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Foreword

At one time or another, everyone has made resolutions — for New Year’s, for that big birthday, at the beginning of a new month, or even on Monday! We all want to make positive changes in our lives or break the bad habits that we have acquired, so we… set goals for ourselves, make promises to change, pledge to improve, or make to-do lists. It doesn’t matter when you start or what you call it, everyone makes commitments to improve. Resolutions can be life changing or really quite simple. Whether big or small, they will affect your entire life.

We found that some of the most popular resolutions people make are: to spend more time with family and friends; exercise and eat right; lose weight; quit smoking; make amends or reestablish a relationship; go green; go back to school; help others; get organized; downsize and simplify our lives and our finances.

After reading the thousands of stories that people submitted, one thing became very clear. Resolutions are pretty easy to make but they are not easy to keep. Change is not easy to achieve. We found that many people made the same resolutions time after time. Does that mean that the resolutions they made were not realistic? After making resolutions, some people came to the realization that they didn’t really need to change; they are fine just the way they are. Some people realized that more was not always better; a bigger house or a faster car wasn’t really the answer. Sometimes less rather than more was the solution.

This book is the first step in setting aside some time to take a look at your life. Like some of our contributors, you might decide that you are fine just the way you are! You are in charge of your life. You can make any changes that you want, or you can resolve to be satisfied and happy with what you already have. Whichever is the case, we hope that the stories in this book will make you think, make you laugh, make you cry, make you say “ahhh” and touch your heart as they did ours.

~Barbara LoMonaco and D’ette Corona
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From This Day Forward

It takes courage to grow up and become who you really are.

 ~e.e. cummings
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Two Little Words with a Big Impact

Too many people miss the silver lining because they’re expecting gold.
 ~Maurice Setter

I have always considered myself a positive thinker, an upbeat person and an optimist. I try to find the best in every situation. I’ve recently become aware of how two little words in my vocabulary have had a tremendous impact on people. I didn’t even realize it.

I’ve been listening to myself lately, and I don’t like the way I sound. As a veteran teacher, I know that praise can be a huge motivational tool. I realize the importance of developing a child’s self-esteem. I generously sprinkle uplifting comments around my classroom like I am fertilizing flowers. Each new school year brings a garden variety of students, and they all blossom with praise and encouragement. I know how to thank my grown kids, my grandkids and my husband for a job well done. I toss compliments to the unsuspecting if it appears someone needs a lift. I also yo-yo my positive comments right back when I use the word that makes my preschoolers giggle — BUT.

When one of my students attempted to print her name, I oohed and ahhed. “Wow! That is a great A, and your letter, D is nice and tall, but your letter, E should be short; can you erase it and try to make it shorter?” I asked. She wasn’t crushed by my comment. She tried to live up to my expectation. I thought I was helping, preparing her for kindergarten, showing her the difference in size between upper case and lower case letters. I don’t believe that my comment would have any long term affect on her self-worth. I imagine though, if I’d substituted the word BUT with the word AND, she’d have been proud of her accomplishment instead of questioning the “right way” to print her name. I wish I had said, “I like your nice tall letters, AND I like how hard you are trying to make your letter E.”

My recently divorced daughter called to tell me about a house she was interested in. I listened to her. I applauded her for moving forward with her life, and I said, “Honey, I am glad that you’ve found something you like, but.…” There, I did it again! “Don’t you think, with the gas prices, you might want to buy closer to your work?” As she told me all about the prospective house, I could hear the excitement and joy in her voice. The moment I spoke the word, BUT, it was as if I pricked a balloon with a needle. I could hear her slowly deflate. I sure wish I’d used the word AND. “Honey, I’m glad you found a house in your price range, AND I’m happy for you.” She knows I freely express my opinions, and I know she’s used to my mouth. I suspect that if I had leashed my tongue, her emotions wouldn’t have flip-flopped, and we’d have both hung up feeling better.

Recently I visited my son and his six-year-old little boy and six-month-old daughter. I scooped up my grandchildren and bragged. He babysits while my daughter-in-law works weekends. I told him he was a great father; I praised him for his devotion to his family. He beamed as though he was a little boy, and then I flubbed. “You should be commended for spending your whole day taking your little boy to his sports events, but don’t you think he might be worn out and ready for a bath?” There I was with my bad word again! My son’s smile slid away, and he said, “He’ll be fine. I’ll get him to bed soon.” I planted an ounce of doubt, when I should have been planting the seeds of confidence. I wish I’d said, “You’re a good father, AND I admire your ability to recognize the children’s individual needs.”

My granddaughter showed up at my door dressed like a princess on her way to the prom. I told her how beautiful she looked. I told her I was proud of the young lady she has become, and I said, “Sweetheart, I want you to have a great time, but please don’t drink tonight.” I know she doesn’t engage in risky behavior; she’s responsible and sensible and trustworthy. She looked as though I’d snatched her crown. “Nana!” The tone of her voice indicated how I’d made her feel. How I wish I’d said, “I want you to have a great time, AND I trust you.”

My dear husband helps around the house; he did the dishes, emptied the dishwasher, and folded the laundry. I was thrilled he had lightened my work load. I thanked him. I told him how wonderful he is, and I used that naughty word again. “BUT, why did you leave crumbs all over the counter?” Why? Why? Why didn’t I say, “Thank you, AND I appreciate all you do around the house.”

I’ve been doing some self-reflecting. I’ve given up on losing those twenty pounds. I’ve decided a walk around the neighborhood is a good substitute for vigorous exercise. I’ve watched dust bunnies cuddle under the sofa. I’ve prayed in the dark instead of at church more often than not. In other words, all those New Year’s resolutions are now null and void. I lose a pound; I eat a chocolate; I gain a pound. The bar on my treadmill makes a nice rack for hanging laundry. I’ve attended church for grandchildren’s christenings, and I pass the sanctuary on my way to the church office. I vacuum on weekends. I figure if the dust bunnies don’t mind snuggling for another day, I don’t care either.

My house isn’t spotless, my thighs are heavy, my soul, like my face could use some uplifting, but I have decided that I simply cannot keep all those resolutions I made on January 1st. I’m ready for some spring cleaning. I’m tossing those old resolutions out and I am making one, just one, which I intend to keep. I am going to refrain from using the B word. I think I can do it, and I am going to give it my best. I know it will have a positive effect on others. BUT if I mess up, I will try again, and again, and again to remove that naughty little word from my vocabulary. I resolve to replace it with the word AND. This is a resolution I intend to keep!

~Linda O’Connell
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Let’s Face It

A smile is an inexpensive way to change your looks.
 ~Charles Gordy

“What a crabby-looking lady,” the cashier at my local convenience store whispered to her coworker. I was tromping through the toilet paper aisle grabbing products off the shelf like it was Y2K all over again. I had a half dozen kids waiting for me in the van, and here’s the thing: they were all my own children. No time for polite. No casual conversation with the checkout lady, no nod of approval toward the stock boy, no breathing. Just get the toilet paper, two gallons of milk and some Frosted Flakes and get back out in the trenches!

But I was intrigued by the crabby-looking lady. Which one was she? Hoisting a family pack of toilet paper under my arm, I scanned the tiny store for the crabby lady. Let’s see, there’s a middle-aged guy in aisle three stocking up on pork rinds, an older gentleman at the checkout purchasing an egg salad sandwich and a coffee, and… just then I saw her, the crabby-looking lady.

Her eyes were small slits; her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail so tight it looked like her forehead would snap off. Her mouth was a severe gash between pinched cheeks. A deep furrow cut the lady’s brows. Crabby wasn’t the word. This lady looked like she had either smelled something really bad or was about to single-handedly euthanize her own cat. Couldn’t tell which. Then, I turned away from my own reflection in the convex security mirror at the back of the store. The crabby looking lady… was me!

That night, after I ran the troops through bath, brush and bed routine, I plopped on my bed and sobbed. I was the crabby-looking lady! Me! The girl voted nicest smile by her high school class. I had become a cross between Morticia from The Addams Family and a lemon! Right then and there I resolved to do one thing over the next year. One simple resolution: to smile. I didn’t need to wait for January 1st — I would start right now. Simple, right? Sure, if you’re a televangelist. Or naturally nice. Or just had a lobotomy. But I’m a mom. And moms have stuff to accomplish. People depend on us to be crabby! How else do bedrooms get picked up?

I mean, a smile is perfectly appropriate for those “Oh, sweetie, thanks for picking a handful of dandelions for mommy and saying you wuv wuv wuv me” days. But what about the days when the teenagers broke curfew and the dog puked Oreos on the bathroom floor and Dad is late from work again and the baby is doing that colicky thing? On days like that I’m just supposed to (twitch, twitch) smile?

Well, unless I wanted to end up looking like a shrunken head, all I could do was try. Of course I didn’t tell anyone about my smile resolution. I mean, it was going to be hard enough to smile without my kids making comments like, “Mom, is there something wrong with your face?” I would just go smiley on my own terms. At least ten times a day, I would make a conscious effort to smile. And it wouldn’t count if I did it ten times in a row. It had to be… incremental.

The first day of “Mission Smile” I smiled at (and this is in order): a strange dog who peed on my daughter’s new school shoes (while she was in them), the mailman, three of my six children (I couldn’t muster more than a smirk for the teenagers just yet), a librarian who asked me if I was aware of the global overpopulation problem, and my bathtub. I smiled at my husband over the phone when he called to say he’d be late from work (it wasn’t really much of a smile, more like a facial spasm). And I smiled at myself in the mirror twice, just to remind myself what a smile looked like. (Mouth curved upwards, twinkle in eyes, good… now think happy thoughts.)

After the first week of smiling practice, I discovered that if I forgot to smile all morning, I could make up for it by watching I Love Lucy reruns after the kids went to bed. I thought of it as extra credit smiling homework.

After a month, though, a weird thing happened. I didn’t even try to find things to smile at and I’d still notice this funny sensation take over my face. It was like Pavlov’s dogs to a bell: I’d see my kids run in from playing “throw mud at the sibling with the lowest IQ” and Ding! Smile. When my teenage daughter loaded the dishwasher with her soccer shin pads and cleats… Ding! Smile. Even when we were really late for church and fangs began to protrude from my upper jaw and venom dripped from my incisors and I hissed, “Hurry little children, it’s time to partake in the precious body and blood of Christ!” Ding! Smile. It was actually kind of unsettling, this smile thing. Like I could actually be happy in the midst of chaos!

The final blow came, though, after nine months or so of my resolution. I was meeting a couple of friends for our regular date at a local coffee shop. Bursting though the coffee shop door in my usual haphazard manner, I overheard the cashier behind the coffee counter remark to a co-worker, “There’s that happy looking lady again.”

And I didn’t even have to look around the coffee shop to know who she was talking about. I could see my own reflection in the cash register on the counter. The forty-year-old voted best smile… by me.

~Cristy Trandahl
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Drop That Spatula

There is no more lovely, friendly and charming relationship, communion or company than a good marriage.
 ~Martin Luther

It had become our routine and it wasn’t a good one.

Pete came through the door at about five o’clock each evening, right in the middle of my preparations for supper. Relief at the sound of his arrival washed over me. Our two young daughters were filthy from a day in our backyard sandbox and needed a good soak in the tub.

So Pete stopped in the kitchen just long enough to drop off his lunchbox, and I — never breaking my spatula’s rhythm — offered him my cheek for a kiss.

Then, up the stairs he trudged, our girls whirling around behind him, chattering happily. And I exhaled into my long moment of peace, with only my spatula to tend to.

Throughout supper, our damp, fresh-smelling daughters continued their chatter as Pete and I managed a word or two to each other in between, and perhaps a wink or a smile.

By bedtime (and by that I mean our bedtime) we were spent. We’d drop off to sleep, then wake the next day and do it all over again.

Our girls were happy and healthy, well-fed and shiny. But our marriage was malnourished and dull.

I’d had enough of our dreary routine. I’d had enough of viewing Pete as my backup, the other half of our two-person tag team. He was my partner in life and love, not just my partner in chores and child-rearing. It was time to do things differently, and I decided it would start with me.

One fateful day around five o’clock, when I heard the lovely sound of the front door and footsteps, I let the spatula clatter into the pan of whatever-was-sizzling and turned to greet my husband.

Nothing I did was earth-shattering. I grinned, said hello, and opened my arms for a hug. But the earth must have moved for Pete because his face lit up in a wide smile, his eyes sparkling.

I’m not sure if I burned dinner that night, what with my diverted attention and inactive spatula. I don’t recall whether the girls got bathed or if they went to bed sandy.

I do know that Pete and I talked and laughed that night. I know that I felt younger, happier, and even prettier. I know (he told me) that Pete felt appreciated, even honored, because for those few moments he was my first priority.

And I know that for every evening since then that I have remembered my resolution to drop that spatula, our marriage has been the better for it, and our daughters have, too. Sand and all.

~Mandy Houk
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Seize the Day!

I went into the woods because I wanted to live deliberately. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life… to put to rout all that was not life; and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.
 ~Henry David Thoreau

“We are food for worms, lads,” declared Professor Keating, the unorthodox English teacher played by Robin Williams in the 1989 film Dead Poets Society. “Each and every one of us is one day going to stop breathing, turn cold, and die.”

Those words, addressed to his pink-cheeked students, iced the blood in my veins when I watched the movie a few years back. Perhaps it was all in the timing. Only months earlier, I had survived the Big 5-0 and already the New Year was waving a greeting in the near distance. It seemed like the years were passing by while I simply clung to a kite tail. I felt staid, dissatisfied, unfulfilled. In short, I felt my own mortality.

This, perhaps, is why I scooted to the edge of my seat, transfixed and determined not to miss one profound word from the professor’s mouth.

“Carpe diem, lads. Seize the day!” he preached to the literature class at the exclusive Welton Academy. “Make your lives extraordinary!”

Later in the movie, the teacher urged the boys to stand on his desk, as a reminder to look at the world in a different way because the universe was broader than their view of it. Everyone, I thought to myself, should have such a bohemian insurrectionary in their lives.

As I inhaled scene after moving scene, the rallying classroom cry, “Carpe diem!” sang in my ears like a mantra. I recognized the words from my four years of high school Latin class, only back then Mrs. Maag had taught the more literal translation of “carpe diem” — “pluck the day.”

I liked that image better, I decided. Pluck the day.

Seize the moment.

Or, as Robert Herrick so poetically penned centuries ago, “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may.”

Entranced, I sat as the last movie credits rolled down the screen, impulsively reevaluating my life and rethinking my annual goals.

To date, I had lived mostly from the detailed, itemized lists I created annually when the old year faded and the new one offered a fresh start. So dedicated was I to this system that I used to make separate goal lists for each of my four children, another for my husband, and even one for the dog. Why, I was known to make master lists that organized my battalion of lists! Now, however, I knew I needed to make a drastic change.

What would happen, I wondered, if I set aside my lists this next year and took Professor Keating’s advice to “suck out all the marrow of life.” Could I survive without daily, weekly, and monthly guides to order my hours? Could I still be productive? Reliable? Successful?

And, just that quickly, I resolved to give it a try.

I decided to embrace the unknown. I opted to live life with deliberation. I chose to make my life extraordinary.

But what, exactly, did that look like?

For me, it meant transcending the mundane in order to accept change. I discovered elasticity in me that I never knew existed. I learned to embrace serendipitous opportunities and to discover delight in the moment. Above all, this new outlook left me open to possibility.

Yes, I still dealt with the day-to-day reality of… oh… you know… the kinds of minutiae written on the lists that once consumed me. But those demands no longer determine my days. Instead, I’m open to chatty phone calls, a spontaneous lunch with a friend, and an evening walk with my husband. I’m freer to entertain, eager to extend an invitation to houseguests, and willing to organize a family reunion. I’m no longer reluctant to travel, to commit to a community project, to volunteer as an election judge.

Now, I focus less on my housework and more on enjoying my home. Instead of worrying about weight, I find pleasure in fresh food and homegrown vegetables. Rather than list all I need to do, I keep a gratitude journal of the new blessings I discover in each waking hour.

So, this New Year, as in the past few, I will make only a single resolution. A resolution I find satisfaction in writing and joy in keeping: Carpe diem!

~Carol McAdoo Rehme
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Resolution Evolution

Every day may not be good, but there’s something good in every day.
 ~Author Unknown

New Year’s resolutions — I’ve made them, broken them, and returned to try again. Whether it was losing weight, eating healthier, or not biting my fingernails, each new resolution began with great determination, only to fade as the days and weeks of the New Year passed.

Last December, I decided to focus on something very different. Through the process, I gained a unique perspective on what matters most in my life and a simple tool that can lead me to greater happiness.

I am the mother of three adult children with special needs, who are still living with us. I have also recently been diagnosed with a neurological disorder that affects my ability to do many of the things that I have enjoyed over the years. It is very easy to become mired in discouragement. I hate to admit it, but I have held several “pity parties” and sadly invited many family members and friends to attend. That is where I found myself last year at resolution-making time. I knew that I needed to do something different.

I started reflecting about the time when my children were young. During those years, my husband and I consciously made a point of remembering what we called “golden moments.” The day my son finally learned to tie his shoes, at seventeen, was one of those times. It was definitely a golden moment. During my children’s youth, I held tight to the memory of special times, successes, and joys. I tucked them away in my mind to be pulled out later during moments of discouragement, when things were not going well.

So as the New Year began, I resolved to once again consciously look each day for golden moments, for special blessings, for everyday occurrences that led me to a sense of gratitude and wonder. The marvelous thing was they were everywhere!

One day as I was out walking downtown, I became discouraged about my difficulties with walking and my need to use a cane. As I was grumbling to myself, I looked across the street and saw a man in a wheelchair with no legs. This may seem like an overused cliché, but it reinforced for me the fact that perspective plays a pivotal role in my attitude and ability to face adversity.

When I received invitations to friends’ children’s college graduations, weddings, and baby showers, I felt sad that my children might not experience those same things. But then I reflected that they were all good and caring people who brought great joy to my days. Our life wasn’t bad, it was just different.

As time went by, I realized more and more that it was the simple things that were making the biggest difference for me. I found myself pausing to enjoy a beautiful sunset or a mother bird building a nest outside my living room window. I saw a person’s kindness as a dear gift.

I guess you could say that I made it my resolution to play the “Glad Game.” You know the one, from the movie Pollyanna; where even in the most difficult situations, Pollyanna finds something to be glad about. There are probably many people who would scoff and declare this a saccharine-coated way of dealing with life. My answer to them would be, “Why not? Why in this world of trouble and heartache should I not want to consciously choose to seek a better vision, a more grateful heart?”

Am I good at it all the time? Definitely not! I still get discouraged from time to time. I still find the negative creeping back. But the wonderful thing about this type of resolution is that even when I falter or slip a little, I can easily pick it back up again and go forward. All it takes is pausing for a moment to look around me and recognize the simple, pure pleasures and blessings in each day.

~Jeannie Lancaster
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System Recovery

Never trust anything that can think for itself if you can’t see where it keeps its brain.
 ~J.K. Rowling

I hate my computer.

It seems every time I resolve to clear the clutter from my life, my computer crashes. I pull the plug and let the system catnap, a tactic that usually works.

Not today.

I point the arrow to “Start Windows Normally” and cross my fingers. No such luck. I try “Last Known Good Configuration.” That’s all I want, to get back to where I was before.

That doesn’t work either, so I click “Safe Mode.” If I can’t go back, that’s the next best option, right?

Wrong. No matter what I do, I get the advanced options menu. Desperate, I hit the F10 key. “Do you want to start System Restore?” the dialogue box reads.

With a sigh of relief, I click “yes.” A tiny “system restore” box pops up in the bottom left corner. That does not inspire confidence. I want to see “System Restore” splashed across my screen. I want to see the progress bar creeping to the right, like the mercury in a thermometer, apprising me of my status.

Instead, the screen hiccups, spits out line after line of hieroglyphics as if they were watermelon seeds, then blinks back to the menu.

Where is my “Bliss” screensaver? The one with the rolling green meadow and the blue sky?

As I sit here staring at the screen, I realize this is oddly appropriate, since I’ve gotten stuck in general. The computer is just mirroring my life.

Haven’t I been clearing out my life? I gave away most of the books that spilled from my bookcase and stood stacked on the floor. I threw out most of the papers that had multiplied over the years like mold. I donated household clutter to various charities. I even hauled all the stuff stored in the attic out to the curb.

There’d been only one thing left to deal with: the clutter on my computer.

But with the computer, you don’t have to worry about being buried alive, like when you open your closet door.

Or do you? I’m beginning to wonder.

I download stuff, intending to get back to it “some day” and actually read it. It takes me whole days at a time to sort through the hundreds of saved articles every few months.

Which, of course, is enough to blow anyone’s fuse.

So I guess it only stands to reason that habit would fry my computer’s fuse too.

Apparently, it did.

Only one option remains; I know that. When I ventured up to the attic to clear out the broken camera equipment, the mildewed books, the broken projector and fading film, and the Easter baskets left over from my childhood, I found that a friendly family of mice had taken up residence and had left, like the Easter Bunny, “treats.”

The internal computer mice are pooping all over my system. My only option is to vacuum. And that means throwing everything out first, just like in the attic.

I hit F10 again to bring up the dialogue box for “System Recovery.”

Dialogue, my patootie. There is no dialogue. When your computer throws a temper tantrum, you’re out of luck.

Isn’t life the same way?

No, I’m in “Wild, Wild West” territory. Shoot first, cry later.

I hold my breath, and hit the “System Recovery” button.

“Are you sure you want to proceed?” the box asks, because System Recovery will erase all your files.

Everything will vanish with the click of a button. But I don’t have a choice.

It’s showdown time at the OK Corral. I can hear the ominous background music in my head. (I certainly can’t hear it on the speakers.) Have I backed up everything critical? I feel like a mother sending her kid off to summer camp for two months, wondering if I forgot to pack underwear.

It’s too late now anyway. The bus has left the terminal. But I’m a writer. There are my manuscripts, business records. All my stuff.

What stuff? I can’t remember. Just stuff. Like packing peanuts. You don’t really know what to do with them, you just save them. Because you might need them someday.

When you could just as easily use crumpled newspaper or plastic bags or popcorn.

I click “Yes.”

As the progress bar beeps, I imagine all my stuff — my life — fading into the abyss, sucked away into the vacuum of my computer’s space.

And yet, as the bar inches to the right, it reminds me just how far I’ve come these last couple of years. I’ve been pruning. I’ve been deleting bookmarks and files, backing things up, throwing out the clutter. I’d just gotten stuck, and the universe decided to help me along.

The progress bar reads 85% completed. I’d say that’s about right.

Up pop the words, “System Recovery complete.”

The morning sun is bursting through my window. On impulse, I creep outside to check on a shrub I pruned — brutally — weeks ago. It had gotten so overwhelmingly large; I couldn’t squeeze past it anymore. It jutted out across the path and blocked the gate. So, I’d had to cut it back to the main stem. To the core.

Where I’d cut, fresh green buds sprouted.

The same thing happened when I started saying “no” to tasks I really didn’t want to do, or to people I really didn’t want to be around. I’d pruned the negative energy surrounding my life. I just hadn’t hit the delete button on my own negativity.

I think about the computer, filled with articles I’d never gotten around to reading. I’m relieved not to have to wade through those hundreds of files. If they had really been so important, wouldn’t I have simply read them online in the first place?

That empty desktop doesn’t look so ominous anymore. It is a tabula rasa, waiting for me to write upon it. Like life.

I resolve not to hold onto so much stuff — which is really just negative energy — in the coming year. And if I do, my computer will tell me when enough is enough and it’s time for a purge. It will also remind me to embrace quiet time. Those fifteen minutes of “recovery” time forced me to just breathe. I resolve not to wait until my own operating system crashes to “Start System Recovery.”

Life is too short to be constantly playing “catch up” with the clutter. You don’t need it. And maybe getting back to where you were before isn’t the best option to choose. The clutter, be it the past, people, or objects — even emotions — that you’ve outgrown, stunts the new growth in your life.

The “Bliss” screensaver is back, reminding me to go outdoors and enjoy the sunshine and the freedom of summer.

And to start writing again. Writing something new.

I love my computer again. And my life. I’m moving forward.

~Donna L. Turello
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Talks Too Much

We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen twice as much as we speak.
 ~Epictetus

Talks too much. Gabby. Chatty. Loquacious. These are all words and expressions that have been used to describe me from the age of four. My mom boasts that I was talking in three and four word sentences before I was ten months old. Some say it’s the gift of gab while others simply think I talk too much.

As my thirties came to a close, I found myself reflecting on my life. I’m very happy and have no significant regrets. Even the things that I’m not proud of, I accept as part of my journey to where I am today. When I looked back on those times of difficulty, I saw a clear common denominator; I didn’t seem to know when to stop talking. Whether it was hurting someone’s feelings, or having carelessly revealed a secret, the incident could have been avoided had I closed my mouth sooner. It was during this life revelation that I resolved to practice the power of quiet.

To take this step, I needed to understand how people could sit comfortably in a group and not talk, and even more amazing, be with just one other person and not talk. Why does my husband feel completely content to sit in a room bustling with conversation and say nothing? He’s highly intelligent and has wonderful opinions but he’ll sit quietly and just listen. Even when he’s asked a pointed question, he’ll answer with as few words as he can muster while still communicating effectively. What talent!

Can you imagine being happy just listening? In surveying those I know who talk less than I do (pretty much everyone), the general consensus was one of two answers — they either didn’t feel confident enough to speak up and risk being judged on some level, or they just didn’t feel the need to participate in the conversation. Of course there were other reasons for not talking, but these were the two most popular answers.

The first one didn’t work for me. I’m just fine letting people think what they will about me, and hopefully they’ll even speak up and make the conversation that much more interesting. The second one didn’t work either. I do feel the need to participate. I feel it physically like an electrical pulse through my body; sometimes it’s so strong it causes me to behave badly in the form of interrupting or speaking in an unusually loud voice. I had to look further.

An interesting thing happened on this journey to the power of quiet. During my weekly yoga class (a class I take for the sole purpose of learning to be still), it came to me. Like an answer so crystal clear that the words rang in my head like soft, heavenly bells.

I talked too much so people would know I cared about them. It was my way of taking care of those I love, whether they are family, friends, acquaintances, or customers. I talked so they would know I understood. I resolved before my fortieth birthday, that from that day forward, those around me would know I loved them, and cared what they thought and felt, but I was going to practice the power of quiet.

As my forty-second birthday approaches, I can say that resolving to talk less has been more about focusing on quality rather than quantity. I’ve found that listening more shows those who I care about that I really do care how they feel. Now when I chime in, it means more to them. Oh sure, I still have my bouts of talking too much, but for the most part this has been one resolution that I can call a success.

~Kathleen Partak
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Celebrating a Life

Time is a physician that heals every grief.
 ~Diphilus


It was almost New Year’s Eve 2000, and the nation was getting ready to celebrate the dawn of a new decade. My husband, Don, and I could care less.

In July of 1999, my husband and I lost our beloved twenty-eight-year-old son when he fell asleep at the wheel. He was our accomplished classical guitarist with a master’s in music. He was our handsome, blond-haired treasure that could never be replaced. He was a young man with a fabulous sense of humor, a cherished brother to his siblings, and his bright future was cut way too short.

We never were much for New Year’s Eve celebrations. Oh, we’d gotten together with friends and raised a glass or two over the years on various New Year’s Eves. But the holidays in 1999 and 2000 were some of the toughest days of our entire lives. When you are in early grief, you constantly replay the circumstances surrounding the death of your loved one. It must be nature’s way of making it “sink in” and become real for you, so that you learn to live with this in your life. We certainly were changed forever. We felt far from festive as Christmas faded and New Year’s Eve rolled around.

My husband and I grieved separately in the early years, trying to spare each other, or minimize the pain each of us was experiencing by not sharing it with each other. It took some time before we could come together and share our tears. I remember going to bed around 8 P.M. so that I would not be reminded of happy people lifting their glasses to toast a new year and a new decade. A new year without my son? A future without him in it? It was too unbearable for me to even comprehend or consider.

Each subsequent New Year’s Eve got a little easier, but it was still the policy for me to avoid the group celebrations, the television coverage, and the festivities of New Year’s Eves. Who would want to be around me when my mind was fixed on my terrible loss? How could I celebrate living in a world without my son for yet another year?

At some point in time, it happens. You make the switch. For me it was five years after his death. New Year’s Eve was approaching. Christmas had been a celebration with family that I truly enjoyed. It was the year that I decorated a small tree with his pictures as a memorial, and it felt right. I hung his stocking that I made him as a child and smiled at the memories it brought me.

I had witnessed an episode of Dr. Phil on television where a mother who lost a daughter just could not get over her grief, and it had been TEN years. She was so, so sad and very much STUCK in her grief. I remember Dr. Phil saying to her in so many words, “You had eighteen wonderful years with your daughter, and the only thing that you are dwelling on now is her death. You need to celebrate the wonderful time you had together.” The mother looked up at him and said, “I never thought of it that way.”

I knew that I was also learning to be thankful for the years I had with my child, the blessing of his twenty-eight years. What if I’d never been blessed with knowing him at all? I realized that I could have lost him as a baby, a toddler, a young child, a teenager… but I was blessed with twenty-eight years!

That year, in 2004, my husband and I resolved to celebrate our New Year’s Eve together, remembering and celebrating our Donnie, not mourning him. We looked at photographs and talked about the wonderful times with him.

My husband never made it until midnight, but I did. I stayed awake to welcome 2005, knowing it would be an even better year, because I was learning to go forward with my life. I would always have the sorrow in my life, but it was no longer overwhelming. I could make it my resolution to take forward with me the wonderful memories of my son, the ones that make me smile and subsequently help to soften the pain a little more each year. I raised my glass of wine to God at midnight saying, “Thank you for my wonderful son who blessed my life in so many ways!”

~Beverly Walker

[image: image]


[image: image]

You Are Enough

It’s the menace that everyone loves to hate but can’t seem to live without.
 ~Paddy Chayevsky

I started working for CBS when I was nineteen years old and in college, and then I went on to work for NBC. I also assistant-directed two independent features. By age twenty-two, I was employed by one of the largest commercial companies in the world, so the bulk of my work focused on advertising, working on production teams for hundreds of television commercials. I styled and designed ads for Vogue, Mirabella and Elle, and I worked for Lucasfilm in their commercial division. I was fortunate to experience such an amazing career at such a young age, working all over the country with some of the most creative people in the world. I had it all.

And then one day my life changed.

It was one of those days that you always remember. The sky was blue, and the sky is so rarely blue in Los Angeles. The ocean was sparkling like diamonds and the film set was perfect.

I was filming a diet cola commercial in Malibu.

Then, suddenly, a thought came through me like a lightning bolt. “This is an industry that uses anorexic models to sell diet cola to teenage girls.”

And I quit.

A twelve-year career.

Right then.

That night I went home and hit my knees. I did not want to be a part of the problem; I wanted to be a part of the solution. But I had no idea what the solution looked like. So I said a kind of prayer that went something like this — “Right now, with all my gifts and all my insecurities and all my strengths and all my weaknesses… right now — with my skills — what can I do on behalf of the world?”

My grandfather used to say, “Start with what you know, and more will be revealed.”

I knew the film, television and advertising industries and almost everything about them.

So I started going into junior high schools. I held up pictures of the models to show what they looked like at five o’clock in the morning, and then held up another picture showing what they looked like after three hours of professional make-up, thirty-five lighting technicians, and professional photographers who can make anyone look beautiful and sexy… not to mention the efforts of post-production, where they airbrush all of the wrinkles, pimples, stretch marks, scars, cold sores and every other imperfection right out of the picture. With digital technology, they can even stretch the models to make them appear taller and thinner.

When the first digital machines came out, I watched my friends learn what they could do. One editor said, “This machine is going to change the world. Anything that we see that we don’t like, we can simply change it and make it perfect!” I doubt that he was thinking about the repercussions for our children when he made that statement.

Advertising is powerful. Television is powerful. It is everywhere, and our children are listening to it and watching it. We have to be very careful as adults, because when we talk about our bodies and our diets and all the ways that we are impacted by these ideas, our children are listening. Children as young as five put themselves on “diets.” So many children are upset about their bodies.

So I went into the schools and talked to the girls and said, “This is a multi-billion dollar industry that spends millions of dollars a year proving to you that there is something wrong with you so that they can sell you something to fix it. So I am here to tell you that your teeth are white enough… and your breath is fresh enough… and your thighs are thin enough. You are enough. We can no longer afford for the best and brightest among us to live in a state of constant insecurity.”

It was interesting because the teachers began asking me to speak at their teachers’ conferences and the mothers started asking me to speak at their women’s conferences. The next thing I knew, I was speaking around the country on any given day to eleven- and twelve-year-olds during the day and to thousands of women at national conferences at night.

It is thrilling to know that many people are out there now talking about these issues, but back then, in the mid- to late-nineties, no one was really talking about any of this. By the time little girls are ten and eleven years old they have been hit with so many media messages that they are already at the mercy of, and manipulated by, an industry that has gone insane.

While doing my speaking around the country, one day I got the idea “you are on the right track — but you need to start with the babies.” I wasn’t sure what that meant but I knew it was an important piece of my work. So I took a thirty-three-day road trip in silence to think about it; just me, my car, and my camera. I traveled all through the western United States. At the end of the trip, I ended up spending four days by myself out in the Sedona desert. Sitting out there all alone after thirty-some days in silence, I kept thinking about that idea — “you are on the right track but you need to start with the babies.” I am forty-three years old and I spent my first twenty years safe from any idea of a super model floating around in my subconscious.

Today’s little girls have never known anything else.

Soon after the trip, I was writing in my journal. It wasn’t a particularly interesting entry — something like “yesterday I did blah blah blah,” and suddenly I began to write “Cassandra. Cassandra was strolling along. Cassandra was singing a sing-a-long song.” And I just kept writing and the entire book came out in one sentence.

Cassandra’s Angel is about the stories that we are given from the people in our lives about who they think we are… and then dropping those stories so that we can become who we came here to be.
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