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To my mother, Nancy Clark Buchs,
the woman who bestowed a pet name on me as a
little girl that shaped my outlook forever.
I love you so,
“Sunshine”




A happy life is just a string of happy moments.
But most people don’t allow the happy moment,
because they are so busy trying to get a happy life.
—Abraham-Hicks





Acknowledgments



To my husband, David; You have yet to make me feel guilty for leaving my advertising salary behind so that I might find my own voice, I am so much happier for your courage.


To my living, breathing, dreams come true, Reid and Jena: You came along and filled up my heart more than even I could have wished for.


To Nancy Clark Buchs, Sabrina Kim Bell, and Kristen Brown-Sanders: Thank you for understanding me and my need to tell our family stories, even if they aren’t always exactly Hallmark moments. You ladies are my soul.


To Richard Buchs: Thank you for making Mom’s dream come true.


To Robin Dever, Robin “Bun Bun” Anderson, and Lisa Paro: I treasure our past almost as much as I anticipate our future—wrinkles and all.


To Bill Callejas: You have challenged me in so many ways, and I’m here to thank you for all of them.


To Tracey Davis: So many of the experiences I’ve learned from came from our time together in Los Angeles. I love and miss you every day.


To Craig and Renee Opalich, Jim and Terese Brown, and Denise and Zachary Bernstein: My family thrives in your company and in the Bedford Falls that is Hudson, Ohio.


To Ed Thomann and Marian and Susan Robinson: Thanks for always giving me something to celebrate—a second family.


To Butch Clark: I hope that you are able to see how dearly we still love you. No matter how our lives veered off in different directions, you gave me my most treasured characteristic—my sense of humor. Save a seat for me in Heaven.


To anyone who ever rambled around Court Street in Athens, Ohio: If there was ever a group of people who personify living in the moment, it’s you. The reflections alone sustain me.


To everyone who has helped me bring my writing to life: Nancy Clark at Family Circle, who thrilled me beyond compare with her first phone call; Kate Epstein at Adams Media, who challenged me to write my own book; Colleen Sell, who offers Cup of Comfort to the world and has been a mentor to me whether she realized it or not; Dotsie Bregel, for nudging me to finish this manuscript instead of waiting around for good news; Halli Roth Webb, who generously shares her love and friendship as well as her Web site creation talent; Lisa Morales Cook, who never fails to respond to my ever-growing list of questions; Mike Hudak and the creative department at Point to Point Communications, who put the best spin ever on the term pro bono; Sarabeth Blakey and Marvin Moore, for their eagle eyes and hard work; Jenefer Angell, for professing to be excited about “getting into my head” as an editor and making “my head” read so much better as a result; and Cynthia Black at Beyond Words Publishing, for agreeing to publish this book and reminding me, again, that dreams can come true.


And to everyone who cracks open this book in hopes of finding some answers: You already have them. I’m just here to keep you company along the way. Be happy.





Introduction



I honestly believe that happiness can be created; it’s not merely bestowed on us like good hair or evenly descending toes. Life smacks us around from time to time, and how we ultimately deal with that is completely in our hands. Learning to find some magic in each moment has been key to putting my demons, such as they are, in their place and to ensuring that what I’m left with is the joy of living—moment by moment, day by day. After all, the present is really all we have control of, isn’t it? Why not make your life a good one starting with today? What you’re left with, ultimately, is a series of good moments, which lead to a series of good days and, ultimately, to a good and meaningful life.


I can scream, from the rooftops—not a common sight in suburbia—that I am an expert on the subject of making a lifetime out of happy moments. My ability to stay in the present has been a useful tool in every area of my life, allowing me to find joy in almost every day. I’m downright giddy most of the time, in fact. And it’s not because I was born into the perfect family, looking like a perfect “10,” with a perfect little trust fund to motor me through Europe at my every whim. The fact is, I’m the middle child of a broken home who took the full ten years to pay off my student loans. Make that a middle child from the Midwest who by all rights should be having a midlife crisis by now. I’ve been married nine years and have two small children and a Black Lab puppy—the combination of which tries me to my very limits on more days than I care to count.


Yet people tend to seek me out when they need to see the bright side of their lives. And I gladly dig into my mental treasure chest and share the way I look at the world and the things that have always worked for me. This book can help you to create your own treasure chest to dig through when you realize that you could feel better today but just don’t know how. (Or you’ll think I’m the most simple-minded freak of a person whose brain you’ve ever had the misfortune to pick. Either way, I’ll still be optimistic and happy and planning on being so for the remaining ninety years of my life.)


When organizing the flow of this book, I thought long and hard about the areas in life that have been the most challenging to me so far and that I see are the most challenging for my friends and family. These are the things that bog us down way too much, obscuring the “big picture” of life and preventing us from finding joy in the moment. True to my nature, the crux of each chapter has become more about various paths to a solution than the problem itself. Next comes the fun part: your very own cues to happiness in the moment, right at your disposal. But you just might need a little help to recognize them. So when you find yourself at the interactive section of each chapter, take some time, open your mind and your heart, and see where they take you.


The first exercise is a journal entry—a way for you to identify your feelings on the chapter topic. The next exercise is sensory, because smell, touch, sight, sound, and taste are a great way to pull yourself into the present. And the last exercise is an action to take so you can start applying your new happiness cues right away.


I wrote Live in the Moment for those times in life when we simply need to look to ourselves for ways to find happiness and a more positive outlook, one day at a time—one moment at a time. If you’re willing to lighten up one minute, dig deep the next, and be painstakingly honest throughout, I promise you will come out knowing yourself better. Knowing yourself and what you need—and don’t need—to make every day a good one is a great place to start a happy life.
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Be not solitary, be not idle.
—ROBERT BURTON


I hate to waste a day feeling low. I realize that sometimes life throws us a heavy blow that’s hard to handle, and we’ll get into that in other chapters. What I’m talking about here is that blue feeling you just can’t put your finger on. It’s a wasted day, one that could’ve soared for you, if only you’d known how to turn it around.


I dare you to feel down at FAO Schwartz on Fifth Avenue in New York City. It’s just not possible. You can get through the revolving door feeling down in the dumps. You might even make it about ten or fifteen steps into the main room, but then you start to hear the song, “Welcome to my world, welcome to my world, welcome to my world … of … toys!” You’ll see lots of people, all seemingly happier than you are, busy with their happy lives. That might help you hold on to your gloom a tad longer, but rest assured, it’ll be a goner by the time you push back through that revolving door. I ought to know—that was my drill during one of the saddest times in my life. No amount of job anxiety (lack thereof, in my case) or relationship angst (plenty of that) or general feeling of misplacement could survive within the doors of the playground for the eternally young.


But you don’t have to travel to Manhattan to reap that “lighten up” feeling. You can find it by just putting yourself in the middle of people. Once I understood why FAO works so well, I realized that although the giant plush safari animals are nice, they’re not necessary for helping you to lighten up. The moving three-story music box doesn’t hurt, but any cashier with a nice smile can do the same thing, if only you take the time to notice it.


I know it’s possible to feel particularly lonely right in the middle of a crowd, but I find that’s usually true when people are waiting for someone else to do something to make them feel better. Part of being happy moment by moment is taking charge of your mood, and you can do this just by making the effort to interact with someone. Most of us are raised to be polite. So no matter where you go, if your eyes meet someone else’s, it’s only natural to say “Hello.” If you’re feeling especially brave, you might even go all out and say, “Good morning.” If someone helps you with a door, say “Thank you.” If a kid drops his mitten, pick it up. Smile at some people and see if they smile back. Be silly and try to make a baby laugh. Why not ask your clerk how her day is going? It always feels better to be nice, don’t you think? Chances are, your step will become a little lighter.


The older I get, the more I’m touched by how sweet and caring people can be at the most unexpected times. I love it when someone who could easily be my grandparents’ age calls me “dear.” Another nice mood booster can be a casual joke when you’re stuck in line at the store. I’ve learned it’s next to impossible to enjoy a good crying jag in the middle of your grocery store’s produce section. There are just too many people around. And people, in general, make all the difference between a day that’s full and one that’s melancholy.


Browse Till You Drop


Everyone should have a happy retail place. And not because shopping is necessarily the road to happiness. But hanging out in an environment that brings you comfort or joy or excitement or whatever works for you is something you should incorporate into your life.


When I die, I want to perch on a couch for a while with a caramel caffe latte in the middle of a bookstore before going off to my final destination. That is my kind of happy retail place, I don’t know if it’s the books and my aspiration to be among the writers who put them there or the way my kids flock to the treasures in the children’s section and leave me for a moment to my own thoughts, but bookstores, big and small, are always where I go when I can use a little lift. My mom would probably choose a bakery, and I’d venture to guess that my husband, David, would choose his favorite hardware store. Call it a hunch.


The challenge here is to find a place where you feel not only comfortable but actually excited to be there. Make sure you spend time there as often as humanly possible. Too bad they don’t give frequent-shopper discounts for just hanging around.


Think Outside Your Age Group


Can you think of any other (non-retail) environment that brings you comfort or peace? It should be a part of your bag of tricks for helping every day to be a good one. The more interactive, the better. You never know when you’re going to meet someone who will blow your mind.


The first time I realized that interacting with people is an easy morale booster was in high school when I worked in the cafeteria of a nursing home, I just remember that it felt good to be nice to those people. I was too young to really understand philanthropy or to get all puffed up over doing good deeds. I simply enjoyed how those sweet old souls made me feel. (Well, that, and I also became motivated to take care of my teeth so I could eat more than oatmeal during my golden years.)


My memory of one woman in particular will stay with me for the rest of my life. To say she was frail would be like saying Mother Teresa was a nice lady. This woman’s body was tiny and weak but her mind may as well have been on steroids. Her energy drew me in so much that I’d hurry with my work so I could talk to her every chance I could. I just had to know more about her life, and in time, I asked the basic questions: Did she marry? Did she have children? Did she work?


It turns out that she had worked indeed. She had been a school-bus driver. My mind wondered a bit with that revelation; I couldn’t imagine how such a tiny woman could’ve handled a busload of wild kids. I must have spoken of my curiosity, because I clearly remember her response: “I just held the reins with one hand and then reached back and smacked them with the other.”


She’d been a female horse-and-buggy school-bus driver in northwest Ohio during the early 1900s. And I had been thinking that my curfew was challenging.


If It’s Breathing, It’ll Do


People aren’t the only way to interact with others. Animals do quite nicely. It’s already common knowledge that people who have pets live longer. So either there is an unknown medical benefit to inhaling—and eating—fur, or sharing your life with an animal is simply something that makes people want to get up in the morning. I used to be a cat person until I brought my first dog home. That’s when I had to endure my shallow version of Sophie’s Choice. The result was that Macadamia, my deaf white cat, had to move on to another home. In that case, squatter’s rights didn’t prevail. My new dog just had a way of taking whatever was bothering me and pummeling it—and me—into the ground in search of anything remotely edible. I knew in an instant that he had to stay.


Some people swear by plants. (I just swear at them. They curl up and die in spite of my best efforts, leaving a trail of brown crispy leaves to spite me.) Plants may not be talkative companions, or even something warm that rubs against your legs while you’re trying to eat dinner, but for some people, they are great company. Company is the key word. So put out your proverbial good china and invite some into your life.


You Know What They Say about Desperate Times


Not too long ago, I actually said “yes” to a telemarketer. We had recently moved our family to a new city and I hadn’t found a local day spa to provide my beloved facials, so I was in somewhat of a pinch to restock my skincare products. That particular day I was also in somewhat of a pinch for a decent mood since I was suddenly a stay-at-home mom—and no one without food on their face was in sight. Including me, I suppose. So I was pretty much a sitting duck when the chipper Mary Kay lady called. You guessed it: I agreed to a “free” home demonstration. I ended up having a pleasant hour with a very nice woman who turned me on to some stuff I’d snubbed my nose at before.


That made two people I could smile at in the grocery-store in my new town: the guy who sells wine and my Mary Kay lady. And I certainly can’t complain that I don’t get enough mail anymore.


It really doesn’t take long to give someone a chance, and not only can you come away feeling not only proud of yourself—instead of guilty for hiding from them—but you just might gain something else. And it has to be better than sitting alone in a funk. Every interaction you have is an opportunity to learn or experience something new. In my case, it was a great lip exfoliator.


Knowing How to Spell Benevolence Isn’t Enough


The word itself just rolls off the tongue: Benevolence. Try it. Benevolence.


Isn’t that pretty? I work it into my conversations as often as I can, in fact, just for the pure pleasure of its sound.


“I’m feeling benevolent today; I made your bed.”


“Show a little benevolence, would you? Give me the red M&Ms.”


“Time for our ABCs. Let’s do B. Ball. Boy. Benevolence.”
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