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PRAISE FOR KEEP MOVING



‘Keep Moving offers a bouquet of generosities in one hand, and a bouquet of soft but firm honesty in the other . . . A promise that what doesn’t get better sometimes gets easier. And that, too, is worthy of celebration’


Hanif Abdurraqib, author of Go Ahead in the Rain: Notes to a Tribe Called Quest


‘I read this book in one sitting during one of the most difficult weeks of my life . . . This isn’t lofty self-help stuff; she doesn’t speak from above. Instead, she speaks next to you, whispering right in your ear that we are all in the trenches together. Every single page of this book made me breathe a little deeper and feel a little less alone’


Amanda Palmer, singer, songwriter, musician, author of The Art of Asking


‘Candid, lyrical, and full of empathy, this is a book that feels vital and welcome in these times . . . A stunning and wise piece of work’


Sinéad Gleeson, author of Constellations


‘Maggie Smith’s mantras are a faithful and forgiving companion, coaxing us through the darkness and toward our own resilience’


Rebecca Soffer, coauthor of Modern Loss


‘I wish I’d had a copy of Keep Moving when my first marriage ended. It would have consoled my fears about being alone. Maggie Smith writes so honestly without being brutal, and she shows readers hope while avoiding the saccharine. To experience relief from a book is a rare and wonderful thing. Keep Moving gave me that relief’


Bella Mackie, author of Jog On


‘Maggie Smith’s voice is the one I hear in my head, the one that keeps me going when I don’t feel I can. And now, with this book, she has gifted the entire world with that particular brand of magic’


Jennifer Pastiloff, author of On Being Human


‘I lived this book in real time. I was going through something hard and heartbreaking . . . and every day I’d log on to social media . . . [to] read what you now hold in your hands: truth and pain and empathy and the wisdom that comes with living. We keep moving. I kept moving. So can you. I will carry copies of this beautiful gift of a book in my pockets and give them to everyone I know’


Megan Stielstra, author of The Wrong Way to Save Your Life
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THE LONG BOOK


When my daughter was in second grade, she struggled with anxiety at bedtime—about death in particular, but also about the future in general. I would tuck her in at night and lie with her in the dark, holding her, listening.


“When will I die?” she’d ask. “Will you definitely die before me because you’re older?”


What could I tell her? There are no guarantees in this life. But she was eight years old. I’d smooth her hair from her face and try my best to find the right words to calm her mind.


“Yes, I’m sure I’ll die before you—but not until I’m very old, and you’re a grown-up.”


The questions kept coming: Will we miss each other when we’re dead? Will we even know we’re dead? When will it happen? Will we feel it?


“Life is long—a long book,” I told her, “and you’re only on the first chapter. Who wants to ruin a book by worrying about the end the whole time? Who wants to know how a book will end?”


“That would be boring,” she said.


And of course, she was right.


Life is a book—long, if we’re lucky—and we write it as we go. The ending isn’t written, waiting for us to arrive. I’d known this all along, logically, but I hadn’t yet felt it.


I thought that I knew my story.


I thought that what I was living was the whole story, but it was only a chapter.


After almost nineteen years together, my ex-husband and I separated. When my marriage ended—and with it the life I had known—the book did not end. Suddenly, there were so many blank pages, so many blank years ahead, to fill. There were days, weeks, when I could hardly get out of bed, hardly eat, but I felt the desire to write. If everything was going to fall apart, I told myself, at least I could create something. I was learning to live a different story, and I needed to find the words for it.


I struggled to write poems during this time. When I write a poem, I don’t begin with an idea and then seek the language for it; I begin with language and follow where it leads me. But now I had ideas to work through, stories to tell, and I knew I would need a different kind of writing, a different container for my thoughts.


One morning, I wrote a goal for myself—just a couple of sentences—and posted it on social media. The next day, I wrote another one. Since then, I have written a note-to-self—an affirmation, an encouragement, a self-directive—every day.


The question I asked myself over and over in those first days and weeks was, “What now?” And that question inspired the last sentence of every goal: Keep moving. I had no idea what would happen next, what the next chapter would hold, but I had to get myself there.





 




_______________________


The ending of one thing is also the beginning of another. What is the next adventure? There is room enough in this life—with its many endings, its many beginnings—for things you could not have imagined last week or last year or ten years ago.


KEEP MOVING.


_______________________








 




Stop straining to hold the door to the past open, as if your old life is there, waiting, and you could just slip right in. Stop wasting your strength, because you can’t go back. Muscle your way forward.


KEEP MOVING.








 






Write breathe on your to-do list. Write blink. Write sit and eat. Then cross everything off. How satisfying! Give yourself credit for living.


KEEP MOVING.











 


Remember putting on glasses for the first time: suddenly, the trees had individual leaves; the moon had defined edges. Try to see through that clear lens—everything as it is, not blurred or diffused by grief or anger. Look around you and marvel.


KEEP MOVING.





 






Stop calling your heart broken; your heart works just fine. If you are feeling—love, anger, gratitude, grief—it is because your heart is doing its work. Let it.


KEEP MOVING.











 




_______________________


Focus on who you are and what you’ve built, not who you’d planned on being and what you’d expected to have. Trust that the present moment—however difficult, however different from what you’d imagined—has something to teach you.


KEEP MOVING.


_______________________








 


To revise means, literally, “to look at again,” to re-envision. Revision has always been my favorite part of writing. I know some writers love the rush of the new idea, the getting-it-down, the honeymoon period with a story or poem when it’s still sparkling. But for me, the problem solving is what I love most: the challenge posed by the not-right words in the not-right order.


When I revise a piece of writing, I tend to whittle rather than expand as I go: the more time I spend with it, the smaller it gets, shrinking and shrinking as I try to be as concise as possible. (I joke that I could revise a poem to nothing—poof!—if I’m not careful.) What I’m doing is boiling the observation, the articulation, down—not being reductive, but reducing it to its most concentrated form. The final version will likely be small, but it will be potent.


As I work, I number the drafts—one, two, three—and if I get to fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, I know something’s gone awry. Sometimes I put the draft aside for a day, a week, a month, or more, and I trust that Future Me will know better how to deal with it. Future Me will look at the poem, and something will click that didn’t click before. Future Me will see the poem anew—see the section that isn’t working, or see the potential in the piece that was not previously visible.


One thing I’ve learned about revision is that sometimes I need to go back in order to move forward. Sometimes I need to return to those earlier versions—one, two, three—to find the spark that drove me to the page in the first place. What can I excavate from those early versions? What necessary fire can I restore to the present iteration?


I believe in the importance of revision, but here’s something I believe just as strongly: If you’re not careful, you can revise the life right out of a piece of writing. If you’re not careful, you can scrub all the weirdness and wildness right out of it. As counterintuitive as it sounds, you can polish it dull.


The same applies to our lives. If we’re not careful, we can revise the life right out of them. We can polish our lives dull.





 




Revise the story you tell yourself about starting over. Consider not only how terrifying change can be but also how exhilarating. Consider this time an opportunity to make a new and improved life.


KEEP MOVING.








 








Accept that while you crave resolution—an ending to the story, and a happy ending at that—this isn’t how lives work. The arc you’ve learned doesn’t apply, so stop trying to map the events of your life onto it. Just watch, listen, learn.


KEEP MOVING.
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