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ALSO BY EVE RODSKY


Fair Play: A Game-Changing Solution
for When You Have Too Much to Do (and More Life to Live)









Dedicated to the people in these pages—thank you for
sharing your stories with the world. To Zach, Ben, and
Anna—I hope you always dance in the rain.









[image: image]









Hope your road is a long one.


May there be many summer mornings when,


with what pleasure, what joy,


you enter harbors you’re seeing for the first time


—from “Ithaka” by C. P. Cavafy,


translated by Edmund Keeley
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Author’s Note


Find Your Unicorn Space was written with the intention that all readers feel seen and heard and worthy of the gift to pursue creative expression that brings their lives more joy.


My personal identities include hetero cisgender, white, female identified, born into a Syrian Jewish immigrant family. I am married to a hetero cisgender, white, Jewish man. I grew up in a single-parent, working-class home. However, access to my education and profession have afforded me economic security.


For this book I interviewed individuals who represent an abundant diversity with regard to age, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, marital status, educational attainment, employment status, geographical location, religion, and cis, trans, and nonbinary gender identities. Forty-four percent of the people I interviewed identified as people of color, 33 percent identified as members of the LGBTQIA+ community. I recognize my own racial and economic privilege in coming to this topic and have made a concerted effort to talk with people of diverse racial and socioeconomic backgrounds to discover how they live a creative life.


My research for Find Your Unicorn Space used a qualitative approach rooted in informal interviews with open-ended questions and observations. You can describe it as my heroine’s journey to create my own Unicorn Space, motivated by personal curiosity and fueled by the creative insights of the interesting people I read about and had the privilege to meet. I read through hundreds of articles, original research, and books. When particular themes emerged, I interviewed experts in psychology, sociology, social work, neuroscience, behavioral economics, and law. I reference this as my “book research.” I was fortunate to be able to work with one expert (and a fellow Uni) in particular—Professor Darby Saxbe, a clinical psychology professor who is both an expert in the gendered division of labor and actively pursuing her own Unicorn Space as the lead guitarist for an all-women “Mom” band.


In addition to experts, I interviewed approximately 150 individuals for this book and found incredible creativity insights within each story and journey. These particular individuals engage in a variety of creative pursuits, in the sense that they were not scientifically found or selected according to a standardized protocol. I purposefully sought voices from other countries to interview: Argentina, Australia, Canada, El Salvador, the European Continent, Hong Kong, Japan, Mainland China, Mexico, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, the United Kingdom, as well as the United States. These stories are weaved throughout the book as sources of inspiration and are combined with the more than five hundred diverse interviews I completed for my first book, Fair Play. Collectively, these two sets of interviews are referenced as my “research interviews.” Individuals are referenced by first name only unless they are an expert or self-identified as a public figure. Not every story made it into these pages, but my goal is to tell many more stories through subsequent writing, podcasts, and other mediums.


Many of the people I have had the privilege to meet through my research have become friends, teachers, and integral sources of inspiration for my continued pursuit of creating Unicorn Space and even more motivation for sharing it with the world. I write to honor these women and all women—cisgender women, trans women, femmes, two-spirit people—anyone who identifies with women. I focus on women for two reasons. One, because the Fair Play themes address the unfairness of society being built on the backs of the unpaid labor of women and, when paid as care workers, the undervalued labor of women of color. Two, research shows that since women hold two-thirds or more of what it takes to run a home and family, they are less likely to have leisure time for Unicorn Space. As my friend Professor Darby Saxbe puts it, “Men spend a larger proportion of their time at home engaged in leisure … Men benefit when they get more leisure time and their wives get less.” A couple more things to note: throughout this book I refer to the 3 P’s of partner, parent, and professional. I define “professional” as anyone who works for pay or anyone who works unpaid as a caregiver. When discussing communication advice for you and your partner, I am presuming a safe, nonviolent relationship.


Finally, Find Your Unicorn Space aims to provide examples of what it means and what it looks like to be a Uni and pursue the unique creative expression that makes you uniquely and vibrantly you.











creativity, redefined as Unicorn Space
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The active and open pursuit of self-expression in any form, and which requires value-based curiosity and purposeful sharing of this pursuit with the world. Like the mythical equine that inspired the name, it doesn’t exist until you give yourself permission to reclaim, discover, and nurture the natural gifts and interests that make you you.


TURN THE PAGE TO REDEFINE YOUR OWN
DEFINITION OF CREATIVITY.
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TIME FOR
A RESET
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What is Unicorn Space,
and why is it so important?
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Unleash
Your Unicorn
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Embracing the Power of
“the Pause” to Commit to Creativity
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CONSIDER:
THE CASE OF THE BAD TINDER DATE


I was visiting my cousin Jessica at Stanz Cafe in Larchmont, New York. As we were digging into a shared plate of avocado toast, the conversation turned toward her new dating life.


“I’ve started swiping right,” she admitted.


“Really?” I said with a near mouthful. “You’re ready, then?”


Jessica’s life took an unexpected turn when her husband had a catastrophic stroke at the age of thirty-seven. After Jessica served as caretaker to her husband for seven years until he reached a full recovery, while also juggling the needs of their two young kids and working a full-time job, their marriage ultimately dissolved, albeit amicably.


“It’s been a year since the divorce,” said Jessica, “and I’m proud of myself for all I’ve been able to do on my own, but truthfully”—she paused—“I don’t want to keep doing it all alone. So, yeah, I think I’m ready.” She nodded assuredly.


“Okay, then,” I encouraged, “show me who’s made the cut.”


Jessica took out her phone, tapped on the Tinder app, and scrolled until she landed on Andy. “Read his profile,” she said, handing me her phone.


Andy had a clean yet intentionally disheveled kind of mountain man look. His smile appeared genuine, and his interests were listed as follows: adventure, travel, and cooking.


“He sounds amazing,” I enthused. “He lists ‘adventure’ as one of his top values. That’s totally you.” When we were younger, I’d nicknamed my cousin Jessica “Adventure” Cohen, because she didn’t have a given middle name and because she saved all of her waitressing tip money to climb Mount Kilimanjaro, explore Machu Picchu, and visit the Choeung Ek memorial in Cambodia.


“Was totally me,” Jessica corrected.


“And look at this,” I continued. “His favorite quote is your favorite quote: Vivian Greene’s ‘Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass. It’s about learning to dance in the rain.’ I mean, c’mon, the guy loves adventure and inspirational quotes?”


Jessica sighed and leaned in. “I know, but we already went on one date, and it’s not going to work out.”


“Oh my God. Tell me,” I said a little too loudly, attracting the attention of the full table next to ours.


“Well,” she confided, “it was a sort of disaster. Ten minutes into our dinner, he asks me, ‘What do you do for fun?’ Can you imagine?” Jessica rolled her eyes.


I clearly felt her exasperation but didn’t similarly share it. Why was his question so offensive to her? I challenged: “What’s wrong with a little fun?”


Her eyes widened. “Who past the age of twenty asks that question? Really, who has time for fun when you’re raising kids and juggling a career and taking the dogs to the freaking vet? I had no ‘fun’ answer for him, so I ended the date early.”


I well understood the challenge she was describing, as a working mother with tiny humans underfoot in my own home. Still, fun is not exclusively reserved for Gen Z. Or single people without jobs or pets. Is it?


“Jessica …” I straightened and said in my firm but loving voice, “you of all people deserve to rediscover what brings you joy, and you must make time for it.”


She gave me the finger and handed me the bill.
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On the flight back to Los Angeles, I gave the Case of the Bad Tinder Date some thought. Andy’s “what do you do for fun” approach to life seemed like the right antidote for Jessica’s malaise. She could definitely use some fun, some time and space for herself. A new adventure. A little less responsibility. A little more joy. How could I help her?


Without a clear answer, I spent the next hour occupying myself by clicking on random YouTube videos. And that’s when I discovered Shige-boh. Uncertain as to how I’d navigated there, I landed on a video of elderly Japanese men and women unselfconsciously, super earnestly “busting” hip-hop dance moves in of-the-moment urban streetwear. What is this? I couldn’t help but break into an ear-to-ear grin at these seniors’ jubilant faces, accompanied by CNN anchor Mayu Yoshida’s deadpan reporting:




Hip-hop dance lessons for seniors are popping up across Tokyo. This group calls themselves the Senior Monsters. They are part of the latest health craze that proves you are never too old to bust a move.





Never too old, indeed. Yoshida introduced a seventy-two-year-old man named Shige-boh, who demonstrated the complicated footwork of traditional street dance. He’s good! He explained in English, “I started dancing to hip-hop after I retired. Six months after I started learning hip-hop, I went on a show. It was a bit embarrassing at first, but I invited my family. It was an unforgettable moment. I am very happy when I’m dancing.”


I get it. I’m very happy when I’m dancing, too. I rewound my own mental tape twenty-five years to when I practiced my own moves, with great enthusiasm, in front of the television in my mom’s cramped New York apartment. At fourteen, my cousin Jessica and I were obsessed with the In Living Color Fly Girls. Our only future ambition was to become one of them, and we spent hours after school each day choreographing dances in the little space between the television and the sofa. This continued until our hardworking moms and well-meaning school guidance counselors delivered the memo that a sounder plan for our future was required. I kicked off my gold-glitter sneakers and put dance on the back burner in favor of a more traditional professional track—college, law school, mom to three kids. My cousin Jessica, similarly, followed suit.


But to this day, my passion for dance has not waned. Just ask my children, who groan with exaggerated embarrassment when I do the running man while brushing my teeth, flash jazz hands while packing their school lunches, or bust a move as I’m folding the laundry: Mom, pleassssssse stop!!!


My husband, Seth, on the other hand, gets a kick out of my clumsy choreography, goading me into a dance routine when we’re out with friends (following a couple of glasses of wine, it happens). After all, it was our shared love for hip-hop when we met more than fifteen years ago that initially clarified for us both that we were perfectly matched.


Watching the Senior Monsters on the flight home, I had a full-circle moment. Jessica’s bad date has an important lesson for us. I pulled out my journal and frantically started writing. “Life is a series of storms. As we get older, they tend to be more frequent. Taking time to have ‘fun’ is how we weather them. The storms will keep coming, so we must learn to DANCE IN THE RAIN!”


I could hardly wait to share this connection with Jessica. The next morning, with my kids running in circles around me, frantically searching for backpacks and lost shoes, I forwarded the video to Jessica with a note: “MUST WATCH.” Ten minutes later, just as I was racing out the door with my two older boys for the school drop-off routine (while balancing their lunches, my laptop, an overstuffed tote, and my car keys in hand), she wrote back: “Is Shige-boh single?”


I responded with an LOL and added: “I think you might be too late and too young for Shige-boh, but there’s no expiration date to having a little fun. Pull out your dancing shoes, cuz. It’s time to start dancing in the rain.”


CREATIVE TIME IS NOT OPTIONAL


I know my cousin and I are not the only people to look up from their busy lives and realize we’ve left some of our youthful dreaming and passion behind. You might feel it, too. What does your heart sing for? What does your body crave? What piques your curiosity? What does your intellect yearn for? What did you give up that you want to get back to?


Do you want to return to school? Pick up an instrument? Learn another language? Go to circus camp? Climb a mountain? Perfect your Cantonese cooking? Or maybe just carve out some quiet time to paint? What’s your version of hip-hop dance?


To be clear, I’m not talking about identifying or returning to a hobby. Let’s just retire that word right now. In his article in the Harvard Business Review, Scott Behson defined hobby broadly to be “the intentional, purposeful use of the time you do have for yourself (however short that window may be).” Unfortunately, as many women well know, a hobby is generally regarded as a superfluous nice-to-have that only comes into play after all the more important checkboxes in one’s already time-constrained life are ticked off.


And while we’re at it, let’s also throw the term vanity project into the wastebasket, too. The vanity project is, typically, a gendered term that refers to unpaid pursuits (usually performed by women) that are often subsidized by a partner and generally devalued by society. There’s very little dignity in the term and even less urgency. Both the hobby and vanity project are categorized as enjoyable but inessential.


To be even more clear, I’m not talking about finding a distraction, either. Believe me, I’m distracted enough just trying to get through my day. I don’t need an idle diversion, and neither do you.


So if it’s not a hobby, a vanity project, or a distraction—what are we talking about, exactly? I’m referring to the active and open pursuit of self-expression in any form, and which requires value-based curiosity and purposeful sharing of this pursuit with the world. Whether it be creating art, expanding your knowledge within your area of expertise, or developing a new skill, I’m talking about an activity that you lose yourself in. That you crave to go back to when you’re away from it. That gives you pleasure outside of your work, your family, and your other obligations. It’s something you do just for yourself … and because it brings you so much joy, you want to share it with others.


According to a study out of New Zealand, engaging in creative expression like I’m describing contributes to an “upward spiral” of positive emotions, psychological well-being, and feelings of “flourishing” in life, which researchers defined as feeling engaged in daily life, experiencing positive personal growth, and cultivating social connections. This relates to the “broaden and build” theory of positive emotions first developed by Barbara Fredrickson, PhD. Fredrickson explains that when you feel positive, it encourages you to expand your world, thereby eliciting more growth and creativity. Tony Wagner, a senior research fellow at the Learning Policy Institute, takes it a step further with his research showing that creative expression gives us a sense of purpose, along with enhancing resilience and contributing to a sense of playfulness and curiosity.


Given the research (and there’s so much more that I’ll share in the pages ahead), I invite you to begin thinking of the active

and open pursuit of your creative self-expression not as optional or as an “add-on” to your current life but as essential and fundamental to your physical, emotional, and mental health as a whole person.


THE POWER OF UNICORN SPACE


So, then, if carving out time for creative pursuits is so essential … why was I still struggling with it? Wasn’t I supposed to be the expert in this?


Let me back up. I’m not just a wannabe hip-hop dancer. I’m also a lawyer who runs an organizational management consultancy—I help foundations, companies, and families run more smoothly. A couple of years ago, though, I’d reached a breaking point in my own home organization: fed up with that feeling that I was doing all the work to keep my work life humming alongside a busy home life with my husband and three kids, I determined to increase efficiency and save my sanity—and my marriage—in the process.


I started by creating a list of all the invisible, unheralded tasks I was doing—from making dinner to overseeing homework to doing the laundry—to keep our family afloat. I called it the “Sh*t I Do” list, and it detailed every minute yet important but often undervalued task with a time component (signing my kids up for after-school activities, making sure their vaccinations were up to date, getting the boiler inspected) that was often overlooked and yet absolutely essential. The “Sh*t I Do” list became the basis for a system I created called Fair Play. My goal: to divide domestic work and childcare more fairly in my house (and yours), so that both partners in a relationship are set up for success. With clearly defined expectations and delineated roles, Fair Play applies the same principles of organizational management in the workplace to the home because I believe that our home is our most important organization.


I shared the Fair Play system with my friends and friends-of-friends, and eventually I turned it into a book. The message resonated: Fair Play became an instant New York Times bestseller; it was selected as a Reese’s Book Club pick; it spun off into a card deck, a podcast, and a documentary; and that little book got me invited to travel to groups and companies all across the United States and the world to talk about the concept of work-life integration and the injustice of building societies on the backs of the unpaid labor of women and the undervalued labor of domestic workers. It was amazing and gratifying to see that a system that introduced a new vocabulary for talking about domestic life resonates with families everywhere.


People embraced the idea of providing a clear organizational strategy to the home, and more than a few couples told me that Fair Play had saved their relationships, too. But the true magic was what emerged for everyone—especially women—when domestic responsibilities were divvied up more fairly: more time.


Time is the ultimate reward for increasing efficiency and fairness in our home organizations. Time to relax. Time to focus on ourselves. Time to become curious. Time for sustained attention to the things we love. In Fair Play, I called this time Unicorn Space.
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WHAT IS UNICORN SPACE?


Creativity redefined as Unicorn Space is the active and open pursuit of self-expression in any form, built on value-based curiosity and purposeful sharing of this pursuit with the world. Whether it be creating art, expanding your knowledge within your area of expertise, or developing a new skill, your Unicorn Space is that thing that makes you uniquely and vibrantly you. But like the mythical equine that inspired the name, it doesn’t exist until you give yourself permission to reclaim, discover, and nurture it.
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POP QUIZ


Which One of These Activities Qualifies as Unicorn Space?


A.Unwinding with your friends over an extended lunch


B.Sinking into a sensory-soothing, aromatic bath


C.Date night: dinner, drinks, and dancing with your partner/spouse


D.An hour of uninterrupted and contented time in the kitchen to roll out homemade pasta and put on to simmer your signature sauce that you will later, and proudly, serve to family and friends for dinner


KEY:


A.This falls under the Fair Play definition of “adult friendships” and is absolutely valuable and essential to happiness but in a category of its own.


B.This falls under the Fair Play definition of “self-care” and is essential to your brain and body functions. (Not to be confused with “commodified wellness”, where people try to sell you care you don’t need.) True self-care is important, but it does not count as Unicorn Space unless it’s connected to a larger goal that can be shared with the world.


C.This falls under the Fair Play definition of “partnerships.” Making regular time to invest in your relationship will ensure its longevity and overall satisfaction, but you still need pursuits beyond your role as a partner to feel ultimately fulfilled.


D.Bingo! This has all the elements that characterize the active pursuit of self-expression and that includes value-based curiosity and purposeful sharing.
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Writing Fair Play had been my Unicorn Space—I loved writing. Turning a dozen journals filled with my scribbled thoughts and unfinished ideas into a complete and published manuscript was a dream come true, and every time I spoke to couples on the subject, it delivered a Category 5 storm of passion to my life. But as I got busier and Fair Play became a full-time (then more than full-time!) job, I realized that calling my work my Unicorn Space was, well, no longer hitting the mark. Even though I loved my new role on the professional front, I was losing time just for me. Would rekindling my childhood dance dreams with my cousin Jessica lead me in the direction of a little more fun? Was this the spark of a creative expression that would reinspire and carry me throughout the inevitable storms of daily life? And could my expanded Unicorn Space inspire others to reclaim or discover their own? I was on the verge of something. I could feel it.


And then the pandemic hit, and all my—and everyone else’s—carefully wrought systems, plans, and dreams were upended.


WAIT: WHY SHOULD I MATTER WHEN THE WORLD IS ON FIRE?


When the fast-spreading coronavirus drove over 20 million people out of the workplace and into the home, one thing became immediately clear: time for more fun was back-burnered as the domestic dirty work of laundry, dishes, and now disinfectant fell directly into the hands of women.


It was not a shocker. As Fair Play screamed, women have been doing it all, bearing the brunt of childcare and housework for decades. Despite the fact that, pre-pandemic, women outnumbered men in the paid workforce, women still did almost twice as much unpaid work in the home as their male partners. And at the height of the pandemic, U.S. women’s unpaid labor (childcare and housework) increased by 153 percent, contributing to the loss of approximately three million women out of the paid workforce in 2020, according to a study conducted by Katica Roy, CEO of Pipeline Equity. In December 2020 alone, all jobs lost were held by women, and primarily women of color, according to the National Women’s Law Center. For those still working, research from Gema Zamarro, PhD, and Maria Prados, PhD, showed that 42 percent of working mothers had to reduce their working hours to provide care for their children, compared to only 30 percent of working fathers. This was found to equate to ten hours more extra childcare per week.


Perhaps it was too optimistic to hope that men, without much of a choice but to stay home during a global pandemic, would retire the tired “I’m not home to help” argument. But no. A substitute claim slid right into its place. It went something like this: “I’d really like to help, but I can’t watch the kids / do the dishes / make dinner / bid for cleaning supplies on eBay because I’m ‘working’ (remotely from the kitchen table while the kids run around and you make dinner for our family while simultaneously disinfecting all the countertops and door handles).” In Jessica Valenti’s Medium article titled “ ‘Am I the Asshole?’ Reveals America’s Sexist Underbelly,” she explains this dynamic: “Part of what’s on display … is entitled ignorance; some men brought up in a sexist world really do believe that there is a natural gendered order that they just happen to benefit from.”


This “gendered order” that further excused men from family life enraged me, since 44 percent of all US households with children are comprised of married dual-earner, full-time-working couples—and so far, I hadn’t heard even one woman use that excuse. Single mothers (many of whom are essential workers) can’t use that excuse. And many working women in hetero cisgender partnerships were contorting themselves to juggle job responsibilities, household management, and supervision of their children’s remote learning—while also attempting to work remotely alongside their male counterparts at the kitchen table. Or as one woman told me, “My husband works at the table, while I work in the bathtub with a kid on my lap.”


“When I’m not on a Zoom call trying to perform—or at least act as if I’m performing—at maximum efficiency for my job, off-screen I’m doing everything for my kids,” my friend Anne lamented one night over a glass of wine and a FaceTime call, “including ordering supplies, overseeing weekly art projects, plus arranging online hangouts so they don’t become socially withdrawn, planning for physical activity so they don’t become lumps on the couch, and communicating daily with teachers so I don’t become ‘that parent’ who doesn’t know when homework’s due.”


“What’s Jeff doing?” I asked the obvious.


“Well,” she hedged, “he’s home working, too, but I do all the ‘extra’ stuff because my job is more flexible.”


“Is it?” I challenged. Anne works full-time as a financial adviser for a nationally recognized investment company, not a job typically described as yielding. And given the current global economic crisis, I understood that her professional contribution was more needed than ever. I added, “Or is that you are more flexible?”


It turns out, it wasn’t just Anne who was more “flexible.” Women everywhere were juggling faster and faster. A woman named Meg wrote on Motherly: “I am privileged. I have a partner; we can exist on a single income and we have security in a very insecure time. I am also in pain. There is a misconception that stay-at-home moms are living the dream right now—where some moms are pulling their hair out balancing work and kids full-time, we are frolicking happily, with face paint … exploring nature and engaging in quality family time. What right do we have to be pained? And yet, the price of the health, safety and happiness of my family was paid for with my goals, dreams, and a large part of my identity and self-worth as I became a stay-at-home mom.” Elizabeth Teng, a doctoral student in astrophysics, summarized her experience on Twitter, “Am I working at my regular capacity? No. But am I prioritizing and taking care of the most important tasks? No. But am I at least taking care of myself and my mental health? Also no.”


DOUBLING DOWN ON FAIRNESS AT HOME


I, too, was busier than ever. I felt lucky that I was able to work safely from home and still, daily life was a grind. In my household, I hold the “homework card,” which in normal times means I help my two elementary-age boys and one preschooler manage and complete their homework assignments. But in pandemic times, that job expanded—soon, I was responsible for logging three kids onto three separate Zoom calls on three separate school iPads (What’s the password?! ), seven times a day, five days a week. And when those gazillion calls were over, I’d ensure that all assignments were completed and submitted through the school portal each day by 3:00 p.m. to be marked by their teachers as “done.” This one aspect of domestic life felt like a thankless full-time job with no benefits.


Meanwhile, my actual paid job was intense, too. My speaking schedule had also migrated to Zoom, and now that the home had become our whole universe, companies and individuals were hungry for tips on how to set up systems under one roof to infuse more fairness into our relationships. How, people asked me every day, can we create more efficiency in our households—and by extension, the “living where we work” workplace? A good question, as the three kids at my home were pushing me to my breaking point. Emotional eating was becoming my form of self-care, and binge-watching gardening shows now counted as my “outside” time.


This is when I called a time-out in my own home. I suggested to Seth: “We had a solid system in place to keep our household running … but we’re slipping back into old patterns that are triggering old resentments. Can we agree to check in every night for ten minutes to make sure we’re balancing the workload and not hating each other?”


“Yes,” he agreed, and joked, “but we can still treat our kids as our common enemy, right?”


I realized that, as difficult as circumstances were, if we could focus on boundaries, systems, and communicating effectively, it would help us in this unprecedented time. Time and system management may sound easy enough, but boundary setting especially was proving difficult if near impossible for many women. So where did that leave us?


I conducted an informal poll of women in my circle and beyond—many of whom I’d originally interviewed for Fair Play and others I’d met in the intervening years. It was a diverse sample from across a range of incomes, geographic backgrounds, race, and ethnicities, whose makeup mirrored that of the US Census as a whole. I asked: “Describe in one word how you feel during this time of juggling work and home life?” Their number one answer:


Drowning.


You sure can’t dance in the rain if you’re underwater.
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—POLITICAL SCIENTIST LAUREL ELDER ON THE MENTAL EFFECTS OF PARENTING IN THE PANDEMIC





Without much solicitation, I began hearing from women all across the country who were seeking some kind of Mayday! relief. Women like Aisa, a friend of mine from high school, who was collapsing under the pressure. She is the general manager for an e-commerce company, and her already demanding job spiked into the red zone with the onset of COVID-19. Literally overnight, she was charged with figuring out a way to deal with the heavy increases in demand and finding ways to deliver essential items to people every day.


“A lot of people’s jobs were put on hold during this time. Not mine,” she said. “I was grateful to have work, but my particular job became a nonstop, constant. I would get on calls at eight in the morning that would not stop until eight at night. Coupled with trying to juggle childcare for two kids at home while my husband was also working full-time. It was insane.”


Aisa, who describes her husband, Matt, as “generous,” continued. “We’d both read Fair Play a few months before the pandemic hit and we were actively working to share responsibilities at home and to encourage each other to make time and space for our own ‘things,’ ” recounted Aisa on a video call with Matt.


“I could feel that her dial had been turned to eleven,” Matt said, jumping in, “and I wanted to support her. One evening after the kids were in bed, I suggested she create some Unicorn Space.”


“I gave him a look like, Yeah, right. When am I going to do that? I remember thinking to myself, My job has never been so stressful and there is no end in sight. I felt strongly that this was not the time to find time for me.”


“But I kept nudging her,” said Matt, “because I knew she needed more than nonstop work. I could see it on her face. She was drained.”


“I finally gave in to his suggestion,” Aisa said, “but I was wrestling with what I’d do if I made time for me. I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the idea of Unicorn Space. I suggested to Matt, ‘Maybe I’ll get back into my yoga practice.’ He corrected, ‘No, that’s self-care. It’s supposed to be something else.’ I considered joining the PTA given all the uncertainty with remote schooling, and again, Matt said that something extra in service of the kids isn’t considered ‘unicorn-ing.’ I was stumped.


“And then, around this time, I called my uncle who lives in India and who’s deep into Hindu astrology. I asked him if he’d read my star chart to help give me a clear direction forward. He told me I was ‘transiting out of Saturn and into a different time of life’ and a bunch of other things about my ‘house and governing planets’ that sounds like hocus-pocus to some people but that absolutely captured me. I went down the worm-hole with him, and I was so into it. I didn’t want to come out.”


From that moment forward, Aisa created time to foster her new curiosity. She ordered a stack of books on Hindu astrology and stayed up late into the nights reading, researching, and connecting to her Hindu traditions.


“I would pore over those books for hours,” she said. “Astrology energized me. It gave me a new drive, the search for something bigger, more existential in a super-stressful time. And, also, it was just fun.”


“I could see the benefits for our family, too,” interjected Matt. “By reconnecting with her uncle, Aisa was reconnecting with her family history and sharing it with me and our kids.”


“I realized that just because I live in the US doesn’t mean I should lose this piece of my family history,” affirmed Aisa. “My grandmother practiced Hindu astrology for much of her life. She passed it down to my uncle, who is now passing it down to me. It feels really meaningful to carry the tradition forward and share it with my kids … and who knows where it goes from here.” She smiled.


Finding joy and meaning. Sharing with others. Deepening connections between generations and cosmos. These are just some of the benefits we start to receive when we invest in our creative lives—even (or especially) when the rest of our world feels out of control.


THE POWER OF “THE PAUSE”


Let’s pause for a minute. I want to acknowledge the full spectrum of realities caused by the pandemic and nod to the inherent privilege of being able to focus on creative pursuits at all, in a world where so many people are struggling just for food, shelter, and work. Many more are dealing with mental health issues like depression and physical issues like chronic fatigue and insomnia. And too many were, and still are, fighting for their very lives. I want to be sensitive to whatever your personal experience is and also propose, again, that Unicorn Space is essential for all people, regardless of your circumstances or financial privilege. (In fact, I discovered that some of the most privileged people had a harder time tapping into their creativity, whereas those with fewer resources were more likely to have Unicorn Space in their lives. More to come on that.)


Unicorn Space may sound like the stuff of glitter and rainbows, and paradoxically it is the magic that will light you up as you inevitably face the hardships of life. But Unicorn Space won’t serve to replace or stop the storms from coming. What it will do is help you weather them. The truth is, if we want to avoid burning out, we each have to find time to step back; cultivate our curiosities, interests, and passions; and remember who we are apart from our jobs and our family roles. No matter what is affecting your life, creative self-expression like I’m describing is essential to your physical and mental well-being. In fact, it has been found to be a form of “transformative coping” that allows individuals to deal with transitions and stressful events. Additionally, creativity is also essential to the health of your partnerships and your ability to model what a full and meaningful life looks like to your children, your friends and colleagues, and your communities. And as I continued to meet and talk with a variety of people with different backgrounds, I saw strong evidence to support this.


Even amid the struggles we were all facing, more and more I was hearing from women online who were sharing a hopeful message: this “forced pandemic pause” was causing them to slow down, look inward, and reevaluate what in their lives was really making them happy—and what wasn’t. This awareness was bolstering their resilience in the face of the current storm.


Abigail, a new friend, direct messaged me: “Check out my celebration cakes that are a party unto themselves! They’re interactive and light up because in these times, it’s even more important to bring joy into our lives. Particularly when that joy is edible and twirly.”


Alexis, a colleague, followed: “I’m launching an improv class online for people who need a creative outlet, a safe space to speak up and act out without fear or judgment.”


A message followed on my Instagram, from a woman named Leslie whom I didn’t yet know: “We all need inspiration to escape the overwhelm. Women routinely put self-interests at the bottom of their to-do list. Let’s change that! Now is the time for a ruthless commitment to caring for yourself and regarding your time as valuable.”


Hear! Hear!


And then my mom forwarded me a link titled “Badass Women” with a note: “Read this! It features one of my colleagues from Hunter College who opened a feminist bookstore in Crown Heights. I signed you up for her book club.”


I scanned the article, which featured Kalima DeSuze, who self-identifies as an Afro-Latinx feminist, social worker, activist, teacher, army veteran, and new mother. Kalima has a full-time job as a social work educator, and she is also the owner of Cafe con Libros, a bookstore and coffee shop. What resonated most with me about Kalima’s story was her emphasis on the radical nature of joy for Black and brown communities. In spite of the inequities in politics, gender, race, education, immigration status, and “otherness” that Kalima has personally experienced or witnessed in other’s lives, she says, “We need to think about the things that bring us joy.”


I was so intrigued by Kalima’s story and mission that I asked Mom to put us in touch. A few days later, Kalima and I spoke by phone. She shared that when the bookstore had to shut its doors due to the global shutdown, “I was fortunate to still have a full-time, paid job, which allowed me to go deeper into what I wanted Cafe con Libros to be because, to me, it’s more than just a Black-owned bookstore. It’s a community for people to tell their stories, and especially for those who feel marginalized or silenced.” Throughout COVID-19 and our country’s reckoning with racial injustice, Kalima explained that Cafe con Libros became a safe space for a community of readers and thinkers “to connect and to spread the love of reading as a source of healing and joy.”


Wow, I thought, talk about a Unicorn Space!


After my call with Kalima, I had to pause and reconsider that not everyone was drowning. Despite the current storm, women like Kalima, Abigail, and Alexis were finding a way to dance in the rain. Could it be that we were on the verge of taking an important step forward for people—partnered and unpartnered, with kids and without, traditionally employed or otherwise—to find ourselves, to express ourselves, and to heal ourselves through creativity?


On further thought, I recognized—of course!—the desire for personal expression and human connection would become more pronounced during this period of disruption. Removed from the daily hustle and bustle, those of us who were forced to stay home faced an “involuntary quiet,” when our “go-go-go world has slowed to a near halt,” as Arthur C. Brooks described in his series “How to Build a Life” in The Atlantic. Periods like this, he offered, afford us the “chance to stop and consider the big drivers of our happiness and our sense of purpose.” Laura Empson and Jennifer Howard-Grenville echoed in an article in the Harvard Business Review that liminal experiences, or “prolonged separation from the normal ways of being and doing … are disturbing and disruptive, but they also represent potent opportunities for reflection, discovery, and even reinvention.”


And even those of us whose family structure includes medical personnel and all varieties of essential workers were also challenged to get creative in order to carve out important Unicorn Space, even when the world was seemingly on fire.


Case in point—just before the pandemic hit, Roderick was laid off as a pastor. He was fortunate to secure a full-time job at a Walmart in New Jersey as an essential worker. His wife, Imani, who was the primary caretaker of their two children, had just started creative writing classes at the local junior college. “When COVID shut everything down, all the classes went online and my kids needed to be homeschooled,” explained Imani. “So, all of a sudden I had to make a choice—give up my classes or find a way to pursue my dream to become a writer. Roderick and I worked around his schedule so that I could write at night.”


Roderick added, “I didn’t want to cut into her dream. I’d had my season as a pastor, and now it was hers.”


“We made it work,” said Imani. “And it wasn’t easy, but my writing during this time of disruption was really important. Giving up this one thing for me would have been a harder choice.”


Whether it’s a pandemic, a depression, a recession, or during times of war and social unrest, this sort of reflective, creative response to instability and uncertainty is not unusual. As I began researching this further, I found a wealth of smart thinkers in the fields of behavioral science and psychology commenting on this very subject.


In a beautifully written article for The Riveter, Kristina Libby, author and educator, offered her historical perspective to this collective creative outgrowth: “There is a long history of creativity in response to trauma. If we look back even in the past century, some of our greatest artists (Frida Kahlo, Georgia O’Keeffe and Virginia Woolf among them) emerged in the wake of our world wars, our forgotten wars and our economic downturns. They, like all of us, used creativity to express the complexity of emotions, perceived and subconscious, that result from the experience of being alive.”


Los Angeles–based psychiatrist Will Siu, MD, similarly invited listeners to embrace the moment in an episode of The goop Podcast: “Although these times are challenging, they may hold an opportunity to mindfully and actively reassess both our gifts and needs and deepen our relationship to ourselves and others.”


I became inspired—okay, obsessed—with this creative lens that mirrored my own, and by the psychology of post-traumatic growth that affirms that trauma can be a catalyst for positive change. Marie Forgeard wrote in Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts that difficult times are a bona fide creative force, with the power to redefine ourselves and “expand our capacity for expression.”




[image: image] In a time of destruction, create something:


a poem, a parade, a community, a school, a vow,


a moral principle; one peaceful moment.


—MAXINE HONG KINGSTON, NOVELIST AND PROFESSOR





THE RETURN OF GOLD-GLITTER SNEAKERS


Rather than be lulled into the seductive waters of anxiety presented with every news cycle, I determined to take my cue from Kristina Libby’s Floral Heart Project, which challenged, “Pick up a pencil. Find clay. Grab for a marker. Locate an empty page. Arrange some flowers. Take a moment to create.” Inspired to create a community, I formed a coalition of sorts—a combination of old friends and new acquaintances from all across the globe and from vastly different circumstances and backgrounds—to join me in the continuation of my quest for Unicorn Space. Included were some of the same women who helped me curate the original “Sh*t I Do” list that became the launching pad of the Fair Play system. Others I’d previously interviewed or met online and at various stops along my speaking tour, and all of whom I considered “spiritual friends” because they each, in one way or another, had been a source of creative inspiration to me. I formed an email thread and sent them the following note—




To: Friends, family, colleagues, fellow working mothers, and partners


From: Eve Rodsky, organizational management specialist currently obsessed with creativity


[image: image]


As many of you have heard me proselytize, making time for ourselves and creating space for self-expression is vital to our self-identity, along with our mental and physical well-being. So, beyond being a wonderful partner and parent (if that applies), what activity are you engaging in—if even only for five to ten minutes every day—that makes you feel vibrant, focused, connected, and alive?


Note: I’m not talking about friendships and self-care (also important!), but rather an active pursuit (beyond household responsibilities and childcare) that gives your life a lift. I’m talking about Unicorn Space, a term of which many of you are already familiar: the active and open pursuit of self-expression in any form that makes you you, and which requires value-based curiosity and purposeful sharing by phone, email, social media, or from your front steps!





As I waited for their replies, I reflected on my own Unicorn Space. My dream to become a published author had become a dream fulfilled, and that sense of completion could never be taken away from me. Now, I wanted a new dream. What could I pursue next? What could I commit to that would fuel my own creativity while also contributing to my larger community?


I determined: I would commit to a new writing project—forged in that acute pandemic moment but not defined by it—that reimagined and expanded on the idea of Unicorn Space. This idea would show how everyone—anyone—can bust through domestic, professional, cultural, and creative barriers if they just commit, day-to-day, to value-based self-expression. And once again, I would play the guinea pig—by fully immersing myself in the process and tracking my successes (and failures) along the way. My new dream was nothing less than jump-starting a creativity revolution!


As part of this experiment, I intended to stay close to my writing and also pull my gold-glitter sneakers out of the back of my closet and freshen up my choreo. And if she was willing, I’d enlist Jessica to once again join me as my dance partner. If it weren’t for the travel restrictions in place at that moment, I might have suggested we escape our families and jump on a plane to Tokyo to study hip-hop dance at the feet of Shige-boh—obviously, you know, only because I’m dedicated to my research and not at all because we’d enjoy it. But without that option, my living room would have to double as a dance floor. In the evenings once the kids were asleep and my husband was occupied with the news, I’d pull up the now classic and canonized clips of In Living Color and dance it out. Just for fun.


(On second thought, maybe I should make like Shige-boh and update my moves just a bit.)
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A New Creativity
Framework
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Why Creativity Is Essential—
in Difficult Times and Beyond
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CREATIVE AVENGERS:
ASSEMBLE


Still flush with the excitement of my new plan, I realized I would need some help if I was going to bring the concept of Unicorn Space to the masses and reimagine my 1990s Fly Girl moves. So I turned to my very own ambassador of youth culture for advice on next steps: my twelve-year-old son, Zach.


“Zach!” I called out.


He appeared in the doorway and slumped against the frame. “Yeah?”


“Where can I watch the most current hip-hop dances—you know, how do you and your friends learn to dance?”


“TikTok,” he muttered. I did a Macarena-inspired thank-you move as he rolled his eyes and turned on his heels.


So it was settled. I would commemorate my renewed pursuit of Unicorn Space by learning to dance from TikTok, and then by sharing my amateur videos to all who agreed to join me on my quest. I reasoned that watching forty-four-year-old me earnestly attempt to perfect Jalaiah Harmon’s Renegade had viable entertainment value, maybe? Plus, I’d just read in Quartz that Harvard neuroscientist and bestselling author Dr. John Ratey espouses dance as the best possible exercise in terms of brain health. He did qualify that he meant “vigorous” dance that gets your heart rate up, not just flailing around. (Noted.) And the reason, he says, that this form of dance is so powerful for the brain is because it requires mental focus. “The more demand on the brain … the more [brain muscle] you’re going to build,” encourages Dr. Ratey. So perhaps dancing would not only satisfy my desire to expand my Unicorn Space, but also it might make me smarter. Bonus!
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