination with Dree 

You cannot be lonely if you like the person you’re alone with.

Wayne Dyer 

Aunt Dree is my favorite aunt, indeed, my favorite person. The highlight of my summers as a child was not that my mom, dad, younger sister Lillie and I headed out from St. Louis to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, but that we stopped off along the way at Aunt Dree’s house in Atlanta, Georgia. I knew I was in store for three days of splendid fun.

It usually started off with a magnificent dinner planned by Aunt Dree, which Dad and Mom helped prepare in the kitchen, with flour and spices flying everywhere. Lillie and I were always a part of the process—we were never in the way or too young, according to Aunt Dree. And once the dinner was ready, we didn’t just sit down, but went off and dressed in our finest; Dad in a handsome suit, Mom in a sequined dress, and my sister and I in lacy socks and flower-print dresses usually reserved only for Easter. We’d sit down to a classy spread, complete with fine china and crystal goblets and warm, glowing candles. We’d make a most grown-up toast to our wonderful time together. Aunt Dree knew how to make the most ordinary of times most fascinating.

If it rained, we’d spend afternoons playing canasta, a card game Aunt Dree taught Lillie and me, and listening to Patsy Cline or Billie Holiday tunes on her ancient record player. I knew all the words to those songs sung on those lazy afternoons. Often, a card game would be interrupted as the three of us mouthed the words into our soda bottles and gave emotional concerts to imaginary yet worshiping crowds.

If the weather was nice, we’d play croquet with Aunt Dree’s friends and neighbors. While Aunt Dree wore an actual pair of knickers, she helped us achieve the look by tucking the cuffs of Lillie’s and my pants into knee-length socks, and giving us jaunty hats to wear. She taught us the fine art of sophisticatedly leaning against our croquet mallets while waiting for the others to take their turns tapping the colorful balls rolling about the lawn.

Aunt Dree would treat us to high tea, where we wore white gloves and talked in very stiff upper-lipped English as we delicately raised pretty teacups to our lipsticked lips (compliments of Aunt Dree’s makeup bag). As we pretended we were members of the Royal Family, Aunt Dree went about filling our teacups, often taking the role of the maid or a butler and announcing, amid our giggles, the arrival of some very proper English gent.

There were cocktail parties where my sister and I got to carry silver trays of tiny cucumber sandwiches or goblets of amber-colored liquid. As we did our serving, complete with white cloths over our arms, Aunt Dree’s animated friends would pat our curled hair and pinch our rouged cheeks and exclaim, sincerely I believe, that they loved it when we came to town because Aunt Dree always threw the most marvelous parties just for us. I never remember spilling a single goblet. Aunt Dree always had a way of making me believe I was in another world, another time, capable of doing and being anything I wanted.

Lillie and I slept with Aunt Dree in her huge bed with a soft feather mattress and what seemed like hundreds of pillows. She would begin a story of some fabulously rich character in some faraway country and with her coaxing, Lillie and I would finish the story to Aunt Dree’s most profound applause of how creative and brilliant her two nieces were. “We’ll send that story to Hollywood!” she’d say. “It’s an Oscar nomination, for sure!” and we’d fall asleep curled next to her with images of movie premieres flashing through our dreams. Oftentimes, we were awakened in the middle of the night, beckoned by Aunt Dree to come to the window seat and look out past the flowering gladiolas and the statuesque pine trees up to the silver white moon high in the summer sky. With her arms squeezed about us, we’d look with wonder upon what had been a very ordinary moon back at my house in St. Louis. “Don’t you wish we could bring it down to the yard and play kickball with it?” Aunt Dree would suggest. “A glow-in-the-dark dodge ball,” she’d say with a grin. I could have lain in her arms all night.
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