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Rhonda Hayes  

 
I certainly don’t want to give you the impression that I’m the “gutsy” type. In fact, if you’d ask 

anyone who really knew me, they’d tell you I’m the “gutless” type. For example, my husband Greg 

would be the first to tell you how I drove him crazy when I was the passenger in the car. He’d love to 

tell you how I’d slam on my imaginary brakes when I’d see a phantom car coming at us. 

Unfortunately, Greg is gone now, but he really was the gutsy one between us. He lost his gutsy 

battle with cancer on August 16th of 2008, eleven days after his 59th birthday.  

Immediately following Greg’s funeral, I left Oceanside, California to stay with my daughter 

Sherry who lived an hour’s drive away in Orange County. Sherry was thirty-four at the time and she 

was fighting stage four colon cancer.  

Sherry was gutsy like Greg, but in a softer kind of way. She would never tease me about being a 

nervous passenger, but she was the first to tell me that I needed to “get a life.”  Actually, that’s exactly 

what she said to me, nine months after Greg’s passing, right after she had signed on for Hospice care.  

One day I was massaging her feet when she said, “Mom, you need to get a life. Why don’t you go 

on a dating site?  You know Dad wanted you to move on.”  

In my weak attempt to appear as gutsy and strong as Greg and Sherry had always been, I dodged 

her question and replied, “This is my life.”  

However, in reality, there was such a frightening loneliness deep inside me that even a writer 

can’t come up with words to describe it. There are none. What was I going to do when Sherry was 

gone? Who would ever understand my agony, and my great loss? The two gutsiest people in my life 

were slipping away from me…the gutless one in the family.  

I tossed and turned all night. A dating site? Could I? Is that what Sherry really wants? How could 

a mother, a widow, signup for a dating site while she’s taking care of her dying daughter? Now that 

would really take some guts! I began to explore my feelings and a dating site.  

The next morning Sherry was excited to hear that I had considered her advice and helped me in 

filling out my profile. Then we reached the last question.  

Any additional information you should know?  

Sherry was silent. I sat motionless. Panic struck. What was I doing? I can’t date. I’m not 

available. This isn’t fair—to her, to me or to any man.  

Then a profound calm came over me, the kind of peace that I couldn’t will or force on myself. I 

could only trust and accept it. I recognized it. Tears of hope and gratitude filled my eyes.  

What if it was possible to meet someone? What if he could meet Sherry before she died?  

If he met her, he’d understand what I was losing.  
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My fingers swept effortlessly over the keyboard. “My daughter has terminal cancer and she is 

my life right now. Why would I be on a dating site? She is encouraging me to move on with my life, 

and what a treat it would be if you had the opportunity to meet her. She is an angel.”  

I read my words to Sherry and she smiled at me and said, “Perfect, Mom, perfect.”  

I hit “Submit,” the gutsiest, life-changing thing I ever did. Yes, I found Larry in the nick of time.  

 
 

Rhonda Hayes Bio:  Rhonda writes like she lives her life: fully, 

honestly, and whole-heartedly.  She is currently working on a 

memoir about her amazing journey to find a shining light in her 

darkest hour. You can learn more about Rhonda and her writing at 

www.rhondahayes.com, or visit her Facebook page. 

  

http://www.rhondahayes.com/
http://www.facebook.com/writerrhonda
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Karen van der Zee (aka Miss Footloose)   

 
“Go to Africa? Marry a Foreigner? What Was I Thinking?”  

 
“If you don’t go, you’ll never know,” my mother says. It’s the perfect answer to the question I’ve 

been struggling with: Should I get on a plane and go to Africa to be with the man I’ve only known for a 

short time? He’s an American Peace Corps Volunteer and I’m a Dutch girl, in love, and dreaming of 

adventure. But we haven’t seen each other for six months and is he really the one? This is risky 

business, I’m sure you agree. Maybe I should just stay in Holland and marry a dentist and have a safe 

and unadventurous life in a nice, clean Dutch suburb.  

But, no, I get on a plane to Kenya. Kenya is not Holland and I find it all a great adventure. And 

I’m in love with my Peace Corps hero. A couple of months after my arrival we decide to get married 

and purchase two 9-karat gold rings, the cheapest we can find because we are poor.  

On a sunny tropical morn, my hero and I walk to the District Commissioner’s office in the town 

of Nyeri for the joyous event, at least we’re expecting it to be joyous. It turns out to be rather bizarre 

but we don’t know that yet.  

Our wedding party of twelve strong awaits us at the door, a hippie lot consisting of one Swede, 

one Brit, a couple of Kenyans and several Peace Corps volunteers, all dressed up in their finest jeans 

and cleanest shirts.  

We squeeze ourselves into the small office, a humorless space devoid of festive adornments and 

full of stale air. Behind the desk stands the District Commissioner, a man of solid build and serious 

demeanor. Also present are two mystery maidens, pretty Kikuyu girls in neatly pressed frocks. We do 

not know who they are, but soon discover they’re here to serve as our witnesses in case we don’t have 

any. We do, but the girls do not leave because (I assume) seeing wazungu (white people) getting 

hitched in this town is not a daily occurrence.  

It may well be a very rare occurrence because the DC, wearing a suit and tie as is befitting his 

status, is sweating bullets. Not only from the heat, because along with the sweating he is also 

trembling and displaying a nervous tick.  

After various solemn greetings, the ceremony commences. The DC directs himself to my man, 

ignoring me.  

“Do you understand,” he asks, his cheek twitching, “that this is a civil ceremony and not a tribal 

one?”  

My husband-to-be says yes, he does. So do I (this is, after all, Africa), but my understanding is 

of no importance apparently. I am not amused.  

“And that under civil law, you can only have one wife?”  

My man says, yes, he understands.  
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The DC’s hand trembles so much he drops his pen. “And do you understand that if you want 

another wife under civil law, you must first divorce the first one?”  

Ye gods. Is this an omen? Am I making a terrible mistake? We are talking about getting rid of 

me before I’m even married. How cool is that? I’m standing here in all my bridal glory, miniskirt and 

all, and the DC is talking to my man as if I am not even here. I’m overwhelmed with emotion at this 

sacred matrimonial moment. I’m sure, dear reader, you can identify.  

My not-yet husband says he understands about divorce. (He hails, after all, from America.)  

I’m aquiver with nerves. Should I get out of here, go back to Holland? Marry a dentist instead? 

What was I thinking, traveling to Africa, marrying a foreigner?  

“However,” the DC continues, cheek twitching some more, “in the event you want a second wife 

but don’t want to divorce your civil-law wife, you’ll be allowed to marry a second one under tribal 

law.”  

This is good news! My man won’t have to get rid of me if he wants another wife! I’m overcome 

with emotion. (This is, after all, my wedding day.)  

After some more of this scintillating discourse, we finally get to the one single question I have 

the privilege to respond to:  

“Do you take this man . . . . ”  

I say yes, I do.  

Wedding ring. 

Years have passed. So far, no second wife, tribal or otherwise.  

Getting on that plane to Africa was risky business, but I ended up with the man I wanted and 

together we live a globetrotting life, which is never boring.  

NOTE: This wedding was not a recent event, and I am sure that the ceremony I have described 

has been changed and modernized. So if you want one just like it, you are out of luck.  

 
 

 Karen van der Zee Bio: Karen grew up in the Netherlands and has 

cooked, shopped, mothered, traveled and written romance novels and 

stories in Africa, Asia, Europe, the US and the Middle East. You can read 

about her (mis)adventures on her blog, Life in the Expat Lane. 

 
  

http://www.lifeintheexpatlane.com/
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Jill Fales 

 
Remember the feeling of a field trip day at school? A diversion from the routine in the 

classroom. A palpable excitement exuding from the students wiggling in line to board the broad steps 

of the school bus.  

The permission slip was the linchpin to any field trip. I remember carefully placing the detached 

bottom portion with my mom’s signature in my backpack. I did not want to be one of the poor 

misfortunates that the teachers warned us about – kids who did not have permission would be left 

behind to do school work in a class the grade below us.  

In a sense, the adventure I am on right now – The Great American Field Trip began with the 

same first step.  

Permission.  

This year, the time had come. The kids were old enough. I signed on the proverbial dotted line 

and gave myself permission to toss aside the map society provides and instead follow my heart.  

I began planning our departure for what I named The Great American Field Trip. Driving across 

America road-schooling our four kids.  

This semester, I am the principal, the teacher, the librarian, the learner, the travel agent, the 

parent and the bus, err…minivan driver.  

Think one room school house meets Around the World in 80 Days. OK, not literally the world, 

but 26 states. We have an eighth grader, fifth grader, fourth grader and first grader. Two girls, two 

boys. The Class Clown, the Organized Germaphobe, the Smashed Penny Collector, and the Teenager.  

School on the Road is a bit different. There is no front office. No school cafeteria, desks, 

textbooks, P.E. uniforms, tardy slips, grades, or bells. Also absent – a safety net of predetermined 

standards and curriculum.  

Every day is field trip day.  

We left on August 26, 2011. As we pulled out of our driveway, in Costa Mesa, CA, and joined the 

drivers on the road I could not help think that many, no doubt, were headed to do some back to 

school shopping.  

I felt like I was beginning a back to life spree.  

More than halfway through our trip now, our GPA’s are soaring. But just like many things on 

the road we have created our own definition of the now obsolete Grade Point Average. In its stead, a 

Growth Perspective Achievement.  

Growth happens when we expand our horizons, are forced to think in new ways. Growing also 

includes increased patience and empathy.  
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Perspective is tied to the realization that how we view our world is shaped by our experiences 

and environment. Attempting to see the world through other’s lenses has been a corner stone of this 

trip. As we seek to answer the question, “What is an American?” We realize there are many correct 

answers.  

Achievement encompasses setting goals and achieving them. Taking risks, both small and big.  

Unlike the conventional system of grading, there is no quantitative way to measure our GPA. 

There is no ceiling. At the end of the semester, I will not be able to reduce what we have learned to an 

average of numbers or scores.  

We are learning what learning really is.  

One cannot learn alone just as one cannot teach alone. I am a student just as much as my kids 

are. We have learned so much from the voices of the past. Those, who despite massive challenges, 

pursued the promise of a better life, a better country. Their innovation, creativity and perseverance 

have inspired us. We stand on their shoulders. We are visiting the places where they lived, stood, 

worked or bled. We are reading the words they wrote or spoke.  

Some are famous like Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Marin Luther King. But most 

are ordinary people. A soldier on a battlefield who cannot be identified before he is buried. A Lakota 

woman, who in the face of losing her family, land, and way of life, continues to teach her daughters 

how to weave baskets.  

We have many living teachers who have enriched our GPAs. Wayd, our river rafting guide in 

Oregon.  Matt, the Park Ranger who brought Gettysburg to life.  Dwight, the farmer in Iowa who 

taught us about corn and took us fishing. The herd of bison in Yellowstone National Park, the 

majestic old growth redwood trees on the Northernmost tip of California. The World War II Veterans 

we met at the WWII Memorial in Washington D.C. Susan, who led us on a bike tour through the 

Tidewater lands in Maryland where Harriet Tubman was a Slave before escaping.  

Books have been as important as fuel on this trip. Hannibal, Missouri, was a highlight, boyhood 

home of Samuel Clemens. My kids’ memories of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventures 

of Huckleberry Finn will not be of cramming for a test. Instead, I hope they will remember listening to 

the audio book while driving through beautiful scenery of the Great Plains and Midwest. They will 

remember pretending to paint Tom Sawyer’s fence in Hannibal and licking an ice cream on the banks 

of the mighty Mississippi. Like the river, Twain runs deep within them now.  

Mark Twain once said: “Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness.”  

He also said: “Don’t let school interfere with your education.”  

I think these quotations speak directly to the heart of our adventure. I hope long after The Great 

American Field Trip is over, my kids have learned, among many lessons, one of the most important: 

have the guts to give yourself permission to throw out conventional maps and trust your inner 

compass.  
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 Jill Fales Bio:  Jill may be recognized from one of her two 

weekly columns: Mom’s Voice, or as the under cover book 

reviewer, Paige Turner, in the Newport Beach Independent. 

Her writing has also appeared in Coast Kids Magazine, The 

Coastal Real Estate Guide, and The Newport Mesa Daily Voice. 

Jill is the mother of 4 children (ages 6-14). She earned a B.S. 

degree in Human Development, and a Masters degree in 

Special Education. After leaving formal classroom teaching to stay home with her kids, Jill began 

writing. She has hosted children’s book clubs for the last 6 years, and teaches Mommy and Me Sign 

Language classes. She enjoys traveling. Prior trips have included Europe, Indonesia, Australia, Japan, 

New Zealand, Honduras, and Belize. Now she is combining her passions: motherhood, writing, travel, 

reading, and teaching, as she crisscrosses the country with her four kids on “The Great American 

Field Trip”. Jill lives with her husband and their children in Costa Mesa, CA. You can read about her 

Gutsy adventure on her blog: The Great American Field Trip. 

 
  

http://www.thegreatamericanfieldtrip.blogspot.com/
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Muriel Demarcus 

 
By background, I am an Engineer. I used to be able drive trains and my specialty was Signaling 

(you know, the stuff that always fails on the railways). I have walked down the tracks while new trains 

were being tested (scary) and opened new metro lines in Paris. I have also investigated train accidents 

and tried to re-calculate speed profiles using complicated modeling tools to understand what had 

gone wrong. I am French-born, and it is fair to say that until recently I was a pure French product: I 

had been to the right schools and universities, and was pretty much brought up to climb the corporate 

ladder. Oh, and I could barely speak English - let alone write it - because German was my first foreign 

language (don’t ask, it is a French thing).  

But, in 2004, I had to go out of my comfort zone.  To cut a long story short, my husband was 

offered a job in London. Basically, I had two options: change husband, or change job. I chose the 

latter, which meant that I had to drop my much-loved job (an important part of my identity!) and find 

something else, in London this time. My industry works a lot by word of mouth and I eventually 

managed to find something else, less interesting of course, but somehow I felt that I couldn’t be too 

picky, given that my English was so basic. 

Soon enough, I felt that I was wasting my time and my talents. I felt trapped. As a woman with a 

French accent, I wasn’t being taken seriously at all. I have lost count of the “Do I know you from 

somewhere?” comments. My notes were constantly edited to make them “Oxbridge-compliant” (I am 

used to working in bullet points, but it wasn’t doing the trick over here!).  So, after a while, I decided 

to start my own business in parallel. It was about the development and management of commercial 

properties, mainly to maintain and store boats.  I just saw an opportunity and grabbed it when I 

bought some cheap land close to the coast.  

Eventually, my business started to make more money than my day job. It was time to change my 

priorities. My boring-but-comfortable job was holding me back. I didn’t like it any more. Still, finding 

the strength to resign was more difficult than I thought: most people wait patiently for a nice 

redundancy package, but that was not my mindset, and I knew that the extra-time spent on my 

business would bring me new clients anyway. After months of procrastination, I finally resigned and 

left. Most of my colleagues didn't understand why I didn't wait to get some more money.  

What I love about my business is that it gives me the time and flexibility to take care of my 

family and explore other sides of my personality, such as writing.  

I started my blog, French Yummy Mummy as a new year’s resolution. It became addictive. After 

a few weeks I had more than 4,000 hits a month. I couldn’t believe that my thoughts and worries could 

be of any interest.  I was clearly wrong.  

It felt good.  

http://www.frenchyummymummy.com/
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I am now writing as much as I can, with a view -who knows?- to publish a book one day. It is all 

about explaining how it feels to be French amongst the British. But more importantly, I feel more like 

myself. I am finally designing my life around what matters to me. I know it is better late than never. 

But, after years of always doing what was expected from me, I am slowly starting to become what I 

want to be. Oh, and I am learning to drive boats now!  

 
 Muriel Demarcus Bio: Muriel is a self-proclaimed French Yummy 

Mummy living in London. She started working in Paris in the 

Railways industry and never imagined that she would have to move 

abroad. At 32 years, she discovered that life outside of France was 

possible and even enjoyable when all the family had to move to 

London due to her husband's new job. It was 7 years ago and since 

then she doesn't feel French any more and isn't British yet. Her two 

lovely daughters have now started to correct her bad English accent, 

which she hates. In 2011, she decided to start a blog and hasn't looked 

back since. She can be found at www.FrenchYummyMummy.com or 

@FrenchYumMummy on Twitter.  

  

http://www.frenchyummymummy.com/
http://www.twitter.com/frenchyummummy
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Richard M. Potter  

 
A few years ago I volunteered to serve at a faith-based arts camp for Polish youth. Rafal, the 

camp director, met me at the Warsaw airport. As we drove to the camp, I asked what he had lined up 

for me to do for the week.  

“We have six or eight campers who want to learn guitar,” he said. “So I thought you could lead 

an acoustic guitar workshop.”  

Gitara akustyczna warsztat. WTF? I’ve played guitar for 35 years, but I’m no teacher. I can’t 

even remember how I learned!  Did I really sign up for this?  What was I thinking?  

The next morning I walked through the campground to the gazebo where the workshop would 

shortly begin. Large rocks poked through a thin layer of soil, on which a carpet of pine needles had 

been laid by the branches waving overhead. The rising sun promised to chase away the slight chill in 

the air. Near the gazebo a sculpted lion’s head emerged from the ground, mouth wide open in a silent 

roar of triumph over the grave. It reminded me of Aslan, the lion-Christ-figure from CS Lewis’s 

Chronicles of Narnia; I took comfort in the image and stepped timidly into the role of teacher. They 

don’t really need me here, I thought. But maybe I need to be here. Maybe this is what it means to “live 

by faith.”  

The next morning Rafal encouraged all camp volunteers to tell our stories to our students. What 

role did faith play in the journey? My story does not make me proud. I grew up in a nice family that 

attended church every week. Dad taught Sunday school and volunteered with my Scout troop. Mom 

was the church organist and taught piano. I took piano for a few years, then played cello in the school 

orchestra.  

At 14, I traded cello for guitar. Next I traded church and Scouts for rock and roll. I picked up 

smoking, then drinking, then marijuana, then cocaine. Like Pinocchio, I was living it up on Pleasure 

Island -- and turning into a total ass.  

One night an LSD trip went bad. I asked a friend to drive me home. He stroked the puppy in his 

lap as he drove. Suddenly my friend morphed into the Devil, and I became the puppy. Terrified, I 

opened the door to escape; but it was too late. Demons held me down.  

In reality, I had jumped out of the car. My friend somehow delivered me to a hospital where I 

resisted restraint. My parents arrived as the LSD was wearing off.  When they led Mom to my bedside, 

I couldn’t understand what she was doing in hell. My mom would never be in hell, I thought. But here 

she was, holding my hand. Had I been given a second chance?  

The fractured leg and shattered shoulder blade would heal much sooner than my broken spirit. 

A Lutheran counselor said that my story reminded him of the prodigal son in the Bible. For the first 



© 2012 Sonia Marsh • www.GutsyLiving.com• All Rights Reserved • Page | 11 

time I considered the possibility that a Bible story had been written with me in mind. It was the first 

of many steps on the road to recovery.  

The students were quiet as I finished my story. We turned our attention to guitars. At the end of 

the session, Natalia and Karolina asked if I would help them after lunch. Natalia was fascinated with 

classic rock and roll: the Doors, Led Zeppelin, Deep Purple, Pink Floyd. I wondered, how can I teach 

songs like that to beginners?  

Back at my cabin, I found the Doors’ “Roadhouse Blues” on my mp3 player. The girls were 

waiting when I returned to the gazebo. I showed Natalia where to place her fingers; Karolina followed 

suit. When they began to get the hang of it, I asked if they’d like to try Deep Purple’s “Smoke On The 

Water.” Oh, YES! They spent an hour practicing the songs.  

“Omigosh!” Natalia squealed suddenly, bouncing up and down on the wooden bench. “I play 

Doors! I play Deep Purple!”  

Yes, I nodded to myself. I know the feeling very well.  

The arts camp ended with an outdoor celebration. By the light of a bonfire I said good-bye to 

new friends, taking pictures, collecting email addresses, and making false promises to stay in touch. 

There was a tap on my shoulder.  

“Someone would like to say something to you,” said Rafal. Natalia peaked out from behind.  

“Thank you so much for teaching me songs I love, and for sharing your story,” she began. “I 

have a friend in Warsaw…” She paused and turned to Rafal. “This is so hard!” Tears welled as she 

continued. “My friend smokes marijuana. Every time I visit she asks me if I want to try. She gives me 

pressure. I had decided that next time I am with her, I will try it. Then you told your story. Thank you 

for sharing your story with us. Now I have decided not to try the marijuana. I promise you I will not 

do drugs.”  

“Be strong,” I said. “Keep God in your heart.” We hugged, and off she went to join her friends, 

long brown hair bouncing in rhythm with her flowered peasant skirt.  

“You see Richard,” said Rafal, “even in your fifties you can make a difference.”  

“Thanks, Rafal,” I said with a grin. “I’m 46.”  

As a musician I play by ear, and this often comes in handy, like when I taught Natalia and 

Karolina the Doors and Deep Purple. In life I catch myself playing by fear. I’m afraid to take risks, 

afraid that people will run away if I let them discover the real me. I pray for the fears to go away, but 

that prayer goes unanswered. In Poland I learned that courage is not the absence of fear; it is the 

presence of faith. When I live by that truth, the outcomes are absolutely amazing.  
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 Richard M. Potter Bio:  Richard is a freelance writer, musician, and 

consultant to nonprofit organizations. His writing has appeared in Leader To 

Leader, Children's Voice, Advancing Philanthropy, and other publications. 

As a grant-writer he has secured millions of dollars to support various 

charitable causes, including a $5 million grant from the WK Kellogg 

Foundation to fund internship stipends for future nonprofit professionals. 

Richard blogs on purpose at www.richardmpotter.com. He and his wife of 22 

years are the parents of two wonderful teenaged children. They reside in 

Kansas City, Missouri.  

 
  

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ltl.437/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ltl.437/abstract
http://www.cwla.org/voice/0901management.htm
http://www.afpnet.org/Publications/IssueDetail.cfm?itemnumber=605
http://www.richardmpotter.com/
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Cheryl Stahle 

 
“Just Another Religious Festival”  

 
“OK.” And with that one word, my 15-year marriage ended. We had both given up so there were 

no fights or last hurrahs to save our union. I wanted our son. Done. He wanted his pension. OK. We 

actually negotiated the division of property at Starbucks over lattes. Dutch treat!  

It doesn’t get any better than that for a friendly divorce.  

However, I had spent the previous 15 years as an ice hockey mom and school teacher for at-risk 

teens. For this 70s throwback of peace, love, rock and roll, violence didn’t fit with my belief system; 

however, circumstances dropped it into my lap daily both at home and at school. Along the way I 

disappeared while serving the needs of everyone else. I couldn’t even remember what I enjoyed doing 

and I didn’t know where to start in creating Cheryl Version 2.0, middle-aged edition.  

Slowly I experienced rebirth, dabbled in online dating (just don’t!), raised an amazing son and 

developed deep interests in yoga, reading and writing. My regular haunts included Starbucks, yoga 

studios and bookstores. Not exactly the life of a thrill-seeker but joy appeared in subtle ways through 

the perfect backbend or a well-written novel devoured over a latte and cookie. I was restless though. 

After so many years living in ice rinks and never taking a vacation I had to blow off some steam and 

this lovely life I had created did not include adventure.  

Three weeks. That became my gift of time and for once in my adult life, I had freedom. Throw 

caution to the wind, this was a childless adventure. My friends thought I’d head to the shore with a 

stack of books when I shared the news of a getaway. Not this time.  

The Festival of San Fermin! That’s where I chose to go, so I planned a vacation around that 

religious holiday. Traveling to the major cities of Spain introduced me to centuries old 

neighborhoods, gothic cathedrals, and fabulous museums. I soaked it all in while spending siesta time 

sitting in plazas drinking cava. Three weeks. Time for me. And for kicks, I went alone and did not 

activate international cell phone service. No one to tell me when to get up, what to eat for dinner, or 

how to spend the days.  

I enjoyed two glorious weeks traveling throughout Spain with my camera in hand. I wandered 

through street markets, toured museums and palaces and chose to view only masterpieces at the 

Prado. I even crashed a wedding reception. Why not? No one really knew what I was doing but me. I 

enjoyed freedom for the first time.  

Did I mention that the Festival of San Fermin is more commonly called the Running of the Bulls 

in Pamplona? I didn’t tell too many people from home either. I certainly didn’t tell my mother what 

adventure awaited me. My guess was that wouldn’t go over too well.  
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A train ride later, I entered the tiny village of Pamplona. The annual kickoff food fight had 

fortunately already ended by the time I settled into my hotel, but the partying had just begun. I began 

to realize that my standard glass of wine was not going to be the norm for the next few days.  

Mardi Gras looked tame compared to Pamplona during the festival. Dressed in obligatory 

whites with red sash and scarf, I elbowed my way through the crowds to enter the streets. Once there, 

African conga drums played, strangers pulled me into their arms to dance in the street and mimes 

entertained all. Music poured forth from stores and vendors filled the streets selling t-shirts and flags. 

The streets provided sensory overload but once I got into a rhythm, the crowds became invisible. 

Callemucho . The drink of San Fermin poured freely usually by flask or 2 gallon jug.  

After a night of partying and no sleep, the actual festival began. Fueled with over a decade of 

pent up energy, I chanted “let ‘em loose” in my mind. Catch me if you can. But I’m not quite as 

foolhardy as it appears.  

First, most of the people running had imbibed for at least 24 hours. I chose to toss back just one 

flask of Callemucho (cheap wine and soda). Juts for courage I thought but my balance remained rock 

solid. Next, a plan. I wasn’t about to run on a cobblestone street the width of a standard American 

alley full of drunks without knowing the lay of the land. I watched the first day, safely ensconced on a 

balcony two stories above bull level.  

Day 2 however I joined the crowd in the street. My earlier reconnaissance showed that the end 

of the run was safer as there were fewer people (still packed shoulder to shoulder), a bit more space on 

the street and a fence to leap over should the need arise. So that’s where I planned the start of my run.  

I heard the shot indicating that the bulls had left their pens, waited my 17 seconds for them to 

arrive, and then hit the street. There they were, 10 agitated, magnificent 2000 pound beasts and me, 

soaking wet at 115 pounds. This sister ran fast, smelled their musky odor as they swept by and 

breathed a sigh of relief as I choked on their dust when they roared past. My 2 seconds of glory. Not 

trampled, not hurt and only a slight glow of perspiration on my brow. I ran with the bulls. Feel my 

power now people!  

This single mom can do anything these days. When life gets tough or when I’m feeling a bit 

beaten up, I don my red sash from Pamplona, look at the photos I took of the bulls on my desk and 

smile. I found my inner courage again. I’m getting to know myself too. Life’s not so bad as Version 

2.0.  

 
 Cheryl Stahle Bio:  Cheryl is a memoirist, author and founder of Your Best 

Writing Group (www.yourbestwritinggroup.com) lives in Doylestown, PA with 

her son. Cheryl consults with aspiring authors to guide them in telling their life 

stories. She has a special interest in working with adoptive families as an 

adoptive parent herself.  

 
  

http://www.yourbestwritinggroup.com/
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Ian Miller  

 
“The Last Day”  

 
For summer vacation, some people go to the beach, some go to touristy places, but in 1968, I 

elected to take my little near-clapped-out Ford Anglia behind the Iron Curtain. Early in the morning 

of August 23, 1968, the day my Czech visa would expire, I left Praha and headed south. The day 

matched my mood: sombre and deflated. The heads were down; the protests were over. I had a small 

Czech flag tied to the aerial of my Anglia, and where before this had given me quite amazing support 

from the Czech people, now it was ignored by the very few people who were venturing out.  

I had memories that would last forever: while driving at high speed in the dark, narrowly 

avoiding colliding with a tank parked in the middle of the road with camouflage netting; entering a 

Russian military base from the rear, which was unguarded because the road behind had been deemed 

impassable, then driving through, flag still flying; heading a procession of tanks into Praha and 

forcing them into continual grouching gear changes while hundreds of thousands cheered, and even 

threw flowers; the rattle of machine guns; people hugging the walls while I walked unconcerned (the 

noise was clearly in another street, and I favored the gutter if necessary); a marriage where bride and 

groom emerged, looked around and burst into tears; protestors marching into Wenceslas Square to be 

confronted by a yellow line painted across the stones and about a hundred men with submachine guns 

on the other side; me leaving and shortly after, the rattle, the screams, the ambulances; talking to a 

Major on Charles Bridge while the soldiers below took off boots and I noticed they had rags wrapped 

around their feet rather than socks; the Major wanted to know why the people were removing the 

food. Then there was that which cheered the Czechs and annoyed the Russians more than anything 

else. One town only refused to protest and meekly did everything ordered by the Russians: Lidice.  

Finally, a night in an apartment with the Heitlegnerovs (I apologize for the spelling if it is 

wrong.) The father was a Jew, who had spent the war in the forest resisting Hitler, he had helped  

organize the Communists come to power, then he was back into the forest in a hut with a dirt 

floor and no heating because he was a Jew. With Dubcek, he got this neat apartment, and now he 

feared, back to the forest. I was given one task in return for the bed: he had a daughter on holiday in 

England and I was to take her best belongings and carry the message that she should stay there.  

About twenty minutes short of the border on the road to Linz I picked up two Czech 

hitchhikers, who were carrying a petition with about 250,000 signatures that they wanted sent to the 

UN. Would I smuggle them and it out? My problem was, I was involved. I had stopped knowing they 

wanted to get to the border, so I could hardly just up and leave them. There was no way I could 

conceal them, but I thought I could manage the petition, so I agreed to let them off 100 meters short 

of the border. I would wait on the other side for so long, assuming I got through. Then the decision: 
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what to do with the flag? The guards were Czech, so I left the flag and hoped it would work. I wrapped 

the petition in a large plastic bag and put it in the bottom of a large box that I was using for storing 

waste.  

At the border, the guards searched, and when they got to the rubbish box, they took out the 

rather dried rye bread I had not eaten, then over-ripe fruit, then smelly empty tins, and they asked me 

why was I carrying these? As I pointed out, there are no public rubbish receptacles behind the Iron 

Curtain, or if there were, I never found them, and I did not want to dump rubbish. They accepted that, 

and I was half through. All I had to do then was to enter Austria.  

Then I saw the two triumphant Czech faces and a border guard who knew. I can still almost 

scream. They thought the Austrian authorities would support the Czechs: how stupid!  

Those days in Czechoslovakia were days I shall never forget. It almost certainly strengthened my 

individualistic tendencies, and it certainly diluted my desire to be with a group of tourists. Now I have 

taken up writing fiction, there are perhaps three influences over all else. Big events, violence, etc tend 

to be very sudden, except to those planning them. The second is that groups do not necessarily behave 

the same as individuals, and that is an issue that literature tends to steer clear of. The third is that I 

want to explore why some people want power over others, how they get it, and why others let them 

have it. This makes my writing somewhat different from others.  

Alenka received her belongings, stayed in England for about 6 months, then voluntarily 

returned home. I pray she lives long and has prospered.  

 
 

 Ian Miller Bio: I am a semiretired independent research scientist 

(chemistry) who has taken up writing fiction. Besides a strong 

interest in scientific theory and work on seaweed polysaccharides, 

including the development of skin-care products, I have been 

working on and off on bio-fuels and recycling for most of my 

career. The intermittent nature of this has been due to the 

corresponding interest, or lack thereof, in the provision of funding. 

This habit of governments to ignore problems that do not have imminent consequences has 

influenced my fictional writing, and I am intending to self-publish a series of futuristic thrillers. I am 

married and live on the Western Hills of Lower Hutt, New Zealand, and the photo shows us with our 

front yard in the background.  Please visit Ian Miller’s website, or join him on Facebook. 

 
  

http://www.ianmiller.co.nz/
http://www.facebook.com/ian.miller.73345?ref=tn_tnmn
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Lois Joy Hofmann  

 

“Don’t Be Afraid to Go Out Where the Adventure Begins!”  
 

“Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing at all.” Helen Keller 

 

During the 1980s while living in Minnesota, I decided that I wanted to plan my life rather than 

being thrown about by external events. I had always wanted to retire in San Diego. Why not move 

there now, avoid the harsh Minnesota winters, and find my soul mate? My business partner lived in 

Arizona, so he agreed with the move. I began to set up clients in San Diego.  

When you set out your goals, be prepared for them to be fulfilled in ways that will surprise you! 

There are no accidents! You set the mission and objectives, with God’s help, and the strategy will take 

care of itself as events unfold to propel you toward those goals.  

One Sunday, during one of my trips to San Diego, I hired a sailboat captain to take a client out 

for a day. During a horrible accident, I was thrown against the lifelines; my liver almost split in two. I 

was rushed into surgery. An internal medicine specialist, on call that night, saved my life. He warned 

me, however, that my recovery would take two years. He advised me to resign my clients and quit 

flying all over the country. “You’ll never be in that venture capital business again. Maybe an outdoor 

job, like being a mail carrier, will give you the fresh air and exercise you’ll need!”  

I sold my Minnesota home, resigned my clients there, and moved to San Diego to recover. I 

hiked the trails and worked out in the gym, chocking up four hours per day of aerobic exercise. That 

cut my estimated recovery time in half. Meanwhile, I researched the burgeoning biotechnology 

market. During that process, I met Dr. Günter Hofmann, a physicist and inventor. The rest is history.  

I joined Günter’s company, which had been operating out of three townhouses and two garages. 

I changed the direction of the company from making and selling laboratory research instruments to 

developing drug and gene delivery systems. Then we raised many rounds of venture capital, finally 

taking the company public. All went well; the company grew to over one hundred employees and 

another hundred associates around the world. I had fulfilled one of my life goals, that of becoming the 

CEO of a publicly held company. We had J & J as a pharmaceutical partner. Clinical trials were 

looking good. Patients were being helped.  

Then another setback occurred. Günter and I were ousted from the very company he had 

founded in a traumatic coup. We were devastated. Of course, we contacted our attorneys. Our choice, 

in the end, was to fight or flee. Many advised us to duke it out.  

Our decision was radical and unexpected. We decided to sail around the world! Thus began an 

eight-year odyssey to assuage our anger and hurt, and to fulfill a far different dream. It would be a 

better life—one in which we would be truly independent and self-sufficient, answering to no one. We 
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would be back in control of our own destiny. We were open to change. We were ready for new 

beginnings.  

We learned many lessons during those eight years of sailing. Our Maiden Voyage, the topic of 

my first book, was all about control. We were forced by the wind and weather to change schedules and 

to delay crew. Even though Pacific Bliss was a new boat, equipment broke down. And we faced a Force 

10 storm off the pirate coast of Colombia. Force 12 is a hurricane. A 43-foot catamaran cannot survive 

that! After that voyage, we realized that there is a certain peace in being out of control. It reminds one 

of how much there is to lose, and how fast one can lose it.  

I am a different person now. I have a certain calmness underneath my skin that I didn’t have 

before. My life has all been worth it. I have no regrets.  

Maybe you think it’s too late to pursue your passion, to stretch yourself to that place where 

adventure begins. Life went on. Age just crept up on you. And somewhere along the way, you lost the 

plot. Well, I have news for you. Günter retired at 65, the year we ordered our Catana catamaran to be 

built. I was 58. Günter turned 70 on the Passage from Bali to Singapore, with two years of our 

circumnavigation yet to come! You’re never too old to live your dream! I encourage you to cast off 

those dock lines, to pursue your passion, and to live your dream, whatever that may be. To do that, 

you will need to overcome your fear of the unknown.  

 
 

 Lois Joy Hofmann Bio: Lois Joy retired after a 35-year entrepreneurial 

and management career. Then she completed her circumnavigation 

with her husband, Gunter. Intrepid adventurers, the couple now 

embarks on more conventional travel with the goal of understanding 

countries and cultures that they omitted the first time around. When 

not traveling, Lois resides in San Diego, California, where she enjoys 

writing, speaking and photography. She launched her first book in the 

nautical trilogy “In Search of Adventure and Moments of Bliss: Maiden 

Voyage” in March, 2011. The book won first place in the San Diego 

Book Awards, travel category. Lois is currently writing the second 

book in the series, to be called “Sailing the South Pacific.” Lois also 

serves on the Board of Directors of UPLIFT a faith-based organization working to improve the well 

being and quality of life of San Diego's inner city population. Learn more about Lois on her website 

and subscribe to her blogs.  

 
  

http://www.upliftsandiego.org/
http://www.loisjoyhofmann.com/
http://sailorstales.wordpress.com/
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Dodie Cross 

 
“Snorkeling the Great Barrier Reef”  

 
In the 60s, I reluctantly signed up for classes on SCUBA diving. My husband was excited; he 

thought it would be great for the two of us to dive together. What I didn’t bring up to him, and what 

had been a deep, dark secret for years, was my fear of sharks and the big deep—the ocean! I’d always 

been the first to run into the oncoming waves, knowing I’d go no deeper than my midriff, but actually 

acting as though I’d go out as far as anyone else if need be. I could out-swim anyone in a pool, as long 

as I could see the bottom. Lakes and rivers held some worry for me, but somehow I felt a shark 

couldn’t make it in those waters. Maybe it’s the fact I can’t see what’s down there around my legs, 

ready to carry me off to the deep, and then include me in their digestive juices.  

But, I shouldered on, joining him in the classes. I was the only female in a group of eight men; 

two of whom I might add quit when the going got tough. I actually made it all the way to 

certification—that is until the diving instructor took us out to be certified. We had to snorkel out to 

the kelp beds, put in our regulator and dive to 50 feet to be certified.  

It was a violently stormy day as we made our way to Black’s Beach on the California Coast. The 

breakers were over ten feet. I donned my suit with shaky hands, then my footies and gloves. Someone, 

not sure who, helped me on with my weight belt, and off we went. As I was snorkeling out with my 

husband in front of me, I had the distinct feeling that I was sinking. It  

was hard to keep afloat. I struggled so hard I began to hyperventilate. Was the fear of the 

darkness below? Where a shark might be in waiting, licking his chops, causing this hyperventilation? I 

couldn’t let this happen. I removed my snorkel and yelled to my husband: “I’m sinking! Help me!” 

The instructor, swimming nearby took one look at me and immediately reached out and flipped open 

my weight belt. As the belt sank I began to return to the surface. Obviously, someone had given me a 

weight belt meant for a two hundred pound wrestler. By then I was so exhausted the instructor sent 

me back to shore. I half crawled up the shoreline, dragging myself over the sea urchins as they tore my 

booties, gloves and the skin beneath. At the sight of blood I panicked. Got to get out before a shark 

gets my scent, I thought, as I groped in the sand for handholds to pull me up and out. Sadly, for my 

husband, that was the end of my diving career.  

That was over fifty years ago, and I knew I would never go back into the deep. That is until two 

weeks ago when a friend and I visited Australia. I reluctantly signed up for a snorkeling outing on the 

Great Barrier Reef. Now, I knew I wouldn’t do it, but my girlfriend was so excited about the tour, I had 

to pretend I was excited as well. I figured I’d go along with the farce just long enough to keep her 

happy. But when it came time to don the gear, I’d amazingly get a headache and have to decline. 

However, when the instructor began to hand out the masks and snorkels, I had an epiphany: It’s time 
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to quell your fears. You’re not a young woman any longer, and why take a dirt nap without 

conquering this fear.  

I asked the instructor about the Great Whites. Had any been seen in these waters or nearby? 

“Not for years,” he said, “no problem, mate!” So I suited up. My heart beating so hard I feared it 

would show through my bra top. I valiantly stepped off the swim board and jumped in. The water was 

glorious, so clear you could see for miles. I did some rather strange rotating, though, to make sure 

nothing could sneak up behind me. The longer we were floating out there, the more brave I became. 

“It’s okay, I said as a mantra: You’ve finally conquered your worst fear.  

Then something brushed my leg. Something big! Omygod! I whipped my head around, terrified 

that I might see a huge shark, and there, staring me right in the mask was the most beautiful fish I’d 

ever seen. It was over three feet long, and the most vivid turquoise blue. Its lips were the size of tractor 

tires and it was smiling at me. Our dive instructor told us that this fish always visits the groups in the 

water, and has been doing this for quite some time.  

After my heart quit doing the Macarena, I meekly reached out to pet this beautiful fish. You see, 

I thought, all those fears all those years, for nothing.  

This morning as I worked on my computer and half-listened to the TV news, the anchor 

interrupted with: “We have breaking news” which normally means a car chase, a stock market plunge 

or surge, so I paid scant attention. That is until I heard: “A Great White Shark has just killed a man off 

the Australian coast.  

So much for conquering your fears!  

 
 

Dodie Cross Bio :  Dodie is a freelance writer who has received numerous 

awards for her writing and poetry, among them the prestigious Southern 

California Writer's Conference First Place Award for "Best Nonfiction," as 

well as First Place in their inaugural Poetry Award. She has accrued first and 

second place prizes in her published articles. Dodie has traveled the world, 

writing about her life in foreign countries such as Iran and Thailand, as well 

as American locales such as New Orleans, Orange County, California.  Check 

out Dodie's website where you will find her books: A Broad Abroad in Iran: 

An Expat’s Misadventures in the Land of Male Dominance (During the 

Revolution) and A Broad Abroad in Thailand: An Expat’s Misadventures in 

the Land of Smiles, and her blog, A Broad Abroad. 

 
  

http://dodiecross.com/
http://abroad-abroad.com/blog
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Sara Padilla 

 
When my father called that day, I was preparing to head home, clicking through my email, 

making sure I’d responded to everyone I needed to that day. It was quitting time, and it felt like 

Friday. Most of my coworkers had gone home or to the pub down the street.  

When I glanced at the tiny blinking light and the caller ID read Falls Church, I knew it was bad 

news. My father never called me at work.  

I could never in a million years have imagined it would be that bad.  

My younger sister, the middle child of three girls, was a doer, a thinker and a contributor. If you 

didn’t know her well, and you happened to read her resume, you might be a little jealous. What kind 

of person manages to run ten miles, read Don Quixote, take a Portuguese lesson, tutor immigrant 

high school students, and bake homemade chocolate chip cookies to include in a care package for a 

friend all in the same day?  

Not that she bragged about it. Not a bit. My sister was just one of those naturally inspired people 

who felt compelled to spend every minute productively. Except, perhaps, when she was sleeping. She 

was not a morning person and she could definitely exemplify crankiness at its best when her rest was 

interrupted.  

So when my father told me that she had been killed, I changed physiologically, spiritually and 

emotionally. Even professionally. At the beginning, I did not know exactly how I was changed. But as 

the years unfolded and my reflection upon her life and my own grew deeper, I found myself 

gravitating toward playing a more significant role.  

Professionally, I didn’t long for change, though I did quit my job less than eight weeks after she 

died, and moved 3,000 miles away to a city that I had never stepped foot in before. My husband and I 

had frequently discussed moving out west, and a job opportunity (his, not mine) gave us the chance. 

It turned out that leaving Washington, DC, was a bit of a drag for my career, but six years later, I’m 

finding my way.  

Spiritually, I was angry, angrier, and even angrier in those first years after Liz’s accident. I 

prayed often and reluctantly, and today remain unconvinced of a higher power that is capable of 

intervening in the physical world (so what’s the point of prayer?). But my belief in something bigger 

than all of us does give me some comfort, and I found my tolerance for people involved in organized 

religion actually increased after losing my sister. It’s not for me, but I can respect those people that 

actually practice their faith. One of my mother’s best friends comes to mind. A progressive, intelligent 

and talented woman, she is also a practicing Catholic. Once upon a time, I confess I would have found 

the two versions of this woman to be incompatible. Today, as I observe her composure, energy and 
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commitment to friends and family, while also going through her own personal challenges, I find I can 

accept those who take comfort and strength in ways other than my own.  

Physiologically, I became depressed and anxious. I panicked when unable to reach my loved 

ones by phone and sometimes behaved irrationally. I drank more. A lot more. I ran a lot, 

intermittently, which was actually a bonus.  When I was running daily I ate better, drank less and ran 

several personal record times. Four years after losing my sister, I was finally diagnosed with moderate 

post-traumatic stress disorder, and unenthusiastically began a course of anti-anxiety medication. The 

change was profound. I no longer rely on any meds, but for a year or so, they really helped. And so I 

find myself among those millions of Americans who take mood-altering drugs, most definitely over-

prescribed and not entirely understood. I wish I hadn’t had to resort to this, but the anxiety, 

insomnia, nightmares and overwhelming sadness wasn’t going away.  

The theme of some grief workers is that “time heals all wounds.”  

In my case, this wasn’t, and isn’t, true.  

Emotionally, and I’ve touched on this, sadness poured into the depth of my soul and seemed 

determined to stay. The sadness was, and sometimes still is, heavy and dark. But the moments of joy, 

lightness and breath, so fleeting during those first few years, have become more and more frequent. 

The direction in which I am moving is now one I actually want to move in. I am no longer being swept 

away with the madding crowd of grief, anger, and despair. I look to my sister as an example of how to 

live my days. I do not long to do as she did, or attempt to do as much as possible in each of my 24-

hour allotments. But I wake each morning (even when I’m exhausted) with a feeling of purpose and 

contentment, and more so on each passing day.  

Yes, some days are harder than others. I know, too, that change isn’t always a forward-motion 

concept, and I’m still riding the roller coaster of grief. But I know I’m definitely on board for the 

journey.  

 
Sara Padilla Bio:  Sara is a freelance writer, book reviewer, and blogger 

for Sunshine and Salad (www.sunshineandsalad.com). Sara has over 

fourteen years of experience working in public health and program 

management in the United States and internationally. She holds a 

master’s degree in Public Health from Tulane University and speaks 

Spanish fluently. Sara resides in Portland, Oregon, with her family.  

 
  

http://www.sunshineandsalad.com/
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Pamela Sisman Bitterman 

 
My checklist is getting checked off. I have the basic necessities covered. There are other details I 

could obsess over, more material I could learn, extra gear I could bring. But I imagine that I’ll be able 

to make do with what I have or grab what I need on the fly. I feel pretty good to go! My faculties are 

sharpening into adventure mode. And my old gumption that has been busting a gut to get loose for a 

quarter century is now ever present, even at three a.m. when I lurch wide awake from my warm bed in 

a cold sweat and blurt out, “What the hell am I thinking?”  

It’s not that I’m having serious personal reservations. It is simply that moms tend to worry that 

their families will implode without them. As it happens, I find that I am not in the least fearful for 

myself. In fact, I discover that I’m as game as ever to take this next leap of faith. The “yee-hah!” 

exhilaration of climbing out to life’s edge has never entirely died out in me. It’s merely been lying 

dormant beneath a meticulously constructed, implied housewife persona, a twenty-five year stint of 

nurturing-mother prioritizing for which I have absolutely no regrets. Everything has turned with the 

seasons, as they should. And a bygone time has finally come back around, although to what purpose 

under heaven remains to be seen.  

That being said, this go-for-it attitude of mine does pose a psychological incongruity that I do 

have some measure of difficulty coming to terms with. I am experiencing a powerful, altruistic desire 

to “go help starving children, be a blessing in the world, touch just one life,” with a hefty side of, 

“travel, have an adventure, get out there, prove you can still do it,” purely selfish thrill-craving. Like a 

cup of warm milk with a Wild Turkey chaser. When I ask my husband, who has actual skills and a 

medical background, if he is planning to accompany me, he replies, “Pami, I have a job I love, 

responsibilities, the mortgage and college tuitions. I don’t need to go. I don’t even want to go. This is 

your dream. And yes, I am afraid for you to go. But I know you. And I am more afraid for you not to 

go.”  

No, I don’t want to go without this wise man, but I want to know that I can. I don’t need to fly 

halfway around the globe to be benevolent but I do need to get back out into the big world. I have no 

concrete conception of what I am moving toward but the lure of the unknown pulls me like a familiar 

drug. There is nothing in my life to escape from and yet the passive act of staying put evokes 

despairing thoughts of, “Oh, if this is all I’m going to do, then just shoot me now!” Some things never 

change. This is still the same me, just me a little older, me a little slower, me jetting off to Kenya . . . 

with Ian.  

Ian is our son’s pal, the child of a good friend, a physician who personally knows the doctors 

who are running the program that I am going to join in Kenya. Ian knew about the project from his 
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father and was committed to going even before I was. He is a lot like the “me” of 24-years-old. And I 

cannot fault him for that.  

However, I have to say that having one of my children’s schoolmates in on my personal journey 

of self-reinvention wasn’t in my blueprint. I fear Ian will disrupt my somewhat anal and scrupulously 

economical organization. I am packing the bare minimum, just what I think I can get by with; for 

example, one handful of laundry tabs, one small two- in-one bottle of concentrated shampoo/ 

conditioner, one bar of soap, one package of antibacterial wipes separated into several neat little 

plastic snack bags, and one box of energy bars. One! I envision Ian bumming a tab for his rank 

clothes, a dab for his cruddy hair, some suds for his grimy bod, a swipe for his germy mitts, a bite for 

his grumbly tummy. And will I deny him, scold him for being unprepared, admonish him for being 

selfish, berate him for blowing my cover and outing me as “the mom person” I am endeavoring to 

leave behind?  Never. I am resigned and actually curious to discover how it will all play out between 

us.  When his folks implore me to please look after Ian for them, I tell them that we will look after 

each other, figuring that I can at least keep myself off the liability hook to that extent.  

Truth be told, Ian and I do look after each other. We both prove to be ready, savvy, daring, 

caring, and gung-ho—intrinsically different, independent explorers embarking on a journey to 

discover our separate ways—together.  

And what grander venue could we dream up in which to have at it than extreme Africa. The 

Dark Continent looms outrageous and I find I am not permitted not to be outraged. The media blitz 

has played on this brilliantly. Hollywood is literally and figuratively all over the map with the Dark 

Continent and they aim to pluck my purse strings. From Oprah to George Clooney, Angelina Jolie to 

Madonna, HBO to CNN, Bill Gates to U2’s Bono. There are brochures advertising the dozens of 

religious charitable organizations with their hands out, along with a smattering of non-ecumenical 

groups. Then there are the governmental and non-governmental organizations, the grants, 

fellowships, and philanthropists. Africa’s plight is discussed on the floor of Congress and at the 

annual G-8 summit. 

I can’t help but gag on the grisly need, while feeling sick from the force-fed horror. 

Consequently, I gamely truck right on over to a little godforsaken corner of Kenya. Enter my story—

timely, unique, honest, important, shocking, and first-person true.  

 
Pamela Bitterman Bio:  Pamela’s first book, Sailing To the Far 

Horizon, her own story of life, loss, and survival at sea is graphically 

biographical. It encapsulates the author as product of the first thirty 

years of her life.  Muzungu, the story of the author’s unlikely 

escapades throughout Kenya, picks up on that journey a couple 

decades later.  She has also written a children’s book titled When This 

Is Over, I Will Go To School, And I Will Learn To Read: A Story of 

Hope and Friendship for One Young Kenyan Orphan. Finally, the 

http://www.amazon.com/Sailing-Far-Horizon-Restless-Journey/dp/0299201902
http://www.amazon.com/Sailing-Far-Horizon-Restless-Journey/dp/0299201902
https://www.ebookit.com/books/0000000120/Muzungu.html


© 2012 Sonia Marsh • www.GutsyLiving.com• All Rights Reserved • Page | 25 

author has penned a homily entitled, Child, You Are Miracle. Links to these, plus trailers to her three 

published books can be found on her website: www.pamelasismanbitterman.com  

  

http://www.pamelasismanbitterman.com/
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Kenneth Weene 

 
"Being a Hero"  

 
One thing I have to admit – I’m a coward. So what the heck was I doing with my fingernails 

digging into the tiny crevices of the slate roof? What the devil was I doing crawling along the peak of a 

roof five stories above a parking lot that was rapidly filling with police, fire fighters, and gawkers?  

No, I wasn’t drunk or high. And I certainly wasn’t suicidal. I wasn’t, but the young woman 

teetering on the far edge of the roof was. She had somehow made it out of the psych ward, slipped 

through a window onto the roof of the chapel – that huge vaulted wing of the hospital -- and had 

walked the crown of that building to the far edge, where she now stood screaming at the world that 

she was going to jump.  

Even as I edged towards her, part of me was hoping she’d go off. Then I could wait patiently 

until I could be rescued by those experts who now impotently stared up at her. There was no way I 

wanted to keep moving forward – no way this story could end well. Still I moved ahead, inches by 

inches, slate capping stone by slate capping stone.  

What propelled me? Not a personal concern. I didn’t know her name. I didn’t want to know her 

name. I didn’t work in the psych ward, not really. I was just a summer intern in the community 

mental health unit. My job description – do little, stay out of the way, and on occasion make a fool of 

myself. I also carried papers around. That was why I had been at the same floor as the psych ward, 

why I had been passing that window as she tightrope walked her way along that roofline.  

For her it must have seemed so simple. Bare feet on either side of the peek, walking as easily as 

if she were in a meadow; perhaps in her head she was. Her robe was flying about in the breeze. She 

paused for a moment, took it off, and dropped it on the slates. It slid down the roof, gathering speed 

as it went.  

I watched her move gracefully towards the end of that roof, and I slipped out the window after 

her, dropped to my knees, and then to my belly. I’m not particularly good with heights. I get vertigo 

when I look down any distance. I’m fine when I look out, but looking straight down – perhaps it’s my 

astigmatism. I clung to the roof and inched forward.  

In my head there was a constant refrain: Talk her off the roof. Get her back to safety.  

She reached the end of her journey and looked over the edge. It had seemed only seconds, but 

the watchers and rescuers had already starting assembling. She began a colloquy with them. She 

wanted to die. She had nothing to live for. Nobody cared.  

That, finally, was my opening. “I care,” I yelled. “If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t be out on this damn 

roof trying to get to you.”  

Another inch forward.  
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She looked back, saw me, and asked who I was.  

“Your friend,” I answered hoping that she would accept my word at face value. A summer 

psychology intern would hardly instill trust and acceptance; a friend might.  

“You could get hurt,” she called to me.  

“So could you.”  There was a pause. “Let’s get the hell off this roof.”  

“I want to die.”  

“Why?”  

“Because nobody cares.”  

“I care,” I tried again, “or I wouldn’t be out here.”  

“Oh.” She came towards me.  

“I lost my robe,” she said as she came closer.  

“We’ll get you a new one.”  

I inched backward. Suddenly there were strong hands grabbing my ankles and pulling me back 

through the window. The young woman was right behind me. They helped her through the window, 

gently, oh so gently. Then, once she was through, they wrestled her to the ground, stuck a needle into 

her, strapped her into a straightjacket, and hauled her back to the ward.  

“What the hell were you thinking of?” My supervisor asked.  

“It just seemed that I had to do—“  

“Don’t ever do it again. Do you realize how lucky you are?”  

“Believe me I do. I was terrified I’d fall the whole time.”  

“Who’s talking about falling? If she had jumped while you were out there talking to her, we 

could have been sued. In which case, young man, you would have been better off if you had fallen.”  

The next day in the cafeteria one of the aides came over to me. “That was great what you did 

yesterday.”  

Maybe, maybe not.  

 
Kenneth Weene Bio: A New Englander by birth and disposition and 

trained as a psychologist and minister, Ken Weene has worked as an 

educator and psychotherapist. Besides writing, Ken's earlier interests 

included whitewater rafting, travel, and playing paintball. Ken's poetry 

has appeared in numerous publications - most recently being featured in 

Sol. An anthology of his writings, Songs for my Father, was published by 

Inkwell Productions. Two of his short stories are soon appearing in 

Legendary. His short play, The Right Number, was recently work-shopped 

with great laughter and success by Stage 55 in Phoenix. Ken's novel, 

Widow's Walk, has just been published by All Things That Matter Press. 

Now in semi-retirement, Ken and his wife live in Arizona. There Ken has been able to indulge his 

passion for writing and enjoying life. Learn more about Ken at:  www.authorkenweene.com. 

http://www.authorkenweene.com/
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Larry Jacobson 

 
“How I Chose Passion Over Fear and Sailed the World”  

 
How many people do you know who have actually made their dream come true—their dream 

based on passion and desire, not practicality or career advancement? It could be a dream of anything 

from travel to weight loss, from a new career to a new relationship. It starts with, “I’ve always wanted 

to . . .” and often ends with, “It’s just not practical,” or “Maybe someday.” At what point do we say, 

“Someday is here!”?  

Reaching a new goal often means letting go of something, but would you give up a secure 

business career for your passion? What if you had spent the last 20 years building a highly visible 

company with a stellar reputation, loyal clients, and a steady flow of business, and you were 

surrounded by friends and family who admired your achievements and your perfect career? Could 

you walk away from all that to pursue a dream?  

I did—or rather, I sailed away. I traded it all for the opportunity to make my lifelong dream of 

sailing around the world come true. And though some called me crazy at the time, I’m happy with my 

choice of seeing the world during six years of adventure on the high seas. Though I now drive a Honda 

rather than an Audi, fly coach rather than first-class, and live in an apartment rather than a house, I 

feel as though I’m the richest man in the world, because I’ve lived my dream.  

Perhaps you’re a high-tech executive who’s a master pastry chef at home, and you’ve always 

wanted to open a bakery. Would you be willing to bake late into the night, spend your mornings 

serving fresh croissants, and pour your earnings back into the business? Or perhaps you’re a sales 

manager who takes writing classes at night because you’ve always wanted to write a great novel while 

living in a country village in Italy. There goes your chance to be V.P. of sales, as you spend your 

evenings developing characters rather than staying late at the office. In the end, you get to decide what 

you’re willing to sacrifice. Andre Gide said, “Man cannot discover new oceans unless he has the 

courage to lose sight of the shore.”  

Fear of what a change might bring is one of the main reasons many people never let go, and so 

miss the opportunity to become something different and transform their lives. It’s a double-edged 

sword, facing the anxiety of walking away from the old while embracing moving into fear of the new. 

Even if your dream is just to get back into shape, the fear of failing may prevent you from trying. Take 

to heart the words of Gen. George Patton: “There is a time to take counsel of your fears, and there is a 

time to never listen to any fear.” Let your passion guide you. Don’t let the weight of the past or fear of 

the unknown get in the way of your vision. And realize that it's not only fear and apprehension that 

prevent us from doing great things. Often, the good in our lives is what gets in the way. Many of us 
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have a home, partner, family, career, and income—and who would watch the cat if I traveled to 

Europe for a year? Why risk the comforts and joys of our lives for a chance at a dream? Because, as 

Dale Carnegie said, “Take a chance! All life is a chance. The person who goes farthest is generally the 

one who is willing to do and dare.”  

You have to be the one who makes your dreams come true, and nothing happens without 

action. Make your decisions, make your plan, and then take the first step. If you make no choice, 

you’re only fooling yourself. No decision is a decision.  

I’ll admit that my own decision-making process was a scary mixture of excitement and cold feet. 

I reached the choice to leave my secure life when there was no more information to help me decide 

one way or the other. The fanfare and cheering crowds never materialized as in my dream. There was 

no line to cross that made it official. It was simply time to go. But I remembered that, as Emerson 

correctly said, “Once you make a decision, the universe conspires to make it happen.”  

Was I brave, blind, or foolish? No, I was driven by passion. Yes, I was choosing an extreme 

change of course in my life, but I was drawn to it with a pull I couldn’t resist. And though I had been 

sailing nearly all my life, I wasn’t prepared for the magnitude of the challenges and fear that would 

come with sailing around the world. Still, passion trumped fear. It can for you too.  

I untied my dock lines and followed my heart. What I hope you glean from my experience is 

that it’s possible to follow your passion and make your dream come true. Don’t wait for someday. 

Address your fears, make your plan, and take the first step. Untie your lines—whatever they may be—

and go!  

(This story was originally published in Forbes, with written permission by the author)  

 
 

Larry Jacobson Bio:  Larry, a California native, is a motivational 

speaker, executive coach, and sales trainer. His circumnavigation 

is documented in his book The Boy Behind the Gate: How His 

Dream of Sailing Around the World Became a Six-Year Odyssey of 

Adventure, Fear, Discovery, and Love. For a free download of the 

first chapter, go to www.larryjacobsonauthor.com and sign up for 

his mailing list. Larry welcomes new friends, colleagues, and 

feedback at: larry@larryjacobsonauthor.com.  

 
  

http://www.larryjacobsonauthor.com/
mailto:larry@larryjacobsonauthor.com
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Anne Schroeder 

 
“A Thank You to the Universe for our Zihuatanejo Connection”  

 
The flight was on time as it descended over the basin rim into the desert. Phoenix in mid-April 

was green golf courses and swimming pools surrounded by alfalfa fields and sprinklers. I pulled my 

eyes from the magazine I was pretending to read. My hands were trembling from the apprehension of 

meeting my oldest daughter, Sam, to board a plane to Zihuatanejo. I knew she had not agreed to this 

trip without persuasion.  

The trip itself was the result of many hands. God had a plan.  

In the taxiing plane I heard my friend’s stern voice two months earlier brooking no dissent: 

“Just hear me out before you say anything. I’ve booked you into a writer’s retreat in Zihuatanejo for 

late April. You need to go. You’re not writing and you need to be. Go and let it change your life.”  

That phone call had frozen me with apprehension. Mexico—alone? From the way my stomach 

dropped at the idea I knew I was not brave enough to go alone. My heart, my instinct called for my 

daughter.  

She had objections: a single week of vacation built up, not enough money, but beyond her 

objections I recognized her apprehension about spending a week together. What if we hated each 

other?  

She had left home at seventeen for college and never returned. What if after all the years of 

living apart—of chasing separate dreams and missed connections—this was our only chance and we 

blew it? But if we didn’t try we would never know.  

But maybe knowing wasn’t all it was cracked up to be!  

She stalled. I fussed to her father about her indecision when secretly I was doing the same thing. 

It was her father who negotiated the truce, the man who didn’t really want me to go because it was 

southern Mexico—he hated Mexico—and he would have no power to save me if something went 

wrong. This husband of mine called his daughter without me knowing and told her I wouldn’t go 

without her.  

Fast forward to Zihua: Fate had decreed it was time.  

Miles from home, the novelty of adventure freed us. Tears turned to laughter as we struggled to 

find common ground, mother and daughter, offspring of my teen years when I had little to offer her 

except my love.  

Laying on our beds that first night we began to talk, first of inconsequentials, then of the 

disappointments we had each suffered at the other’s hand. When exhaustion claimed us my firefighter 

daughter demanded that we make an evacuation plan. She placed a flashlight and our shoes by the 
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door while I scoffed, not yet ready to relinquish the parent role to this adult daughter who had grown 

tenacious in the missing years.  

In the middle of the night when the first temblor rocked the hotel I accepted the small 

earthquake as a sign that flexibility and respect would be a good thing. By joint agreement she became 

the leader of the expedition.  

Seven days later we were friends in a way we had never before managed, our hearts healed of the 

nagging fear that we had somehow missed our connection. Here’s what I wrote to celebrate our week: 

The week was productive and inspirational. My daughter and I left our mark on the little town. I 

asked questions of every bartender and waiter, every vendor and taxi driver who would tolerate our 

Spanish. We rode a bus with broken windows to Petatlán and were taken in hand by a couple of eager 

seventeen-year-olds. We caught the stench of freshly-butchered pigs, ate cow head enchiladas, and 

brushed off flies and proposals of marriage with equal adroitness.  

We adored Lenore and Veronica and Elsa and her husband. We dined with an opera singer from 

Mexico City and advised her in her marital distress over a bottle of wine at midnight. We rose at dawn 

and ate cerviche at the fish market, and enticed Jose the cantina owner into telling us his story of lost 

virginity at the hands of a Greek goddess who was nineteen to his seventeen.  

Sweet days. We made friends with the geckos on our wall and nodding acquaintance with the 

iguana in our tree. We toted home fresh cocos and pinas and laced the shells with rum. We tossed 

Else's bougainvillea into the sea at midnight and made a wish to return. We bought Latina sandals 

that made our legs look long and hootchie- mama dresses that made us feel great.  

We danced to a Bolivian CD in the dark and watched the houses on the hill swell with the 

afternoon light. We bought morning coffee for the Indian woman who carries flan on her head, and 

turned down an offer of product from the local drug dealer. We taxied to Ixtapa and ferried to Las 

Gatas and attended Easter Mass at the church of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  We knelt in reverence at 

the cathedral at Petatlan and saved our sunburn for the last day.  

Oh yes, I finished twenty-five pages of most excellent prose for a total of seventy-five pages on 

my novel. If we missed anything we'll be glad to retrace our steps. We have found paradise.  

When we returned, my husband wanted to know why I looked so relaxed. I told him it was the 

humidity.  

In a lifetime a mother should be so lucky to share such a trip with a daughter. We were both 

profoundly touched by our experiences. A Norwegian reporter from New York told me she was 

reading Willa Cather and my book, “Branches on the Conejo” at the same time and found herself lost 

in the similarities between us. I read Cather's “My Antonia in Zihua” and I found a part of my whole. 

Thank you, Universe, for your part in my journey.  
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Anne Schroeder Bio:  Anne writes about this trip and other 

experiences of the Social and Sexual Revolution in her baby boomer 

memoir, Ordinary Aphrodite, available through Amazon and e-

books. Her social history of Southern California, Branches on the 

Conejo: Leaving the Soil after Five Generations is available at 

Amazon. Her books are also available through her blog: 

www.anneschroederauthor.blogspot.com  She describes her husband 

as a stallion running in circles around her, trying to keep her in the 

corral while she pushes to expand the circle. After 44 years it seems to 

work for them.  Anne has nearly a hundred short stories and essays 

published in print and e-magazines. She has won multiple awards, 

including a LAURA award for Western short story, the NightWriters 

Gold Quill, Writer’s Digest, AAPW, and WIN-WIN Persie. Connect with Anne on her Facebook page.  

 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Ordinary-Aphrodite-ebook/dp/B0051ADYW0/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1348279171&sr=1-1&keywords=ordinary+aphrodite
http://www.amazon.com/Branches-Conejo-Leaving-After-Generations/dp/1891954997/ref=la_B005O52T3C_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1348279210&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.com/Branches-Conejo-Leaving-After-Generations/dp/1891954997/ref=la_B005O52T3C_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1348279210&sr=1-1
http://www.anneschroederauthor.blogspot.com/
http://www.facebook.com/anne.schroeder.391

