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The Multitask Queen at Rest



“What can I do?” my husband asked as I dropped a torn romaine leaf into the bowl, my fingers shaking as though I’d had too much caffeine. I’d spent the afternoon creating a perfect chicken cacciatore for our dinner guests, who were due to arrive in twenty minutes, and the kitchen was a mess. I paused to rub a knot at the back of my neck that wouldn’t budge.


“Here.” I passed Gregg a knife and nodded towards the sourdough slices on a cookie sheet. “Butter the bread and sprinkle it with garlic salt.” As I rinsed a pan, my eyes slid first to the oven clock and then to the cookie sheet. Gregg was dotting the slices with clumps of butter, tearing the bread in the process.


“Oh for heaven’s sake,” I said, drying my hands and taking the knife from his hand. “Let me do it.” I scooted him out of the way with my hip and deftly spread thin layers of butter to the crusts’ edges while reaching for the garlic salt. My temples throbbed and pain held a vice-like grip at the bottom of my skull.


“You’re not Mistress of the Universe, you know,” Gregg said, leaning against a kitchen counter with his arms crossed.


“Of course I’m not.” I winced at the irritation in my voice.


“Then stop acting like it.” Gregg took a deep breath. “Look at you. You’re stressing and you won’t let me help.”


I grabbed a napkin to wipe the dampness from my forehead and turned to him. He stepped close and tipped my chin to his face. “Are we having fun yet?” he whispered, making me laugh for the first time that day.


“Are we having fun yet?” We say this to each other when one of us manages to zap the joy from what should be happy events. His reminder showed me how easy it was to fall back to my old ways, those stress-filled days before my meltdown.


While raising three children, I’d crowned myself the Multitask Queen. I was proud of my ability to manage a home, teach full-time, carpool kids to school and activities, cook nightly, help my children with homework, and grade essays until midnight. Sure, I was living a high-stress life, skipping meals and exercise, but I loved the smug feeling of being indispensable. I didn’t see that, like Humpty Dumpty, I was primed for a great fall.


I tumbled from that high wall on a Monday afternoon in late spring. In the days before cell phones, my twins, Nick and Kim, were sixth graders and I was an English teacher in another city. I drove in a carpool and wrote the schedule on my calendar faithfully. This particular day had been hectic and I’d skipped lunch, again. At the last bell, I glanced at the calendar and confirmed that my reliable friend, Cathy, had carpool duty. I jammed in a committee meeting and grocery shopping before pulling into the driveway at 4:30. The house was empty. No messages on the phone. No answer at Cathy’s house. Where were my children? The other carpool moms didn’t answer their phones. How irresponsible of the usually trustworthy Cathy to take the kids somewhere without even a call! At five o’clock my chest hurt and it was getting harder to breathe when Gregg walked through the door.


“Quick,” I said. “Get back in the car and drive their school route. Stop by Cathy’s to see if anyone’s home. I’ll wait here in case they show up.” I paced the sidewalk, a cold sweat prickling down my back, listening for sirens, willing my children to appear. Magically, two precious figures rounded the corner with backpacks dragging and frowns creasing their faces.


“Where have you been?” I cried, my knees trembling. “I was about to call 911.”


“At school,” Nick said. “Waiting for you.”


“You had carpool today, Mom,” Kim said. “We called your classroom and waited forever before the others decided to walk home. Finally we did, too. You’re in big trouble with their parents.”


I must have written the wrong names in my calendar! Anyone could make this mistake, but I collapsed in a wave of humiliation and guilt, as did the image I’d so carefully fabricated for myself. I stumbled through the rest of the week, unable to make the simplest of decisions. I slept through the weekend, barely able to raise my arms. A doctor confirmed my blood pressure was sky high and I tested positive for anemia. This was my turning point. I had to delegate. My attitude had been that if I didn’t do everything myself, it wouldn’t be done right. But this left no time to care for myself, or to enjoy the love, happiness and laughter that I was missing.


Now here I was doing it again while preparing for our dinner party, forgetting that our friends only wanted to have a good time with us tonight, not a flawlessly orchestrated dinner. What I had created instead was a perfect recipe for stress.


Our company would arrive in ten minutes and still there was a dirty pot, the table wasn’t set, and I wasn’t certain if I’d hung a fresh hand towel in the guest bathroom. I looked at Gregg and groaned.


He grinned and said, “If it isn’t fun, why do it?”


My eyes surveyed the kitchen. The dinner was ready but the sink was greasy. Gregg picked up a sponge and went to work. “I can handle this.”


“I know you can,” I said, and my shoulders relaxed a little as I left the room. I thought of that life-altering day long ago and used the memory as a gentle reminder that when I separate myself from tasks and allow others to help, I’m filled with joy instead of stress. In the bathroom I glossed my lips and fluffed my curls. I rubbed a frown line from my brow and studied my face in the mirror. Let go, I admonished the woman in the glass. Accept the way that people do things, and if they’re not done your way, so what?


When I walked into the kitchen, the countertops were clean and the dishwasher was loaded. Gregg had lit a candle and the room smelled of fresh pine. I found him leaning against the deck’s railing, his back to me, taking in the evening. How grateful I am to have a husband to remind me what is important. When I share chores, I take a major step in eliminating stress. Do I want perfect garlic toast or an evening spent in harmony with my husband and good friends?


I stepped outside and wrapped an arm around Gregg’s waist. We watched the setting sun filter through the trees, causing their leaves to sparkle. The tightness in my neck had lessened and my headache was gone. To embrace the moment without a need to control it had set me free.


“I’m having fun now,” I said, and meant it.


Gregg squeezed my hand just as the doorbell rang.


~ Sarah Jo Smith ~




 



It’s Not the End of the World



People say I was born standing up and haven’t relaxed since. I was a nervous, worried child who often broke out in hives over things other children seemed to take in stride. I was desperately anxious to please people and failure resulted in crushing self-recrimination. When I was five years old and forced to play a difficult piece of music in a piano recital, I was terrified of not playing it well enough. I walked across the stage and became violently ill, putting an end to the recital before I’d played one note. A few years later I was in a school play and the bright footlights blinded me — I walked off the stage and took a nosedive into the audience.


I became so afraid of failing and humiliating myself in front of people that I started avoiding social events. What if I said the wrong thing, spilled something, or made a fool of myself? Something as simple as going to a birthday party would cause me so much stress that I’d hide in my bedroom to keep from going.


Early in my childhood I had decided the universe was an unfriendly place and was out to get me. I exaggerated my problems. I felt overwhelmed and unable to cope. The smallest thing could almost paralyze me.


I avoided people as much as possible because I believed people were the cause of my stress. Of course, that didn’t work. I still had stress in my life but now I was lonely as well.


One day when I was walking to the store, I tripped on the curb and fell onto my knees. An elderly man came to my aid, helped me to my feet and asked if I was hurt.


“No, I think I’m alright. I’m just shaken up and a little embarrassed,” I said.


“Well, if you didn’t break your knees, then it isn’t the end of the world, is it? There’s no reason to be embarrassed. We all fall down sometimes. You’re okay now,” he said, and walked away.


His words rang in my head like a big bell. I’d had a little fall, and yes, I did feel foolish, but I didn’t break my knees and it wasn’t the end of the world. I realized I didn’t have a single problem in my life that would either break my knees or cause the world to come to an end.


Suddenly everything was put into perspective and none of my problems seemed that big anymore. Most of my problems were in the future — very few had to be faced that day or even that week.


I began writing down the things that were troubling me the most: debts, money, family problems, the funny noise under the hood of my car. No matter how big or how small the problem was, I’d write it on a piece of paper and I’d put the piece of paper into a box. On the last day of the month I’d open the box and read the list of my “terrible” problems. I found that almost all of my troubles never happened at all. Or if they had happened, they weren’t as bad as I thought they would be or the situation had solved itself without any action from me. The universe didn’t need my help. It was a huge relief not to be in charge of the universe anymore. I didn’t have to be perfect. It’s okay to make mistakes; it’s okay to be wrong; it’s okay not to have all the answers. It’s okay to fail; in fact, it’s okay to fail magnificently, gloriously and spectacularly.


Over time, I’ve put fewer and fewer notes into the box, and some months the box stays empty. It isn’t that I don’t have problems or that I don’t worry or get upset. I still get stressed over things. But I’ve come to realize that very few things are worth getting upset over, and nothing is ever as bad as I thought it was going to be.


When a new problem comes into my life, I ask myself if it is the end of the world or if it is going to break my knees. If the answer is “no,” I write it down and put it in the box.


I’m grateful to that old man; he was only in my life for a minute or two but he changed my life forever. I feel I have cut the stress in my life by eighty percent. I’ve started going out more, I’ve made some new friends, and I feel like a new person. I recently played the piano at a party and discovered I’m really bad at it. It’s okay — I made everyone laugh and I laughed with them. I’m not afraid of social events or being with people anymore. If I make a mistake or spill something or even fall flat on my face, well, we all fall down sometimes and it’s NOT the end of the world!


~ April Knight ~




 



Confessions of a Stress Management Consultant



Crisis is a great teacher. In 1978 my marriage was crumbling, my thirtieth birthday was approaching, and my three-year-old son was begging me to stop smoking. I was desperate, so I booked a massage, unaware that it would crack open a miracle, allowing peace to slide in and change everything.


Back then I didn’t know what the word relaxation meant. I was a nurse working in the ICU and I lived on the adrenaline. Death and grief were my constant companions. I drank ten cups of regular coffee a day, exercised little, and consumed lots of sugar and fat. I didn’t know what it felt like to be calm, relaxed in my body, connected to my spirit, or have a clear mind that was open, alert, and flexible.


When Mimi, the massage therapist, asked me where I held tension in my body, I didn’t know how to answer her. Unless I had a headache or had hurt myself, I never felt my body. Mimi started with soft rhythmic movements of my limbs, and then kneaded my muscles like I kneaded bread dough. Tension evaporated under her touch. I closed my eyes, drifting to a kinder world, one where there were no divorces, where I was cared for, and where the world managed all on its own. Gliding in and out of a reverie, a thought flitted through my consciousness. Was it possible to feel this good and be alive?


After the session I walked across the street and sat in the park. The spring sun was lighting the leaves in the trees. Black squirrels scrambled up and down, occasionally stopping to gaze at me. Tears rolled down my cheeks and I wondered what had happened. I felt whole and connected to everything. In some deep mysterious place within, I made a decision to live a relaxed life. I didn’t know what it meant, and I never mentioned my desire to anyone. Looking back, I realize it was the first time I had experienced being present, relaxed, and awake. I wanted more. I saw the possibility of living at one with my body, mind, and spirit, a choice that I had never known before.


A month later I began to study massage with a goal to integrate it into my nursing practice. In the 1970s, therapeutic massage in a clinical setting was unheard of. However, in the middle of the night, when every dose of painkiller had been given and pain still roared, my patients were willing to try anything. I witnessed profound miracles. Soon I added visualization, meditation, and guided imagery to my repertoire, even making audiotapes for patients and families to use on their own.


The more I learned, the more I saw a million ways to actively shift an experience of stress into an opportunity for relaxation. By 1986 I was teaching a range of techniques for pain and stress management in hospitals. By invitation, I spent ten days on a pediatric oncology unit in Paris at the Curie Institute. In 1987 I wrote and self-published the booklet, Ten Five-Minute Miracles: How to Relax.


Somewhere along the way, I realized that developing ways to relax had become my spiritual practice. It was also practical. When I slipped on an icy sidewalk and cracked an ankle, I leaned against a building, and using my breath, I put myself into a light meditation. Immediately the pain subsided. Visualizing healing light flowing into my ankle, I did a prayer-mantra, and then walked six blocks to a friend’s home. Another time when I came upon a car accident, I was able to quickly teach a breathing technique to the victim, helping to stabilize him until the ambulance came. When I had to have major abdominal surgery, I was equipped mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually, and I was discharged four days earlier than expected. When my friend Jenny was dying, I relied on my methods in order to stay present to her pain, her two-year-old’s grief, and my own sadness.


A part of me believed that if I practiced long and hard enough, I would have no stress in my life. What I’ve learned is that I’m a sensitive, vulnerable human being, and that allowing myself to feel and experience all of life opens me even more to stress. I’ve empowered myself to live fully, not numbing the feelings through old habits such as caffeine, over-eating, smoking, or by focusing on others’ drama. I rejoice to bear witness to ups and downs, calm and terror, simple and complex. I love that I can handle big and little stresses, sometimes gracefully and sometimes with anxiety, until I get my bearings. But the awareness to know the difference, and to have that choice, is truly a life-giving miracle.


~ Shirley Dunn Perry ~




 



Time Out



I had just spent another long, hot, tiring day helping Janet, my best friend, get her house in order. Over the last two weeks, we had cleaned out three rooms, thrown out years of correspondence and files, and organized her medical and financial papers. We’d also boxed half her book collection and bagged three-quarters of her clothes and knickknacks. Since her strength and concentration were waning from the aftermath of radiation treatment for brain cancer, she spent most of her time sitting or lying down while I did the boxing, bagging and carrying stuff downstairs.


By the end of the day, which marked the second full week of the organizing process, I was almost as tired as she was. Her doctor had told her she needed to move out of her two-story house because she wouldn’t be able to do the stairs much longer. She had already begun making plans to move in with her ex-husband, who had a main floor bathroom and a living room that would double as her bedroom.


We didn’t have much time left. She wanted to get rid of anything she didn’t need in case… although we never said the words, there was the underlying fear that once she moved out she might not come back.


I took the last box downstairs and returned to Janet’s bedroom. “That’s it,” I said, rubbing my back, which was protesting all the physical labor. “Everything boxed or bagged is on the front porch waiting for pickup.” I gazed around the room. “In the twenty years I’ve known you, this room has never looked better.”
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