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Praise for Morning Fuel





I




“Morning Fuel is a masterclass in how to meet grief with grace. Written in the time-honored format of a book of days, each daily mini essay offers a shot of positivity in engaging and relatable bite size pieces that include reflective takeaway questions for the reader . . . Insightful and thought-provoking, Galli’s new book provides profound lessons on how to live more mindfully.”


—Liane Kupferberg Carter, author of Ketchup is My Favorite Vegetable: A Family Grows Up with Autism


“The stories in Morning Fuel serve as a convenient handbook for those who wish to examine their own ways of thinking and acting in our challenging world, and as a guide to a more meaningful life.”


—Luanne Castle, author of Our Wolves and Rooted and Winged


“If you remember and loved Simple Abundance, you will welcome and embrace Rebecca Galli’s daily reflection, Morning Fuel. Her eye for the detailed moments of everyday life enriches those moments and elevates them into reflections that lead to wisdom. Each day’s entry is like reading a note written by a loved friend and left for you to read when you wake up after she’s already left for work. What a way to start your day!”


—Martha Finney, co-author of Healing at Work and Any Dumbass Can Do It


“Reading the day’s Morning Fuel changes my experience from my dark thinking to divine light. This sets me on a new, possibility filled trajectory for my day.”


—Hilary Burns, show host and best-selling author
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This book is dedicated to my family:


Mom, Dad, and Forest;


Rachel, Brittany, Matthew, Madison and Peter—their spouses and children, and Joe, Cindy, and Zander.


I love you all—always and forever.


Thank you for keeping my life full and fueled.













Introduction





I


Some would say life has not been kind to me. At age twenty, I lost my seventeen-year-old brother. Two of my four children had special needs. One of my two sons died at age fifteen. And at thirty-eight, nine days after my divorce was finalized, I was paralyzed by transverse myelitis, a rare inflammation of the spinal cord that affects one in a million.


More than once, it’s been hard to find the strength to power through and live fully in this life I did not choose.


But through the years, I’ve learned that how I start my day sets the tone for how I get through the day. So, I jumpstart each morning by leaning on the words of others and letting their strength help me find mine. I read. I write. I craft and ponder stories, old and new, that help me stretch my mind before starting my day.


We are shaped by our stories. From a young age, we hear them, tell them, and routinely use them to share our lives with one another. Some of these stories are told and then forgotten, all in the same day. Others become foundational and stay with us for a lifetime.


Many of the stories in this book are my foundational ones, the ones I’ve written or retold that continue to guide and strengthen me. Alongside them, I’ve offered up quotes, mantras, and other snippets of cherished words and phrases that have given me strength over the years. My goal is to meet you here daily and share a story or thought that promises to inspire, encourage, or make you think.


I hope you’ll welcome me as part of your own “morning fuel.”
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January 1:







The Year of Sparkle


I


“How many of you make New Year’s resolutions?” the career consultant asked us at the holiday luncheon.


Most hands, including mine, went up.


“And how many of you keep them?”


Only a few hands stayed raised. Mine was not one of them. Clearly, most of us needed to hear what Mary Ann Singer, our guest speaker, had to say.


“Instead of creating a list of resolutions,” she suggested, “pick a theme. The theme becomes your focus, inspiring you to take actions in its support. You are moving toward something rather than denying yourself or relying on willpower.”


Every year since that 2008 gathering, I’ve taken Singer’s advice and chosen a theme word to anchor my mindset for the coming year. My all-time favorite was sparkle. After a year of paralysis-related limitations, I wanted to engage more fully in my social interactions, sharing bright and shiny parts of me wherever I could.


So instead of zooming through the doors at my local Sam’s Club, I took the time to show my Southern roots—smiling, saying hello, and exchanging pleasantries with the greeters—before continuing on to do my shopping. I also splurged on a pair of gold sequined boots, a bold statement necklace, and two blingy jackets. As one of my wheelchair friends likes to say, “If you can’t stand up, stand out!”


But “sparkle” wasn’t just about making friends and standing out. In fact, the game-changing part of that year and its theme was looking for the sparkle in others.


Everyone sparkles somehow, right?


True, I still “blessed folks’ hearts” with polite irritation when people I loved or perfect strangers failed to meet my expectations. But I also worked hard to find their unique sparkle, the gems they alone had to offer. And life became so much brighter.


Over time, seeking the sparkle became a foundational practice for me, fueling an intentional optimism with the power to brighten any day.


y


How about you? What theme word or phrase could anchor your mindset this year? What sparkle do you see today, both in yourself and in the next person you greet?
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Stuck or Struck


I


“Happiness,” my father often told me, “lies in the difference between being struck by a challenge or being stuck in a challenge.”


I thought about his words when my sister Rachel was preparing to return home to Georgia after a weeklong visit. Both of us, now empty-nesters, had just enjoyed five agenda-less days peppered with shopping, makeovers, long lunches, and even longer conversations.


She planned to leave on Thursday. On Friday, I was scheduled to fly to Nashville for a writers’ conference.


But Mother Nature had other ideas. A steady snow began Thursday morning, canceling Rachel’s trip and then mine.


Undeterred, we started checking other flights, airlines, and departure cities. But after an hour, I realized we were wasting our efforts.


“Sissy,” I said as she scrolled through the flights on her laptop, phone shouldered to her ear. “It’s not safe. Let’s just accept it—we’re stuck!”


She looked up, nodded, and powered both off.


Then we smiled at each other.


I don’t know if it was the nip in the air, the sight of falling snow—something we’d only dreamed about as kids raised in the South—or the excitement of more time together, but we did something we hadn’t done in years.


We went outside and played.


“Watch this,” I said, showing Rachel my new moves. The driveway was freshly covered with a new blast of snow. I scooted out onto the blank canvas, using my wheels to create “wheelchair snow art” by spinning, weaving, and making doughnuts and spirals.


“Go Sissy!” Rachel cheered. “Wait, I need to take a picture.” And she ran in to grab her phone.


“Of course,” I called after her. “Mom would be proud.” Our mother was ahead of her time, a nonstop shutterbug who believed it didn’t happen unless you had a photo of it, as our bookshelves of photo albums attest.


When the snow deepened, Rachel bundled up and plunked down on the far side of the driveway.


“What are you doing?” I hollered as she lay down and disappeared into the snow.


“I’m making a snow angel!” she hollered back, flapping her arms and legs.


“You’re nuts, Sissy!”


“Yep, so are you. Wanna build a snowman?”


And there we were: two sisters—two empty-nester women embracing our moment—playing in the snow like kids.


Far from being stuck in our challenge, we were struck by it—and just as Dad predicted, that made all the difference.


y


How about you? When’s the last time you played?









January 3:







Filling the Empty


I


Maybe it was the lingering transition period between the holidays and the New Year, or my sad, undecorated Christmas tree, or the echoing silence in my home after my family left me with so many wonderful memories.


Whatever the cause, life felt extra empty.


I’d also made some bittersweet discoveries while cleaning up and clearing out some old files—divorce spreadsheets, letters from Mom and Dad, drawings from my children’s toddler years, medical records from my illness and subsequent paralysis, and dozens of cards and letters I’d received during that time wishing me health and healing.


The evidence of loss was almost overwhelming. I had to dig deep during my morning readings to find comfort.


In his meditation, “Precious Human Birth,” from The Book of Awakening, Mark Nepo writes:




“Today you are precious and rare and awake. Ask what you need to know now. Say what you feel now. Love what you love now.”





His words landed softly but solidly, reorienting me to the present. They helped me push aside the feelings of loss by remembering to focus on the things I still have, the things I still love. Now was the operative word, a great reminder to stay present and to give the past its proper place.


As my files so clearly showed me, I was not living the life I’d planned. I had to accept that fact, one more time, and get through it. Grief is never one and done, I’ve learned. It can pop up when we least expect it.


Life can be so hard sometimes, and feel so empty. Yet, there is still much good to be found and learned from our plans—even the ones that didn’t work out.


Love what you love now.


And so I do.


Each day I try to give those things I love now an extra measure of attention, letting them grow and root out any emptiness that I may feel. From the first sip of my morning coffee to the evening’s final snuggle from my aging puggle Tripp, I’m determined to cherish today’s loves a little more so that what’s tangible, present, and available now can lift my spirits.


y


How about you? What lifts your spirits when the emptiness of loss visits you? Does focusing on “the now” help?
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A Charging Rest


I


Today’s inspiration comes from my wheelchair’s battery indicator gauge. It’s a useful device, giving power percentages as well as a color warning that ranges from green at 100 percent, through yellow, and down to red.


Rarely do I reach the red zone unless I’m super active or the overnight charger connection is loose and prevents a solid charge. The latter situation is a terrible way to start the day because it means I must park by my bedside charger and sit still until it’s finished charging—not fun, and so not me!


I thought about my wheelchair’s gauge as I slowly recovered from Christmas one year. Don’t get me wrong, I’d loved our holiday celebrations, especially since I’d gotten to spend them with my first grandbaby, Blakely Faye. I wouldn’t have given up a single minute of the fifteen days of family: dinners for ten, brunch for twelve, five trips to the airport, six trips to the mall, game nights, movie nights, take-out, and pizza ordered in—just once.


Every day my wheelchair reached the red zone. But on Christmas Eve, it was at 0 percent by 9:00 p.m.—and I still had stockings to do.


“I’m not sure what happens when I reach 0 percent and don’t stop to charge,” I told my son Peter. “Want to hang out with me? We might have a little adventure tonight.”


“Sure, Ma. I’m up for it.”


Home from college, Pete put on Home Alone while I scooted slowly back and forth between the gifts and stockings. Once finished, I stopped to watch the movie.


Then a strange thing happened. The gauge moved from 0 percent to 2 percent to 4 percent to 6 percent, despite not being plugged in. I guess “resting,” even without charging, counted.


Wouldn’t it be nice if we had battery indicator lights to show us our energy level to see how our “resting” was restoring us?


True, nothing fully restores us like the solid charge of a good night’s sleep. But other things can recharge us as well; it’s just a matter of figuring out what those things are.


In the post “Finding What Energizes You,” blogger Sharla Kostelyk suggests we ask ourselves questions like:




	What could I talk about for hours?


	What do I feel passionately about?


	What do I do where I feel less tired afterwards than I did before I started?


	What do I get so excited about that I want to tell everyone I know?





Once you’ve discovered what energizes you, she suggests including it more regularly in your life. Especially if you need a boost.


Great questions! And the answers have given me some unexpected ideas on how to recharge more creatively.


y


How about you? What have you discovered that recharges you?
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The Fabric of Friendship


I


It was supposed to be a week filled with “catching up” conversations. The holidays were tucked away, and I was excited to fill my empty calendar with time and tales with friends, including two out-of-town guests.


There’s nothing quite like sharing a meal and swapping stories to cement stories into memories.


But a nagging cough turned out to be an upper respiratory infection, or “Miss URI,” as my doctor labeled her, who grabbed every one of my Plan A’s and twisted them into fragile Plan B’s.


My friends, however, were undaunted.


One set of lunch plans turned into a take-out chicken noodle soup for me and a salad for her. Another overnight visitor’s dinner became a delivered margherita pizza, served on tray tables for “boudoir dining” so I could continue to rest, heal, and sip on some hot tea in the comfort of my own room.


They brought my newspaper in, my dog out, my mail in, my trash out, and even shopped for medications for me. One friend bought a new coat for my daughter Madison, and another offered to deliver it to her for me.


As I rested in bed, my eyes landed on one of my favorite decorative pillows, which reads:


THE FABRIC OF FRIENDSHIP IS STRONG BUT STRETCHY


Strong but stretchy, indeed. My friends didn’t cancel their plans with me. No—they simply flexed and stretched themselves to accommodate my new situation. How lucky I am!


y


How about you? Have you experienced the flexibility of a strong but stretchy friendship?
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Living into the Unknown


I


Hours after my daughter’s nearly twenty-hour labor in August of 2015, I got to hold my first grandchild, Blakely Faye. I also saw the precious little one in October for Halloween, and again for Thanksgiving, and yet again for her first Christmas.


That schedule may not appear unusual, but in our family, getting together is no small feat. Blakely Faye lived 3,000 miles away. And I am in a wheelchair.


Paralyzed from the waist down, I’ve used a wheelchair since 1997. Travel is doable but requires detailed planning and advance work, so I’ve learned to cherish every minute of family time together.


After Blakely Faye’s December visit, I delighted in sharing as many photos and stories about her as my friends could stand. Until that question came—the one I had no answer for.


“When will you see her again?”


I smiled hard each time, but for the life of me I couldn’t stop the tears. “I don’t know,” I would whisper and then quickly change the subject.


It was a hard truth. And for me, a person whose life is built on structure and schedules and plans, it was difficult to embrace the uncertainty.


What do you do when you don’t know what’s next? When you can’t plan despite all best intentions? When your orbit of life is outside the spinning world of someone you love and care about?


A piece of advice from writer Susan Shapiro helped. Although the context is for those seeking clarity in their relationship status, her suggestion can be applied to any confusing situation, any time we’re obsessed with something beyond our control:




“When in doubt, do your life.”





So I did.


I committed to writing weekly and launched my Thoughtful Thursday email column. I increased my volunteer activities, joined a women’s group, and scheduled more outings with friends.


Texting and FaceTime kept me connected to Blakely’s firsts. But, instead of obsessing about the future of our next visit, I acted on doable tasks in front of me. Those life-redefining efforts helped fill the void of the unknown while reminding me how important it was to have a vital and busy life of my own.


y


How about you? What helps you get through times of uncertainty when you can’t plan?
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The Nudge We Need


I


After my memoir Rethinking Possible was published, I learned firsthand about the power of encouragement. Although I’d written extensively about my paralysis and adjustments to life from the wheelchair, I’d never spoken publicly about it or answered questions from strangers about my crazy life.


As I told my email subscribers, I was “scared spitless.”


They wrote back, encouraging me to press on and not let my fears slow me down. By the time the publicity cycle had finished, I’d spoken sixteen times to audiences ranging in number from 12 to 750. It wasn’t easy, but I felt energized and strangely courageous because of my community’s steadfast support. My confidence grew with each event, a result of their unwavering encouragement.


The next year I chose that word, encouragement, as my New Year’s theme. I wanted to get better at giving it, to acknowledge it more fully when I received it, and to work harder at finding new ways to make it part of my daily life.


Life is hard. Encouragement helps.


Why?


Encouragement connects us in a positive way. It can be as simple as a compliment or an observation. At its core, it shows we are paying attention to someone we care about.


The word encouragement comes from the Old French word encoragier, meaning “make strong, hearten.” We have the ability to give strength, heart, and courage to one another—pretty incredible. Let’s go, right?


Encouragement is a difference-maker. It’s the fuel we need to keep going in the face of hardship. We strive. We struggle. We fail. Sometimes we need a kind word or thoughtful comment to remind us to just keep going.


y


How about you? How will you use the powerful force of encouragement today? Can you give it? Or acknowledge receiving it?
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Root-Bound Realities


I


I raised an eyebrow when the young woman appeared, lugging two heavy hoses. She paused to drop one in front of a flowerbed, then hooked up the other and turned the sprinkler on.


I’d parked my wheelchair on the hotel porch, right behind several large sheltered planters. Realizing her plan included watering my porch companions, I asked if I was in the way.


“No, not yet. I’ll probably get to that one last,” she replied motioning to the one behind me. “It’s so root-bound, it’s hard to get water in it.”


I nodded in acknowledgment and turned around to see my root-bound friend. It was a large evergreen, perfectly shaped in two tiers. Its twin framed the other side of the hotel’s entrance. They both looked healthy to me.


“What do you mean when you say they’re ‘root-bound’?” I asked.


“Their roots are so large that the water just sits on top—it takes a long time for it to be absorbed,” she explained. “They really need to be in bigger pots.”


As I watched her methodical watering, I pondered my root-bound friends and wondered if the term applied to humanity as well.


Do we sometimes become so root-bound that we can’t absorb the nutrients that help us grow?


Although comfortable, sometimes our routines, rituals, and traditions need to be altered to allow for growth. The very thing that has housed and made possible our current success may limit our future possibilities.


With the New Year upon us, we may benefit from examining our root-bound lifestyles, ideas, and patterns.


And perhaps repot.


y


How about you? What areas of your life could expand if given more room to grow?
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Consider It an Honor


I


I couldn’t remember her name. Even though I’d met the woman several times before, for the life of me I could not remember her name!


Of course, she remembered mine.


“Hi, Becky,” she said. “I’m reading your book and coming to your next book talk.”


I winced as I looked at her smiling face, deeply embarrassed by my memory failure. I took a deep breath, returned her smile as brightly as I could, and asked, “Would you remind me of your name?”


“Jean,” she said, kindness deepening her smile. “It’s Jean.”


“I’m so sorry. I’m not very good with names.”


“Oh, don’t apologize,” she said brightly. “I consider it an honor when someone asks my name.”


My eyes widened. “Really? An honor?”


“Of course. You want to know my name. It’s an honor.”


“Oh my.” I chuckled. “Well, you may be honored again a few more times in the future! I really am terrible with names.”


She laughed a gentle laugh, one that said very clearly that indeed she would be honored.


Unlike my pastor father and my hostess-with-the-mostest mother, both of whom always seemed to remember names so easily, I struggle.


I try. Really try. I write them down. Try to associate each one with specific details. Even review my name list before I go to an event.


And still I fail.


But Jean inspired me. As I wheeled away from this lovely woman, it occurred to me that I’d experienced a shift in my thinking. I’d always felt awkward asking someone to repeat their name, especially when I thought I should know it. I thought they would somehow think less of me for not remembering.


But Jean’s response gave me a new idea. Instead of embarrassment, what if I approached it as extending an honor? What a difference that would make in my habits, my attitude, and even my view of failure.


After all, my intent is sincere. Names are important; I know that. It’s just really difficult for me to retain them.


Maybe this shift in perspective will give me the confidence to wince less and ask more. Hopefully, everyone will feel honored in the process.


y


How about you? Are you ever embarrassed to ask someone to repeat information you’ve been told previously? Would you feel differently if you thought they would consider it an honor?
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Fears and Risks


I


When my sixteen-year-old son Peter learned to drive a stick shift, I finally faced a nagging fear. I wanted to master the art of driving with only my hands.


Eighteen months after my paralysis, I completed the driver’s training and received my license, trading in my sunroofed station wagon for an accessible van. But for years, the van’s hand controls had just sat there, winking at me, taunting me with one thing I refused to do: drive.


The vehicle adaptation is simple. A spinner knob on the steering wheel enables the driver to maneuver the vehicle with one hand, while the other hand uses a lever to the left of the steering column to control the gas and brake pedals. Push it to stop; pull it to go. No feet required.


I understood it. I knew how to do it. I just wouldn’t.


I was scared.


For the twelve years since my paralysis, people had shuttled me around, never complaining or challenging my decision. Perhaps they understood my caution. I never was much of a risk-taker. Then I went to bed not feeling well and woke up paralyzed—that didn’t help. Risk-taking was elevated to a whole new level of consideration.


But as I watched Pete hop into his Wrangler, I marveled at his determination. Undaunted by stalls, jerky stops, and uneven starts, he soaked up every bit of his father’s instructions on how to shift gears—and soon succeeded.


His two-handed feat inspired me to attempt my own.


But first, I had to quiet the mental noise. What if I went too slow, pushed the wrong lever, or people honked at me? Left turns terrified me. With my limited abdominal muscles, I would have to lean hard into the steering wheel knob while turning in that direction or I would tip over and face-plant into the passenger seat.


Pete cheered me on, offering to help. He rode with me and held my right shoulder to prevent me from tipping as I got used to the mechanics.


People did honk at me. But I chose to see it as their problem, not mine, and stayed focused on my objective. And when I mastered a Starbucks drive-through that required three left turns, I knew I’d finally accomplished my goal.


y


How about you? What fears are worth facing for the sense of accomplishment doing so could bring? What risks are worth inviting into your world this year?
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Savor Your Sips


I




One of the ways I measure how I’m doing in life is by how quickly I drink my coffee.


—Stephanie May Wilson





Isn’t that the truth?


I love to start the day with something warm that brings comfort to my body. Through the years, I’ve alternated between coffee and tea, caffeinated and decaf. Regardless of the beverage I choose, how I take that first morning sip of nourishment is a direct reflection of how I’m doing.


Do I sip and savor?


Or gulp and go?


Life is better when I have the time to sip, reflect, and ease myself into the demands of the day. But lately, I’d been gulping far more often than sipping.


Planning helped, of course. So did adding margins, a calendar technique I’d begun years earlier where I added extra buffer time on my calendar before and after activities. But when progress on a writing project stalled, I discovered I needed to take bolder measures.


One new friend and now mentor—James Barnes, the founder of JB Innovation—offered advice that helped: “Before you can make time for something you want to start, it helps to decide what you are going to stop.”


Gulp.


As I looked at my calendar, I noticed some patterns. Rarely did I have a free morning (always my most productive writing time), much less a free day. No wonder I couldn’t make progress: I hadn’t allowed the time for it!


So, I made a “stop doing” list:




	Stop morning appointments for at least three days a week. Mark “W” on the calendar for writing time.


	Stop scheduling appointments every day of the week. Mark “HW” on the calendar for home writing days.


	Stop writing projects, classes, or courses that don’t help me with my next book.


	Stop mindless television watching. Record what can be watched later.





It worked! I made huge progress on my writing projects (you are holding one of them!). More importantly, I’m sipping more than gulping—truly savoring a more balanced pace of life.


y


How about you? Did you sip or gulp your morning refreshment today? Does that reflect how you’re living your life?
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The Strings That Connect Us


I


Today’s inspiration comes from my friend Nancy and a story she shared during a gathering I attended.


As Nancy was preparing to leave her three-year-old grandson, who lives out of state, she told him how sorry she was that she had to say good-bye, how sad it made her, and how very much she was going to miss him.


“It’s okay,” the little fella assured her. “There are strings between our hearts.”


I joined the collective “aww” from the audience, and tears began to well. How beautiful. How absolutely beautiful!


And how I hoped it was true for me, too. Did Blakely Faye, my precious granddaughter, feel that way? Had I done enough in her first three years of life that she, too, felt there were strings between our hearts?


I’d tried.


We both loved Disney princesses. Cinderella was our favorite, so she was mentioned in every conversation and featured in special gifts of dress-ups, jewelry, and anything that sparkled. Even though we lived twelve hours apart, I’d been a regular part of Blakely Faye’s world ever since she’d figured out how to see my face during my FaceTimes with her mom. I often joined Blakely on her bed to look at a book or at her table to have tea and a cookie.


But during her Christmas visit, she stole my heart with a new holiday outfit complete with gold shoes, a gold purse, and a shirt that read, “I sparkle like my Nana.” Inspired by her bling, I put on my gold sparkle boots and some new sequined pants. She hopped up on my lap, and we wheeled up and down the driveway, sparkling all the way—a joy ride memory we both still treasure.


It’s hard to be family when distance separates us. Yet even when there is proximity, it still takes some “doin’,” as my mother used to say, to be with one another.


Relationships don’t just happen. It takes time, effort, and creativity to keep those strings between our hearts connected.


y


How about you? How can you strengthen the strings that connect you to those you care about?
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Unexpected Blessings


I


Madison, my daughter with autism, was eight years old. As a baby, she’d cried a lot, slept little, and had trouble engaging with anyone, even members of our family. Her verbal ability at age eight was minimal. What speech she did have—the product of years of specialized therapy—was scripted, and every response required repeated prompting.


Yet she was happy.


She loved to sing Mary Kate and Ashley songs, and she memorized every word of her Barney videos. Her rhythm was precise, whether jumping in time to the music or bending sideways at the waist and swinging her head of long shiny hair back and forth, adding drama to her dance.


She shied away from family activities with her siblings, even though they encouraged her to join. Sometimes she would. Most often, she would not. She preferred to play alone.


At meal time, though, she would come to the table and sit silently with us. Our family ritual was holding hands around the table and praying the children’s blessing:


“God is great, God is good, let us thank him for our food; by his hands we are fed, give us Lord our daily bread. Amen.”


Madison was well-behaved in our circle but never seemed aware of what was happening or participated. She would consent to hold hands during the prayer, but when first syllable of “amen” was uttered, she would bolt upright and leave us to return to her singing and dancing.


Until one Friday night.


It was our family pizza night. We were seated and had joined hands. Head bowed and eyes closed, I was about to lead our prayer when Madison shocked us all.


“God is great,” she began in her best Barney voice . . . and she didn’t stop until she reached the “amen.” She said the entire prayer, more words than I’d ever heard her say—solo, and with no prompting.


I was in shock! The only rationale I could imagine was that I was taking too long to pray and she wanted to get back to her dancing. Nevertheless, I gained a whole new respect for rituals and the power they have to teach—whether we are aware of it or not.


y


How about you? What have you learned through a ritual? Or taught unexpectedly by using one?
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The Gift of Saying No


I


During a morning catch-up call with my sister Rachel, I lamented the fact that I had declined an invitation to join a good friend for an upcoming event. It was a last-minute offer, but I knew I would have loved both the event and meeting the people who were attending.


“I really, really wanted to go,” I told her, sighing. “But I decided against it.”


“Well, Sissy,” she began. “Just remember, saying no to one thing means you are saying yes to something else.”


Her words hung in the air, then settled in deep, cutting through to the heart of the matter.


When had my younger sister become so wise?


As I thought about it, saying no to that invitation meant I was saying yes to taking care of my health. My paralyzed parts had been giving me extra trouble. As a T-8 paraplegic, the body below my waist has a mind of its own. I jokingly call her my “two-year-old,” since she’s hard to predict, control, or count on for good behavior.


Though I joke about her, life is hard when she’s misbehaving. I often don’t feel well and don’t know exactly why. Leg spasms can mean anything from a urinary tract infection to a bowel blockage to a kidney stone to a hangnail on my big toe. I get grumpy and impatient with myself and others, especially when I have to cancel or alter my plans.


For the previous few weeks, my two-year-old had not minded me. Perhaps it was time to give her my undivided attention.


Rachel’s approach grounded me, allowing me to shift my perspective. When I focused on the yes part of my decision, instead of the no, it brought not only relief from disappointing my friend, but also affirmed the positive benefits of tending to my health.


y


How about you? Is it hard for you to say no? Does looking for the yes in your answer help?









January 15:







The Doorway Effect


I


Have you ever walked into a room and forgotten why you were there?


As a child, I remember Mom entering a room with one index finger extended, as if she were making a point or getting ready to speak. When I asked her about it, she said, “Well, honey, when I raise my finger in one room and keep it up until I reach the other room, it helps me remember why I came into the room.”


Midway into my January clean-out mode, as I was traipsing all over my house, gathering and sorting files, closets, and clothing, I noticed I was having Mom’s problem. I’d come into a room and then forget why I was there.


Was it another sign of aging?


Apparently not.


Scientists call this phenomenon the “doorway effect.” It occurs because we change both our physical and mental environments when we move into a different room. When the context changes, we think about different things and our goal is forgotten. Or, as Melissa Dahl at New York Magazine’s Science of Us sums it up: “What happens in the kitchen, stays in the kitchen.” And, according to the researchers who have studied the doorway effect, the more thresholds crossed, the greater the memory lapse.


Yikes!


I have a lot of doorways in my home. In fact, in order to get from my desktop computer (where I research and edit) to my sunroom (where I read and compose), I pass through four doorways.


It’s a wonder I remember anything!


Yet I am encouraged. It’s not age or illness that’s causing this phenomenon. It’s simply my brain doing its thing—as it’s wired to do.


In all my research, I’ve never found an “official” solution to this problem. But Mom’s simple way of remembering works for me. I look at doorways differently now—challenging myself to stay on task as I pass through each one with my index finder defiantly raised.


y


How about you? Have you experienced the “doorway effect”? What helps you stay focused as you move through your day?







January 16:







The Denial Blanket


I


In her book The Language of Letting Go, Melody Beattie describes denial as a warm blanket that we wrap around ourselves to protect us from cold truths or a reality we are not ready to accept. And it is not our job, she says, to rip others’ blankets off or shame them for using one. “Shaming makes them colder,” she writes. “It makes them wrap themselves more tightly.”


Instead, Beattie asserts, our job is to make others feel warm and safe. Then, in time, they may let go of the blanket—but only when they are ready.


Her imagery reminded me of the Aesop fable about the North Wind and the Sun and their competition to see who could strip a traveler of his cloak. The Wind blew hard, and the traveler clung even harder to his cloak to shield himself from the cold. But when the Sun shone brightly and warmed him, he readily took it off.


As I mulled over Beattie’s words and the fable, I suddenly felt overwhelmed with gratitude for all those in my life who have chosen to warm me with understanding, encouragement, and patience as I’ve worked through so many challenges that were hard for me to accept: My brother’s death. My children’s disabilities. My divorce. And the long three years it took me to finally accept my paralysis.


No one ever shamed me. Or criticized me. Or tried to rip my blanket off.


They only loved me through it, giving me a safe space to work through and accept what I very much wanted to deny. In those dark, cold days, they chose to shine brightly. They warmed me so I could let go of my blanket.


I only hope I can be as loving to those I encounter who are wrapped in their own blanket of denial.


y


How about you? What blankets of denial have you wrapped yourself in? Did feeling safe and warm help you through it?







January 17:







A Mindful Season


I


The static crackled, but the irritated voice came through clearly on my end of the phone. “I have one more store to try,” my friend said. “I’m hoping Walmart won’t disappoint me.”


We pushed back our lunch plans another half hour. I had to snicker as I hung up. She was a woman on a mission, determined to find that perfect storage box—today.


What is it about January that brings out the clutter-conquering spirit to lump, label, and organize with such zeal? My friend had been to two stores already. She reported empty shelves—or, worse yet, lid-less containers.


After the holidays, January gives us time to be mindful. Perhaps it begins when we take the tree down. We drag the unadorned evergreen down and out, and its trailing needles shift us into a mandatory cleanup mode. Inclement weather often puts us home with our projects and promises of what we hope to accomplish in the coming year. The time is ripe to reorder our world and reorganize with the future in mind.


Those shiny new storage containers have their purpose. They encourage us to organize the old so we can begin the mindful placement of the new.


y


How about you? How can reorganizing help you prepare for this year’s goals?







January 18:







Shortcut Misses


I


A young artist was searching for a good location to set his easel, hoping to capture nature’s majesty on canvas. As he walked through the woods, he noticed dozens of trees with circles drawn on them and bullet holes precisely in the center of each circle.


“This must be some kind of marksman,” he whispered to himself. “He hasn’t missed the bull’s-eye yet!”


He continued on, and soon spotted a young mountaineer with a gun.


“Are you the one shooting holes in the trees?” he asked.


“Yep,” replied the lad as he leaned against a tree.


“How do you do it? You haven’t missed the center of a circle yet.”


“Nothing to it.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of chalk. “I just shoot the hole then draw the circle around it.”


We smile at the antics of the young mountaineer—and then wonder about his motives. Was he trying to impress others while kidding himself? Or was he just too lazy to practice his marksmanship?


It may be more efficient, but where’s the sport in that effort?


It reminds me of my attempt to explain putt-putt golf to my five-year-old friend Zander.


“The object of the game,” I instructed, “is to get the golf ball in the hole.”


He looked at the ball on the ground and then sized up the hole at the end of the turf.


“Oh, that’s easy, Aunt Becky.” He put down his putter, picked up the ball, walked to the hole, and dropped it in. “See? What’s so hard about that?”


Just like our bull’s-eye buddy.


But what if our young marksman’s motives were a bit more complex? Unlike the innocence of my five-year-old friend, perhaps he was a savvy perfectionist, afraid of risking an off-center shot. Or maybe he was just lazy, so he played it safe, focusing on the result rather than the skill needed to achieve it.


Regardless of motive, results-driven living—shooting first, then drawing the circle—shortcuts the process that makes us true marksmen. When we omit hard work, discipline, and the opportunity to learn, we can set ourselves up for empty accomplishments. Sustained fulfillment comes not only from reaching our goals but also from the lasting lessons learned in the process.


y


How about you? Have you ever taken a shortcut that affected how you felt about your success?









January 19:







Planning Possibilities


I


During my IBM career, January planning sessions were mandatory for all sales reps. Account reviews culminated in detailed plans, complete with action items and due dates. In the years after, I participated in both church and charity planning events and even added a family planning session with my kids and their dad.


Why not? I reasoned. Let’s agree on what’s important in the upcoming year—school, church, sports, vacation, as well as personal goals—and then make a plan.


“What is planned is possible,” my father used to say.


But what really needled me was my imagined corollary of, “What is not planned is darn near impossible.”


Ideas without plans often stay that way, I’ve learned. Projects without timelines can fail to progress. And even the best of intentions without commitments may never be realized.


Plans give us the ability to harness the potential of possibilities.


y


How about you? Is January a time of planning for what’s important to you? Should it be?







January 20:







The Friend in the Mirror


I


“Be your own best friend,” my sister Rachel advises, particularly when I’m hard on myself for not meeting my own expectations.


When my inner critic’s voice gets too loud and I find myself repeating its words out loud, she’ll ask, “Would you say that to a good friend?”


Even if I would, most often I wouldn’t say it as harshly as I say it to myself. So, I reframe that self-talk with kinder, gentler words.


She also reminds me, “You know, you better like yourself because you are stuck with you the rest of your life.” Yikes!


Sometimes I take a peek in the mirror and pause to study my reflection, realizing that the choices I make daily contribute not only to who I am but also to who I am becoming—the Becky of the future.


I can decide what kind of mom I want to be.


What kind of ex-wife I want to be.


What kind of friend I want to be—to others and to myself.


When I shift my perspective to this angle, how my behaviors reflect who I am, it’s easier to make the kinder, more loving choice—to take the “high road,” as author Scott Peck would say. I’ve never regretted taking the high road—with others and with myself. And that choice always lifts my spirits.


y


How about you? What kind of friend are you to the person in the mirror?







January 21:







Both Beauty and Beast


I


Thirty-two-and-a-half inches of snow graced my deck in less than thirty hours. It was a personal record for me, a Southerner by birth, and for most of the Baltimore-Washington metro area.


“Prepare for the unexpected,” the local authorities had warned. Just my style, I’d thought as I put together my plan. I had water, meals, auxiliary heat, and a confirmed snow-plow service in place. My power wheelchair, phone, and laptop—and their respective backup batteries—were charged and easily accessible. A magnetic flashlight clung to my bed’s wrought-iron headboard.


My biggest fear was losing power. Even with my backup generator, a prolonged outage—which they were predicting—would be difficult for me.


But strangely, I was looking forward to the experience. I’d lined up a bunch of got-to-get-around-to-it-sometime projects and was prepared to dive in—either to catch up or get ahead.


I was ready to be blizzard-bound.


As I walked the dog one final time on Friday afternoon, I could tell this was going to be a different storm. The first flurries felt like slivers of ice, stinging my face like sleet but sticking quickly to the ground. By the evening news hour, those who were live-reporting were using ski goggles to protect their eyes.


Saturday, I awakened to a dense white fog and the whistle of thirty-five-mile-per-hour winds. Hours later, every door to my house was snow-packed. I used a dustpan to scoop out a spot for Tripp to use the bathroom that was—well, let’s just say, “Good enough.”


We were iglooed in.


Sunday morning, the beauty of the storm arrived. Sunshine lit up my blanketed lawn, making it dance with blinding white crystals.


Twenty-four hours later, a plow, a bulldozer, and a three-man crew spent hours digging us out.


Then the beauty became the beast.


The weight of the snow, or the effort to remove it, knocked my garage door off track. It opened, and then wouldn’t close. The repairman could not get to me until the following day, so my garage door stayed open all night—which made the garage freezer stop working, which made all the food in the freezer thaw, which made me throw away all the food.


But I didn’t lose power. Or run out of food or water. And after three long days, I was able to let Tripp outside. We were happy and relieved to have survived and enjoyed both the beauty and the beast.


y


How about you? Have you ever been confronted by the unexpected and found it to be both a beauty and a beast?







January 22:







Two Words of Comfort


I


My favorite encouraging phrase comes from my mother. Throughout my life, whenever I fretted about falling short of a goal, she would tell me, “BB, honey, I think you are doing mighty well.”


Mighty well.


Something about those words would make me pause—and allow me to stop striving so hard for a moment, relax, and assess the progress I’d made.


When perfection eluded me, “mighty well” encouraged me.


y


How about you? How can you use the phrase “mighty well” for your own self-assessment or for someone else who could benefit? Do you have a favorite encouraging phrase?









January 23:







The Art of an Empty Shelf


I




Somewhere, keep an empty shelf. An empty shelf means possibility; space to expand; and luxurious waste of something useful for the sheer elegance of it.


—Gretchen Rubin





Love that!


But, I must admit, it is hard for me to do. I’ve made a lot of memories in my life and have managed to hang on to most of them. Instead of adopting a clean desk policy, I like to borrow a phrase from one of my favorite people and politely describe my mess as “piles of interests.”


Nevertheless, I’m discovering there is power in cleaning up, clearing out, and leaving empty spaces. It feels good, even encouraging, to have a place ready to receive whatever is next in my mission to try new things in the new year.


When we empty a shelf, we clear out what is no longer relevant so that we can invite in new possibilities. We create a vivid visual reminder that letting go is part of growing.


In fact, the notion that this open space, this “luxurious waste of something useful,” existing “for the sheer elegance of it,” seems to elevate the end product to an art form.


Like art, we can let it speak to us uniquely—and powerfully.


y


How about you? Have you found satisfaction, encouragement, or even inspiration in leaving a shelf empty? What does it invite you to explore?









January 24:







Redefining Stress


I


Dr. Wilkie Wilson, professor of pharmacology at Duke University, asked a group of high school parents to define “stress.”


“Anxiety. Worry. Tension. Pressure,” several of us called out.


“And how does stress make you feel?” Wilson asked.


“Frustrated. Edgy. Physically ill,” others replied.


Then Wilson pointed to the screen to reveal his definition: “Stress is the effort of the brain to adapt to a change in the environment.”


The parents collectively paused at that new thought, keenly aware of its contrast to our definitions.


He went on to define acute stress and chronic stress, noting how our bodies were built to handle the ups and downs of acute stresses, where we respond to sudden changes and then recover. But chronic stress, he warned, could be dangerous; when changes are not resolved before another change takes place, there is no time for the body to recover, and the effects steadily accumulate.


I listened, yet my mind was still stuck on his definition—its simplicity, neutrality, and truth:


Stress is the effort of the brain to adapt to a change in the environment.


As I reflected on the hubbub of the holidays, I recalled times of stress where I felt overwhelmed and tense and became frustrated and edgy: an emergency trip to the vet, spoiled meat, pneumonia, a power outage, and a migraine had all made unplanned appearances at my home during the holidays. And yes, I’d felt stressed. As I reviewed each circumstance, I realized I had been reacting to an unplanned change. In a strange way, though, it was comforting to think that my reactions were caused biologically; they were my brain’s effort to respond to change.


I wasn’t being irrational, grumpy, or rude—my brain just needed a moment to adjust to a new circumstance.


So often we’re told how to manage, avoid, or overcome stress. Wilson’s definition doesn’t do any of that; it simply grants us a new freedom to embrace that part of daily living that is inevitable.


Perhaps it is worth remembering that both the changes we experience and those we impose on others will inevitably cause stress.


But, no worries.


We simply need to acknowledge the science at work, give our brains (and theirs) a moment to adapt, and press on.


y


How about you? Might redefining stress change your perspective on how to manage it?







January 25:







The Great Simplifier


I


Unlike the beast of a snow that left me with a garage door stuck open for three days, this snow was far less treacherous. Still, it wreaked havoc. Why?


This time around, the forecast had the widest range of predictions I’ve ever experienced—anywhere from one to nine inches. If you can call that a prediction.


I can’t recall the exact variables, but it had to do with fronts and pressures and clipper systems and temperatures and a tremendous number of unqualified “ifs.”


So how do you plan for that?


I wasn’t the only one confused. Many schools started out with delays before deciding to close. I stared at my booked calendar and wrestled with all the ramifications. What could be rescheduled? What could not?


Then, in the middle of all the indecision, I recalled a quote that I’d read during a recent morning quiet time. It was from Hans Hofmann, abstract artist and teacher: “The ability to simplify means to eliminate the unnecessary so that the necessary may speak.”


At this thought, I smiled. Yes! Snow is the great simplifier. The more we have of it, the simpler life becomes. At one inch of snow, quite a few things are possible. But at nine? The necessary can become unnecessary very quickly. Maybe that’s what a snow day can teach us. If we’re overwhelmed, we can just imagine nine inches of snow outside our front door.


Slow down, take note, and let the necessary speak.


y


How about you? Short of a nine-inch snowfall, what simplifies your life?







January 26:







The Joy of Wasting Time


I


It’s a topic we don’t like to talk about—wasting time. Even writing the words causes me to wince. Who likes to waste time? And who would ever admit it if they do?


We like to be efficient and productive, and often feel particularly accomplished if we figure out a faster way to complete a task.


Yet, whether we admit it or not, we do waste time. Our mind darts off topic, reminiscing or dreaming about anything but the present task. One project reveals another, and our curiosity hijacks our schedule. Or perhaps we get stuck, failing to progress—taking a break that never ends.


Philosopher Bertrand Russell offers a thought that both inspires and comforts me:


“The time you enjoy wasting is not wasted time.”


Thank goodness!


I discovered Russell’s words about the same time that winter made its first official appearance with a round of snow. I had great plans for the day but decided to pitch them and watch Mother Nature’s handiwork instead.


As the tiny flakes blanketed my world, I took extra time with my coffee and morning readings. Later, I snapped a few photos of my yard’s transformation.


My father called these kinds of days—days where you meander through the day with no set agenda—LID days, or “Let It Develop” days. He cherished these purposely unplanned days, which he used to piddle in his workshop, putter around the garden, or otherwise do whatever the day revealed as its opportunities.


No to-do lists. No schedule. No clock watching or timers. Let. It. Develop. And, Bertrand Russell would add, “Enjoy it!”


Although I wasn’t expecting any benefits on my snow day, I discovered several. By the day’s end, I felt restored—more content, centered, and ready to face the hectic week that lay ahead. Perhaps my yard wasn’t the only one transformed that day.


And I wonder, would it be oxymoronic to schedule a LID day?


Maybe. But I’ll bet it would be worth it!


y


How about you? Have you ever experienced the benefits of “wasting time”? What do you think about scheduling a LID day for yourself?









January 27:







My Oprah Dilemma


I


A new friend Paul and I were having lunch. He was from out of town and in the process of writing his first book. I offered to share with him what I’d learned from my publishing experience.


He admitted that he hadn’t read my book yet but said he was eager to learn all about my life story.


First, he asked about my paralysis.


Yes, it happened in six hours, nine days after my divorce was final. Yes, the incidence is one in a million. Yes, two-thirds of people diagnosed with transverse myelitis have some kind of recovery, but no, I didn’t.


Then he asked about my family.


Yes, I had four children. Yes, one had autism. Yes, one had a rare blood disorder. And, yes, one had epilepsy and later died at age fifteen.


And then he asked about my siblings.


Yes, I have a sister. I had a brother, but he died when I was twenty. He was seventeen.


“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear,” he said, pausing to absorb it all. Then the thought struck him: “Wait, isn’t Oprah from Baltimore?”


“Yes.”


“Don’t you think she might be interested in your story?”


“I’ve always hoped so.”


“Well, have you tried to approach her?”


“Yes, I have. For about fifteen years.”


“Really? And you got no response?”


No response. I thought about that phrase, letting it seep into those many years of disappointed efforts. Finally, I took a deep breath, smiled, and said, “You know, she’s just not interested.”


We both laughed out loud and finished our lunch.


Later, I thought about my response.


Obviously, I knew by this point that Oprah wasn’t interested—but for some reason, saying it out loud to another person filled me with an enormous sense of freedom. Stating it so clearly allowed me to stop wondering why she’s not interested and get on with the pursuit of anyone who is.


Why was it so freeing to me? It meant the problem wasn’t mine anymore. The pressure and responsibility shifted off of me and onto her or other forces beyond my control. (But if she calls me someday, rest assured, I’ll answer!)


Sometimes we need to give persistence a rest and enjoy the freedom of accepting reality.


y


How about you? Have you ever decided to stop chasing a dream that was draining you? Was it a relief to give persistence a rest?







January 28:







Taking Compliments


I


The boutique owner’s blue-jeweled necklace sparkled as she held the shop door open so I could wheel though.


“I love your necklace,” I told her. “It’s so beautiful!”


“This old thing?” she hastily replied. “It’s tarnished. I really need to get it dipped again.”


I smiled back, then winced. My father’s words came flooding back, their truth undeniable now. “Always express gratitude for a compliment; never discount it,” he said. “When you belittle the compliment, you also belittle the one giving it.”


He was right.


Her words stung. Embarrassed, I looked around to see if anyone else had witnessed our exchange. I felt like my opinion was flawed. My definition of beauty fell short of her standards. I’d offered a compliment, and instead of being met with gratitude, I’d been judged.


Although the incident made me think twice before offering her another compliment, it also made me think even harder about how I receive compliments given to me.


Do I discount them by not acknowledging the thoughtfulness behind the comment?


When you think about it, giving a compliment requires observation, valuation, and the effort (and risk!) to convey that thought. Who are we to dismiss all that?


Maybe a simple “thank you” is all that’s needed.


y


How about you? How have you experienced giving and receiving compliments?







January 29:







Who’s in Your Boat?


I


Today’s inspiration comes from a favorite visual artist, BB LaMartina, and her painting Staying Steady . . . Navigating Through Turbulent Times. The large impressionistic work features the bow of a boat cresting a powerful wave. I love the stormy blue, green, and grey colors, the tinges of gold (love that bling!), and the hint of hopeful aqua misting in the background.


“Brighter, clearer days are ahead,” it whispers to me.


“Thank heavens,” I exhale back.


But as I studied BB LaMartina’s piece more closely one day, I was reminded of the most important question I’ve learned to ask while going through stormy seas. From the death of my brother to managing my special needs children to adjusting to life with paralysis, the question I’ve long found to be most useful is a simple one:


Who is in my boat?


That image of a worn but triumphant bow brought to mind each circumstance and its crew while emphasizing the importance of figuring out what was needed to keep steady. With each challenge, I always consider:




	Who has expertise that is helpful?


	Who can listen with compassion and objectivity to clarify options for the next steps?


	Who can be counted on for support, comfort, and an encouraging word?





Compassionate listeners, objective friends, medical professionals, faith advisors, and family and friends who brought comfort and laughter at any hour—these are the folks who helped me figure out how to stay steady amidst terrible swells.


With the right crew, I’m confident I can stay steady, no matter how stormy the sea.


y


How about you? If you are experiencing a challenging time, who can you ask to be in your boat?







January 30:







Creative Penalties


I


My younger siblings were at it again. Rachel had called Forest a name, and he wanted her to pay for it.


“I want her to write this fifty times,” Forest, then eleven, requested. “Then maybe she’ll think twice before she calls me that name again.”


The paper he thrust toward my parents read:




In the future, far or near, I will not under any circumstance of any kind call my brother, Robert Forest Smith III, any bad names for any period of time or do anything of any kind to insult my brother in front of company of any kind, because it is not a good habit or a good thing to do to anyone or anything. But if I do this ugly and cruel thing to Robert Forest Smith III again, I will copy this statement twice the number of times I did this time.





Our parents agreed—and the creative penalty was effective. After copying Forest’s words fifty times, Rachel never had to write them again.


Even though I was only a bystander, this incident taught me something too. Words have power. So do consequences. And sometimes the victim is the only person who can say how justice will best be served.


y


What about you? Was there a time you stood up for yourself? How did it feel—and did it work?







January 31:







The Power of the Reset


I


For weeks I’d lived with one malfunctioning sports channel that would not switch to high-definition mode. Its images were grainy and blurred and filled only part of my TV’s high-resolution screen.


I first tried fixing the problem on my own. My “smart” TV prompted me through its protocol—pushing one button, rebooting, waiting, pushing another button—before giving an error code and instructing me to call customer service.


After eight minutes of holding music, a polite but efficient gentleman asked me for every piece of identifying information possible (except for my blood type) before suggesting I unplug my device, wait a few minutes, and plug it back in.


I followed his advice—and magically, my full screen came to life in pristine high definition.


Ugh, I knew that trick! I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t tried it.


Feeling stupid, I figured I might as well learn from this moment, so I asked, “Why did I have to unplug for this channel? None of the other channels had this issue.”


His explanation surprised me: “Some channels require more signal strength than others. A total reset by unplugging is necessary to restore it, especially after the recent storms.”


After I hung up, I started thinking. Maybe that happens to us too. Life hurls some storms our way that knock us out of our “high-definition” mode. Some parts of us recover fully, but maybe there is a channel or two that’s still lagging.


Maybe we need to unplug to restore completely.


Now I take my cable guy’s advice and “unplug” when I feel like I’m functioning but not at full capacity. I’ll clear some white space on my calendar. Take extra time to observe a morning sunrise. Cherish an extra snuggle with Tripp. Or maybe get lost in binge-watching a new show.


Life may be meant to be lived “high definition.” But sometimes we don’t have the signal strength to sustain it, especially after a storm. Sometimes we need to reset—with a little self-care and compassion.


y


How about you? How do you reset after stormy weather in your life? When have you experienced the need for a total “unplug” to restore completely?
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February 1:







Keeping Our Hearts Light


I


February is a tender month for me. My divorce was finalized in February. My son Matthew, who died at age fifteen, was born in February. And it’s the anniversary month of my bout with transverse myelitis, that malicious inflammation of the spinal cord that paralyzed me when I was thirty-eight years old.


It’s also my birthday month.


So February is a celebratory time, but it’s also a time for reflection on the dreams I had, now shadowed by a reality I never could have imagined.


Yet I’m happy.


Mark Nepo’s words describe best what I’ve discovered:




“The heart is very much like a miraculous balloon. Its lightness comes from staying full.”





Isn’t that so true?


Those words and the image they create in my mind—a large heart, composed of many colorful balloons—offer both a symbol and a road map. To keep my heart full, I’m intentional about cultivating new and varied interests and I work hard to strengthen and build relationships. I make sure my calendar is punctuated with time not only for doing but also for just being with people who enrich and expand my life.


My heart is full because my life is full.


When we let our capacity to love fuel our capacity to grow and flourish, I truly believe our hearts can always feel full.


y


How about you? Do you find your heart is lighter when it is full?







February 2:







Open to Receive


I


Although my mother had many strengths, using electronics was not one of them.


An aging but still useful intercom system linked Dad’s downstairs study and the upstairs kitchen. It saved a lot of stair-climbing and hollering.


Sometimes Mom would call down on the intercom with a message for Dad. She’d usually end with, “I love you, Tweety.” (That was their pet name for one another.)


In order to hear Dad’s response, she needed to flip the switch on her intercom unit. Sometimes she’d forget to do that and then playfully ask, “Don’t you love me?”


Dad had said it, but she couldn’t hear it because she hadn’t positioned her receiver to receive it. Sometimes he’d have to yell—through several doors and an entire floor—“I said I love you too, Tweety. Flip your switch and you’ll hear me!”


In our relationships, our failure to feel and experience love can sometimes be traceable to being unreceptive. We may have forgotten, or chosen, not to flip the switch of our own hearts. Others may want to show us love, but we can’t experience it because we’ve closed ourselves off to it.


We alone control how receptive we are to the love around us. If we flip our switch, who knows how our lives may be enriched by what we hear and experience?


y


How about you? Are you open to receiving love? Is your switch flipped on?







February 3:







Hard Good-Byes


I


My cousin Robin had flown in from South Carolina to stay with me for a few days. Although we Snapchat, FaceTime, and text regularly, we both were looking forward to an in-person visit to really catch up.


Robin’s mom was my one-of-a-kind-but-everyone-needs-one Aunt Pearl. She was my mom’s younger sister. Together, they were two of the strongest women I’ve ever known. They lost their father at a young age, spent their childhood in an orphanage, and each lost a child due to an accident.


They had both experienced so much hardship—and yet they both delighted in life, planting love and laughter wherever they went.


Robin and I played hard during her visit. We shopped, dined out, and shared more than a few family stories over coffee and a dessert or two.


We also worked hard. My home had misbehaved, allowing Mother Nature to intrude where she didn’t belong. Water had found its way inside in unwanted places, resulting in damage that required a full-blown remodeling project.


“Recycle, reorganize, or pitch,” was our triage mantra as my home exhaled everything from paperwork to furniture. It was exhaustingly productive—but fun!


Before I knew it, it was time for Robin to head home. It was hard to say good-bye. But the quote she sent once she arrived back home gave me an unexpected perspective, prompting both a smile and a few tears:




“How lucky I am to have something that makes saying good-bye so hard” (Winnie the Pooh).





A knot swelled in my throat as I considered that thought. Yes, I was lucky it was hard to say good-bye. Lucky and grateful for my cousin, for who she is to me and for how she shows her love for me.


Hosting our loved ones invites hard good-byes. We carve out special time for special people, creating memories that may last a lifetime. When that time ends, it can be difficult to accept.


But the truth is, the harder it is to say good-bye, the luckier we are.


y


How about you? Have you been lucky enough to have had to say any hard good-byes lately?
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Wired for Friendship


I


The more friends you have, the healthier, happier, and more mentally acute you will be, now and in your later years, I learned in a book talk given by Barbara Bradley Hagerty, former National Public Radio correspondent and author of Life Reimagined.


“We are wired for friends,” says Hagerty. And she had the brain scans to prove it.


As a participant in University of Virginia Professor Jim Coan’s “hand-holding study,” Hagerty found herself in an MRI machine with one ankle strapped with shock-producing electrodes while other sensors recorded her brain’s response.


Once settled inside the machine, an “O” or “X” was flashed before her eyes. She was told no shock would be delivered with the “O,” but when the “X” flashed there was a one-in-five chance she’d be shocked.


Her responses were tested when she was alone, with a stranger holding her hand, and then with a good friend holding her hand.


When alone or holding a stranger’s hand, the regions of the brain that process danger “lit up like a Christmas tree” when the “X” flashed. But when holding a friend’s hand, her brain grew quiet.


Why?


“What we think happens,” Professor Coan reported, “is having a friend with you alters the perception of that threat.” In other words, our brain is telling us that even if something dangerous happens, it will be okay because we have help from a trusted source.


Studies show that those with a network of friends live longer, recover faster from serious illnesses, and even preserve their memories better than those with few or no friends. In short, friendships matter.


I experienced the value of friendship firsthand during a seventeen-day hospital stay battling sepsis. The presence of friends and family not only comforted me, it gave me strength to endure the treatments.


More importantly, their involvement gave me the confidence to challenge the medical community when they tried to discharge me too quickly. With their support, I made the case for a delay, a critical element in my complete recovery.


Bottom line? Cultivate friendships. Your health may depend on it—and your happiness certainly does.


y


How about you? When have you experienced of the benefit of friendship when going through a difficult time?
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Strong-Willed and Spectacular


I


My sister Rachel was my parents’ strong-willed child, a relentless limit-tester who gave them their “parenting stripes,” they joked.


She often stirred things up, from raiding my closet to speaking her mind at the darndest times. Unbridled by fear or consequences, she regularly challenged our parents. Yet, this defiant and confident behavior served her well as she grew up and we plowed through adversity together.


I never saw it clearly until well into adulthood, when my life was turned upside down from an injury I’d sustained while transferring from my wheelchair. The scrape was small, but initially went unnoticed because of my paralysis. It became a wound. Once discovered, specialized treatments and nursing care seemed to be working—until I reinjured it and one wound became two.


And then, eighty-nine days after sustaining the initial scrap, I had two open wounds that just wouldn’t heal.


Five hundred miles away, Rachel had listened calmly to each update for the first seventy-five days. But when she learned of the second wound, her tone changed.


“I’m coming up, Sissy,” she said simply.


I protested, but she was insistent.


Confidently defiant.


For seven days, she waited on me, serving me breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She made sure I was in bed twenty-three hours a day relieving the pressure on the wound—a key element in healing, we were told.
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