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			Praise for Lu Ann Cahn’s

			I DARE ME

			“I love the bold and brave spirit of this book—along with its wit, warmth, honesty, and endearing sense of fearless self-deprecation. In these pages, the author has packed not only a year of courage, but more than enough for a lifetime. I think (and hope) that her journey will inspire many others like it!”

			—Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love and The Signature of All Things

			“I loved Lu Ann Cahn’s I Dare Me! This is a book that can change your life—if you let it. Her Year of Firsts inspired me, as does the story of her life! A must-read for every woman I know.”

			—Lisa Scottoline, New York Times bestselling author

			“Lu Ann Cahn has written a delightful and helpful guide to all the ways large and small to unstick your life. Even if you don’t want to eat a grasshopper.” 

			—Delia Ephron, author of Sister Mother Husband Dog

			“I Dare Me is hilariously inspiring. This book will motivate you to step out of your comfort zone and take more life-changing chances to increase your life fulfillment and happiness quotient! You will fall in love with Lu Ann’s charm and story-telling style, which is not just entertaining but empowering to say the least!”

			—Jen Groover, author of What If? & Why Not?

			“First First? Buy this book. Then take in Cahn’s spirit and try out her plan. It can only do you good.”

			—Judith Sills, PhD, author of The Comfort Trap, or What If You’re Riding a Dead Horse

			

			“Everyone needs a best friend like Lu Ann Cahn—the bold, spontaneous, zany-in-a-good-way friend—who dares you to do what you would never otherwise consider but makes it look so fun you just have to give it a go. You might curse her name while up on that mechanical bull, but you’ll end up thanking her for shaking up your life. Packed with laughter, shrieking, and the thrill of the new, I Dare Me is an irresistible guide to making every day an adventure.”

			—Patty Chang Anker, author of Some Nerve: Lessons Learned While Becoming Brave

			“Lu Ann Cahn has taken the concept of ‘falling into a rut’ and conquered it in the most humorous and accessible way. From plunging into the ocean on New Year’s Day to eating desserts all day long, she made her year of ‘Firsts’ into a guide for anyone who needs to recharge, reboot, and find the joy in the quotidian.”

			—Ellen Lubin-Sherman, author of The Essentials of Fabulous
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			INTRODUCTION

			In August 2012, at a Philadelphia restaurant, ten-year-old Cleo, my friend’s niece, sat across from me and asked, “What are you writing about?”

			Her uncle Andrew had told her I was “an author.”

			“I’m writing about a Year of Firsts. Every day for a year I did something new.”

			Cleo’s eyes got big.

			“Every single day?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Like what? What did you do?”

			“Oh, let’s see . . . I ate a scorpion.”

			“Ewwwwwwww.” Cleo wrinkled her freckled nose.

			“I zip-lined across a lake filled with alligators!”

			“WHAT?? Really?”

			“Yep. I learned to Hula-Hoop.”

			“I can do that.” Cleo wasn’t impressed with that one.

			“What do you want to do for the first time?” I asked her.

			“Eat escargot!” she said precociously. Everyone at the table laughed.

			I asked my friend Andrew what he would do for a First.

			“Hmmm. I don’t know.”

			Cleo’s mom, Brooke, couldn’t think of anything either.

			Cleo, however, announced, “I’m going to try new things too.” We high-fived.

			It wasn’t by chance that the child among us was the one who immediately understood and liked the idea of “Firsts.” As children, our lives are full of Firsts: first taste of ice cream, first time riding a bike, first day of school. We’re like sponges. We want to try everything. We can’t wait for new experiences.

			As we get older there’s still so much that’s fresh, new, and exciting: first kiss, first driver’s license, first heartbreak, first job, first plane ride. Those experiences shape you, stretch you, and bring new wonder to life.

			But at some point, the Firsts in life dry up. You get busy with school, work, family, kids, and responsibilities. You get locked into your routines. You get comfortable. You go to the same places, have the same friends, do the same job, eat the same things. Then one day, you wake up and realize that the spontaneity and adventure are gone. You’re living in Groundhog Day. You know that something needs to change, but change is scary. So you wait and nothing changes. You’re stuck.

			Before I started my Year of Firsts, I was stuck.

			From the outside, my life at age fifty-three looked fine. I had a good job. I had plenty of accomplishments as a journalist. My marriage of twenty-five-plus years was stable. Physically, there was nothing wrong. And yet in 2009 everything was wrong. I felt lost, angry, and frustrated.

			The economy was tanking. My job as an investigative reporter at a local television station in Philadelphia was changing. Friends I loved were moving. Longtime coworkers were leaving. Reporting resources were shrinking. Budgets were being cut. I resented the new technology and social media I was being asked to embrace at work. “I don’t text!” I would snarl. “Facebook is for morons.”

			I stubbornly tried to do things the way I’d always done them, but I felt like I was beating my head against a wall. It was exhausting. For the first time in my life I felt old and out of touch.

			Worst of all, I didn’t like this version of myself. I had survived having my entire large intestine removed when I was thirty-three. I had survived breast cancer at thirty-five. I survived kidney cancer at age forty-five. I should have been dancing every day like Gene Kelly in Singing in the Rain just to be breathing, right? But I wasn’t.

			Perhaps it was because I had survived all of that that I was even more distressed. Days, weeks, and months were going by and I wasn’t appreciating and enjoying them. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I also knew being stressed and unhappy for that long wasn’t good for my head or my health. And I didn’t have time to move to Italy to go find myself, or meditate on my navel in Bali. Still, something had to give: I had to figure out how to get unstuck.

			My smart, tech-savvy twenty-three-year-old daughter was worried about me. She hadn’t really seen me like this before. She pushed me.

			“Maybe you need a new creative outlet,” Alexa suggested.

			“Maybe,” I said.

			“Maybe you should start a blog.” Now, she was bugging me.

			“What the hell is a blog?”

			“An online journal. You can write about anything.”

			It just sounded like more work to me. And I had no idea what I’d write about. I couldn’t think of just one thing that would keep my interest. Still, for some reason I mulled it over. Maybe my daughter was right, I thought. Maybe I could blog. Maybe I could write about doing a lot of new things.

			“What if I try something new every week? I’ll write about that.”

			My daughter was having none of it. “No, something new every day!”

			Now there was a crazy idea.

			“Start making a list of things you’ve never done,” she said. “They don’t have to be big things like skydiving. Instead, don’t swear for a day. Eat vegetarian for a day. Stuff like that.”

			There it was. The idea scared and excited me at the same time. I knew that was a good sign. Just like that, my Year of Firsts was born.

			And that’s how I found myself running into the freezing ocean at full speed on New Year’s Day 2010. Surprise—it turns out that there’s a perfectly good reason that sane people do something as insane as the Polar Bear Plunge: It’s exhilarating! It’s a full-on slap-in-the-face wake-up call. I ran out of the water soaked, shaken, and proud. It was the first of 365 Firsts.

			For every day that year, I did something that I had never done before and blogged about it at luanncahn.com. When I could, I captured each First on video in all its goofy, seat-of-my-pants glory. I also established a few ground rules:

			
						A First could be something I hadn’t tried in ten years. If you did your last cartwheel at nine, doing one at fifty-three counts as a first, believe me.

						No risking my life bungee jumping. I jumped out of a plane when I was twenty-one. I felt no need to sign forms that stated no one would be responsible in the “event of my death.”

						My schedule was absolutely nuts, so I gave myself permission to embrace whatever small Firsts came my way in the course of a 24/7 life.

						No cheating. I couldn’t skip a day. I had to do a First and document it.

			

			My daughter was wrong; it wasn’t easy to find a First every day. But she was also right. I needed this. I’d forgotten how much fun it is to try something new. It didn’t take much time before I was excited to get up every morning. I knew that I was going to do something that day for the very first time.

			What did I learn? Firsts are the antidote for being stuck.

			My Firsts ranged from riding a mechanical bull to rapelling into an underground cave. I spoke to a complete stranger on the street. I smoked my first cigar. I shoveled horse manure. I learned to surf. I took a drum lesson from a famous ’80s rocker. I spent time in a wheelchair. I attempted to experience blindness. I ate dessert for an entire day (I do not recommend this).

			Some Firsts were pivotal moments, like going back to school. Many Firsts were just what I could find on the fly, like walking my dog Angel backwards one day. Some were painful parts of real life, like the day I had to put Angel to sleep. And still others were whatever I could work into my crazy-busy schedule as a journalist, TV personality, speaker, wife, and mom.

			No, I didn’t join the Peace Corps or run with the bulls in Pamplona. But, as I discovered during the year, it’s the smallest changes that eventually change everything: They got me “unstuck.” They brought the life back into my life. And they also made me realize something incredibly important: Firsts don’t have to be big, dramatic, and risky to recharge and reinvent your life. By just trying small things, you begin to see the world around you with fresh, child’s eyes. Doing Firsts retrains us, takes what might seem predictable and smothering, and transforms it into something filled with learning, fun, and possibility.

			Word of my Year of Firsts experience quickly grew online. More than eighty thousand people watched my videos on YouTube and I was able to share with thousands of others through NBC 10 (where I worked), Facebook, and Twitter. Dozens of viewers and fans offered ideas, lessons, suggestions, and support to “Keep going!,” and some even invited me to come share a First experience with them!

			But one of the most exciting things that happened was that people didn’t just watch me do Firsts—they started doing them too. And this is why I wrote I Dare Me.

			My hope is I Dare Me dares you! I want you to look at your world with new eyes, to make your own list of Firsts, to stop waiting for someone to rescue you from whatever you can’t control and to rescue yourself with something new every day. That’s how your life starts to change, one First at a time.

			I’ve divided the book into ten chapters to tell you stories about the different kinds of Firsts I tried and to give you ideas on how to launch your own Year of Firsts. You can start anywhere in the book, whether it’s the beginning, or flipping through and finding something that jumps out at you.

			Because I’m a journalist and a sometime-skeptic when I hear about books that will “change your life,” I’ve included scientific information and studies in each chapter that show how First experiences can be positive and even life altering. Though my own experience is anecdotal, you’ll read about how new experiences can change your fears, brain, and heart, and put you on a better path in your life.

			If you’d like to see what some of these Firsts actually look like, visit my blog, luanncahn.com. You’ll also find stories of other people’s Firsts, and you can share your First adventures too.

			I know what it’s like to be stuck. I know what it’s like to feel sad and think you have lost the ability to change whatever situation you are in. But I promise you, change starts with doing something new, something different from what you did yesterday.

			I grew. I changed. My world opened up and is still evolving today as a result of my Year of Firsts. It’s my greatest hope that you find a similar spark somewhere in these pages, something that lights a fire under you to make this not just a life, but your best life. I dare you. I double dare you.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Running with Strangers in Speedos

			Firsts That Overcome Fears

			We don’t always know where our fears come from, but I remember quite vividly the day I decided I was afraid of the ocean.

			I was about eight years old when my father took our family on a business trip to Jekyll Island, Georgia. I’d never seen the ocean before, and I was so excited. A storm was blowing in, but I begged my father to let me go into the water. He hesitated, but I insisted.

			My father took my small hand and I felt completely safe as we waded into the pounding surf. My dad lifted me with one arm over a wave so it wouldn’t hit me then put me back in the water then lifted me again, and I laughed so hard I could barely catch my breath. “More, more!” I yelled, wanting to go out farther. But he must have sensed we had pushed the limits of safety on this little adventure. Rain was coming down. He turned us around to head back to shore.

			As we waded in, a big unexpected wave smashed down on both of us from behind. I felt my hand slip from my father’s grip. I was rolling under the wave like I was in a washing machine. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t get to the surface. I was swallowing water. In the seconds before I felt my dad’s meaty hand reach into the water and pull me up like a drowned pup, I felt sheer terror.

			On shore I sobbed and choked up seawater while my dad patted me on the back and tried to reassure me I was okay. “You’re fine, all right? You’re okay. You just swallowed a little water.”

			But I was shaken to the core. My mom scolded my father for taking me out in the rough surf. Despite coaxing the next day from him, I stubbornly refused to go back into the water. The waves that had so excited and thrilled me at first had whipped my behind and left me coughing up on the sand. Nope, at eight years old, I decided I didn’t like waves anymore. And throughout adulthood, I held on to that irrational fear.

			Of course there are rational fears in life. Fear of jumping out of a plane? Sure. Bungee jumping? Absolutely.

			But some fears prevent you from enjoying life.

			Until my Year of Firsts I hadn’t thought much about my fear of the ocean. It was just something I accepted, even though my family vacations on St. Augustine beach in Florida every year. My husband is from that area. I had grown very used to watching him, all of his siblings, and our daughter swim far out into the ocean, boogie boarding and body surfing while I sat on the shore. They always looked like they were having so much fun. I’d feel a tug of envy that I didn’t get to share that part of our vacation experience together, but I held back. Sometimes I would wade in up to my knees, but I quickly turned around, my inner eight-year-old reminding me the waves were not to be trusted. I knew I was missing out, but I just didn’t want to deal with it.

			I suppose that’s why it surprised the heck out of my family when I told them I was going to start my Year of Firsts with a Polar Bear Plunge. My husband, Phil, laughed, “You don’t go out in the ocean in the middle of summer. You’re going to go into the ocean in the middle of winter?”

			I knew it sounded crazy. It made no sense, and yet it made perfect sense. I’d spent all these years standing on the edge of the ocean. Was it just one of the many ways I was standing on the edge of my life? The idea of facing a fear, starting a year of new experiences, and the Polar Bear Plunge all converged in my brain at the same time. My gut told me it was coming together like this for a reason. This was exactly the right place to begin.

			And that’s how I ended up, on New Year’s Day 2010 at age fifty-three, standing on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean.

			I’m sure you’ve heard of Polar Bear Plunges. That’s when otherwise normal people run into the freezing ocean or jump into an icy lake to mark the beginning of a New Year. I watched the news clips every year like almost everyone else, thinking the same thing: Those people are nuts! Why would any normal person risk frostbite on body parts that should never be frostbitten?

			And yet, there I was in my bathing suit and gym shorts, terrified and nauseous, getting ready to take “the plunge.”

			It was my first “First”; a big mental hurdle First. It was a First so far outside of my comfort zone that my inner eight-year-old was pleading with me: Please, let’s go home. I hate waves. I hate cold. Why are we here?

			Everything in my being wanted to listen to the child that had been rolled in the ocean so long ago. But knowing the little scaredy-cat might show up, I brought reinforcements. My twenty-three-year-old daughter, Alexa, was by my side with a flip cam, a change of clothes, and a bucket of moral support.

			“Mom, do you have any last words?”

			“Yeah, call 9-1-1 if I need it!”

			A TV news crew from my station was on hand ready to capture my plunge for posterity. And since I’d told absolutely everyone I was going to do this (friends, family, coworkers, and vague acquaintances), I didn’t have any wiggle room to weasel out.

			Thank goodness other veteran plungers that gathered were only too happy to have a first-timer in their midst. They offered words of encouragement.

			“You’ll feel warmer when you get out.”

			“Don’t go into the ocean with the only dry pair of socks you have.”

			“It doesn’t count if your head doesn’t go under the water.”

			My head has to go under the water?

			Images of my little eight-year-old body unable to get a breath, swirling in the ocean made me queasy.

			We lined up on the shore, waiting for the signal to run.

			I felt frozen, literally and figuratively. I had no faith that my feet would voluntarily move on their own and hurl my body and head into the ocean. I was going to need some help.

			I asked the strangers in Speedos next to me to please grab my hands and just drag me into the water if necessary. They were more than happy to oblige.

			I tried to push a whole host of fears aside as I dug my toes into the sand sans socks: fear of putting my head in the ocean, fear of looking foolish, fear my bathing suit and gym shorts would ride up and expose my pale butt, fear of not following through with what I’d told everyone I was going to do, fear this might be the stupidest and most humiliating thing I’d ever tried, and of course my childhood fear that the ocean would just swallow me up whole and I’d never surface again. Yet in spite of those fears, there was also this other voice inside of me urging me on. It was time to swim, leave the shore, join hands with people I didn’t know; a first step toward joining my own family in the St. Augustine waves. I thought, Push forward. This is right. This is crazy right. I dare me.

			The horn went off, and good to their word, my strangers, now heroes in Speedos, pulled me into the ocean. My feet moved. I was actually running forward!

			The next thing I knew . . . SPLAT! Facedown into the surf. Head under water. My knee scraped on the sand. The whole thing happened in seconds. I heard a voice yell, “YOU DID IT!” And then I felt a hand reach down and grab me, much the way my father grabbed me up out of the ocean as a child. I was screaming my lungs out like a victorious lunatic warrior running up onto the sand, hand in hand with one of my new Speedo friends.

			Even now, my heart beats faster just reliving that moment in my mind. I was so happy, laughing, exhilarated. My daughter danced around me as I triumphantly wrapped myself in a towel feeling like I’d just won a gold medal. And here’s something crazy. I did feel warm standing there sopping wet on the beach. I was warm!

			I babbled breathlessly in front of the camera and finally said, “I really needed to start this year with a splash and I couldn’t think of anything bigger than this.” I proudly pulled on my I Survived the Polar Bear Plunge T-shirt. And I understood. Polar Bear Plungers aren’t crazy. (Okay, maybe a little.) They just want to remind themselves they are on this planet living full-out, passionate lives, kicking fear in the face. Now, I was one of them.

			Conquering the Polar Bear Plunge gave me the courage to go back into the ocean. I later went surfing during my Year of Firsts. Yes, I got bonked in the head with the board, negotiated waves that scared me, and the whole time, I kept an eye out for man-eating sharks. But I kind of stood up on that surfboard, gave my family a great laugh, and proved to myself again, I was stronger and braver than I’d thought.

			It turns out the edge of the ocean was just the beginning; a jumping-off point for an adventure that would change everything.

			Think about the limits that fear and insecurities have put on your own life.

			Maybe you never learned to swim and you’re afraid to jump in the pool. Maybe you are terrified of public speaking and you want to give a toast at a wedding. Perhaps you have held back from making amends with a relative or have apprehension about going back to school. There’s no doubt these first experiences dealing with facing a fear are the toughest and the most symbolic. In my mind, they are also the most rewarding.

			Firsts

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
							A UCLA study found that mice can be conditioned to be afraid of “white noise” with an electric shock. It also found the fear could be eliminated by exposing the same mice repeatedly to the “white noise” without the shock. Researchers believe results have human applications. Makes sense. Fear of flying? Fly more.

							Some research suggests getting fit will help fight fear and anxiety. One Princeton University study shows rats who exercise grow neurons in their brains that are less responsive to cortisol, a stress hormone. (I know, more rodent research.)

							Studies show remembering courageous acts from our past can help us find the courage needed to face a new fear or challenge.

				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
						Go a day without makeup.

						Plan a First camping trip.

						Have a wear-your-pajamas-everywhere day.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
						Introduce yourself and chat with the neighbor you only wave at.

						Go to a party and strike up a conversation with someone you’ve never met before.

						Buy coffee for the stranger standing in line behind you.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
						Eat at a fancy restaurant by yourself.

						Go to a party by yourself.

						Take a day trip or a vacation by yourself.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
						Try out for a community play.

						Speak up at a public meeting. Make a passionate speech from the heart.

						Start writing the book, the play, the song, the article you’ve been thinking about in your head.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
						Spend time blindfolded.

						Block your sense of hearing with noise-canceling headphones.

						Ask a friend with a disability to help you experience what they experience even if it’s just for a few hours.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
						You might have the life equivalent of stage fright during the days and hours before you finally take on your fear. That’s totally normal. Don’t let it stop you.

						Try to stay in the moment of your First. Don’t fret about what others might think. Who cares? This is your journey and your time.

						Record your First. Whether it’s a picture or video, blog, or journal doesn’t matter. Make sure you find a way to keep the memory. You can look back on it when you need inspiration for another challenge or just to enjoy a good laugh. You will always have it to remember your most courageous self.

						Bring moral support. You don’t have to do this alone (unless the fear is doing something alone). Let friends and family lift you up and help you on your journey. It’s okay to ask for help.

						Partner up. Maybe there is someone else who is facing the same fear and wants to try a first with you. Then you can celebrate your success together.

						Pay attention to that feeling of fear and excitement at the same time. It’s a sign you are doing exactly the First you should be doing.

						Tell everyone you know what you are about to attempt. You are more likely to follow through. Your friends will hold you to it.
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