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If there’s anything we’ve learned during this pandemic, it’s that life is unpredictable and nothing is guaranteed. You’ve got to live it with joy while you can. And you’ve got to spend as much time as possible with your favorite people while you can, devoting those hours to the people who mean the most to you and add the most value to your life.


This new collection of stories focuses on how you can live your life most joyfully, by deliberately creating time for yourself — me time, time with your most important loved ones (we time) — and by taking care of yourself. Self-care, work/life balance, pursuing your passions, decluttering your home and your calendar, and treating yourself as well as you would treat a guest are all covered in these pages. They’re all things you know you want to do; we’re going to help motivate you by showing you how other people did it — and the consequences of not doing so!


One of the themes that you’ll see in these pages is the importance of getting outside in nature. I know that’s what I’ve been hearing about the most from my friends and family and neighbors. Everyone’s been saying things like “Wasn’t that the most beautiful spring you ever saw?” or “Weren’t there more birds singing this year?” or “Were there more flowers on the trees this year?”


Maybe the spring of 2020 was unusual, or maybe we were just noticing it because we were finally forced to be less busy. I know that the shutdown gave me time to really look at the trees on my property, and the bird nest outside my front door where I monitored a robin couple as they raised two sets of babies. I even got to watch the babies fly for the first time. Yes, I was there for that very event! And I got to watch the family of tiny birds on my rear patio, too, seeing the first flight of every single baby from that nest one summer Sunday.


Then, in the fall, I was transfixed by the activity in a large hickory tree at the beginning of our driveway. One day I stood under the tree and little green bits of hickory nut shells floated down around me as if it were raining. I could actually hear dozens of squirrels gnawing the shells off the nuts up in the tree. It was truly fascinating. That was something I wouldn’t have experienced if I hadn’t been “stuck at home” instead of going to the office and returning home after dark.


Getting outside means freely moving our bodies, gaining the perspective of being a tiny life inside a much larger world, and breathing the same air as the ancient trees that have seen it all and will still be standing when we’re gone. It’s the most powerful tool I know to reset your heart and soul. You’ll read a lot about the transformative effect of walking out your front door no matter the season of the year or the season of your life.


This pandemic is going to leave a legacy, not just of loss and economic problems, but of renewed focus on what matters. We hope you’ll take some “me time” to enjoy the stories in this new collection and to implement some good habits of your own as you move forward in life.


— Amy Newmark —


November 16, 2020
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Caring for your body, mind, and spirit is your greatest and grandest responsibility. It’s about listening to the needs of your soul and then honoring them.


~Kristi Ling





No one had called me Melissa in months. Hearing my name was something I took for granted before the COVID-19 pandemic. But now I wasn’t spending time with the people who know me as Melissa: my co-workers, fellow writers, and friends.


I had been at home with my two children for months. Evan, age nine, and Delaney, six, call me Mom or Mama. I really don’t have a preference between the two as long as they aren’t whining when they say it. And I realize that I am fortunate to have wonderful little people in my life who call me Mama — even at 2:00 a.m. when one of them is sick.


Something happened when I stopped hearing my name, though. It became a whole other type of isolation, separate from the pandemic itself. Before I became Mrs. Face or Mama, I was Melissa. My name is of Greek origin and means “honeybee” according to a cross-stitch that used to hang on the wall above my mother’s dresser.


My parents named me after Melissa Manchester. “We loved the name, and there were no other Melissas around at that time,” my mom said. Then I began kindergarten, and there were three Melissas all seated in the front row of Mrs. Whitley’s class. From that moment until the start of middle school, I was Melissa S. That’s what I wrote on my graded work, what my teacher called during attendance, and what was written on the chalkboard — often with a checkmark beside it for talking too much in class.


Even though I didn’t love having to attach my last initial to my name in school, I never really had a problem with my name. I never contemplated a name change. Even as an adult, I have never thought a different name would suit me better. I am Melissa, and my name is a big part of my identity. Except during the pandemic, when a big part of myself went missing.


After a few months at home, I decided to do something just for me. I signed up for a writing class that I’d wanted to take for a long time. Before COVID-19, I couldn’t get to the class because of childcare concerns. But now that the course was being offered online, all I had to do was make sure my husband was home to watch the kids while I locked myself in my room for two hours on Tuesday nights. I was so excited to be enrolled in the class. I ordered a new journal, dug out my best pens, and organized my desk.


At our first session, the instructor began class by addressing us all by name and introducing our first prompt. “I want you to start by writing ‘Right now, I am,’ and then continue with whatever follows that,” she said. She explained that this is often a good way to get out the “ick” — everything that might be in the way of what we really need to write.


I started writing my piece. Ten minutes later, she asked us to begin sharing.


“Melissa, we’ll start with you,” my teacher said.


I cleared my throat and read my first line.


“Right now, I am happy,” I said. “I’m happy to be interacting with other adults, happy to be writing, and especially happy to hear my name.”


— Melissa Face —
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Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.


~Aristotle





April 1, 2005. Cheers all around. Fifty years of life, success and achievement. Surrounded by family, friends and co-workers congratulating me on my life. The photos show me smiling, basking in the glow of my birthday celebration. I should be feeling great on the inside too. However, when I looked in the mirror that evening I saw a different person and felt an emotional letdown.


My fifty years included twenty-nine years of what I thought was all about me — 24/7 work, independence and the freedom to focus on my goals. Even though I had a great personal life and all the material trappings of success something was missing. A thought crossed my mind. If I were to die that evening, an accurate epitaph for me would read “unfinished business.” But what exactly was missing and how could I find it?


It took a long time. The next ten years saw me chasing many new identities while raising my profile. Serial entrepreneur, sports team owner, traveler… and a heavy social calendar. It was fun and exhilarating, and my wife and I were having the time of our lives. Most times I felt that I was on a self-inflicted schedule playing a role rather than relaxing and enjoying each moment. I had become a what is he instead of who is he.


I was troubled by constant questioning: “Don’t you ever relax?” “Are you always working?” “What are you running from?” “Where are you running to?” I needed to find the real me and answer all those questions.


Finally, year sixty and beyond changed everything. Family health issues, death of loved ones, selling companies, reducing business responsibilities, and the end of my football team jolted me right off my hamster wheel. I had more time to reflect on my evolution as a complete person. I realized I was more of a work in progress than I had ever imagined. I started to refocus on being in the moment, but it scared me because “me time” felt more like alone time. I revisited that epitaph and reimagined it reading “herein lies Cosmo, after a life well lived,” but would that be true?


For decades each day had started the same way. Up early, shower, dress, jump in the car, McDonald’s drive-through, and then speed to the office. Things were about to change. Clearly it was time to let loose and become a better me, but how?


I started slowly by carving out time for me. Rather than establishing goals for the rest of my life I started searching for simple joys. First I had to stop talking and start listening. I started attending daily mass and found it to be a great source of reflection, meditation and peace. I could feel my heartrate lowering and my breaths deepening. It stimulated a spiritual transformation within me that led to fundamental changes in what I considered important. I was gradually able to eliminate thoughts that led to a false sense of fulfillment and concerns that fed anxiety and isolation. Interestingly the more I paid attention to my emotions the more compassion I had for people less fortunate.


My mind was clear and my heart was open, giving me the confidence to take the next step — literally. Each day after mass I walked across the street to a diner and sat at the counter. It is a charming owner operated restaurant. Seven stools at the counter and two tables with seating for eight. With a capacity of fifteen customers it is the definition of intimate. We sat close to each other, with no privacy, and all conversation available for everyone to hear and judge. This was a very uncomfortable step for me. I may present as a very outgoing person, but I am also extremely discreet and I value privacy. If given the choice I’d always sit at a table in the back of any restaurant. I would never sit at a bar or counter where the person next to me could hear, or even worse, engage me in conversation.


However, at the diner I placed myself in the middle of these strangers and conversations. Full disclosure, I did initially choose the stool against the wall; but over time I moved to a spot with more interaction possibilities. I was always a talker, but every conversation in the past had to have a purpose, and I needed to have an audience. Now, I found myself listening and engaging with others and enjoying the interaction. I felt free and was more open with my new group of friends than even my longest relationships.


Who is this new me? I’m actually savoring the nutritional and emotional nourishment. I went there for the coffee but stayed for the companionship. No strings attached — just me finally being me.


People always would say, “Cosmo, you need a hobby.” Was I that one-dimensional or did people just not understand me? As it turns out I did have two hobbies, but I was going about them in the wrong way, treating them more like work tasks.


One of my hobbies is reading newspapers. Even though I own technology companies I eschew electronic readers and prefer hands-on old-school newspapers. The black ink on my hands is my badge of honor. I read four to six papers a day.


I had turned my newspapers into part of my work life, reading only the articles that would contribute information to further my business interests in healthcare, technology, professional football and the entertainment industry. I was skipping the other articles even if they looked interesting. How did I turn something I loved into yet another work project?


Once I recognized how much I was missing by rushing through the newspapers, I changed how I read them. In the process I felt more relaxed and informed, and it even turned out that those notdirectly-relevant articles did in fact broaden my knowledge and help my businesses.


My other hobby, caring for chickens and show pigeons has its origin in my youth. As the son of two Italian immigrant families I raised pigeons in the back yard. Chickens were added as we raised our children. As an empty nester I decided to indulge myself and build an aviary, with pigeons on one side and chickens on the other. It brought back amazing memories of my childhood and my children. It’s work, but I love getting dirty and being hands on.


I’ve always had hobbies but now I know how to enjoy them better. They’re my hobbies, on my time and I’m better for them and because of them.


Taking time for myself has resulted in a happier and relaxed me. Slowing down (without sacrificing) my life has made me a better husband, father, son and person. I now enjoy my grandchildren in a way I never thought was even possible. I also carved out the time to start a charitable foundation with passions including World Health, Cultural Diplomacy, Humanitarian Recognition and Conservation. Making more time for me has benefited others as well.


Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz I always had the power. It just took me sixty years to realize that there is no shame in taking time for me.


— Cosmo DeNicola —
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Often you will end up loving the new things you try, and even if you don’t love it, you’ve given yourself a new experience.


~Alli Simpson





Currently, my skin is a blend of different shades. My face is one color, and my neck is a shade lighter with streaks running down the front. That is where I am right now, and I don’t care. It is the time to try new things. Get adventurous. Live life on the edge. The time to try that tanning lotion that has been sitting in my cart for months. The time to explore new trails.


I bought the tanning lotion a couple of weeks into the COVID-19 quarantine. “Hey, why not? No one is going to see me,” I reasoned. It came in the mail, and I lathered it all over. My ankles and shins came out super tan. My feet remained ghostly pale, and my thighs and calves appeared to be mildly darker. I have always wanted to be multiple shades of orange, so I purchased the tanning face lotion for the cherry on top.


Meanwhile, I began mapping out new trails to run and walk all over my city. Daily, I hit these trails with my son in his stroller. We covered every inch of the trails, no matter the terrain. Flat. Hilly. Paved. Unpaved. Smooth. Rough. Didn’t matter. My son and I would go bouncing along the trails, having the time of our lives. He on the edge of his seat and I running home to track where we went on the map and to find our next destination.


A few days later, my face lotion arrived. No sooner had I mastered the art of making my legs and arms look evenly tan than I decided to mess around with my face. Sure enough, the next day I woke up looking like Trump, with white circles around my eyes. I was that high-school girl in the 2000s who couldn’t figure out how to blend her make-up so that her face and neck were not two starkly different colors. But this time I was the high-school teacher with a two-toned face, teaching girls who have beautiful, even skin.


“I’ll blame it on the lighting in my house,” I told myself. “No one will know over video chats.”


And no one did notice. My face is now looking quite bronzed I feel inclined to add. Not to mention, my legs and arms are getting buff (my husband would probably laugh at this) from all the trails we have been exploring.


This time for me is all about trying new things — things that I might have been fearful to do before. Things that had a million reasons why I didn’t have time to do them. I’m writing blogs that I have always wanted to write. I am making the killer website that’s always been on my to-do list. I’m reading the books that have been on my want-to-read lists. I’m taking on a pull-up challenge and then quitting it two weeks later. I’m lying on the floor with my son as we laugh and play games. I’m going into the unknown, one tanning lotion and one trail at a time.


— Lauren Barrett —
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Sometimes, our stop-doing list needs to be bigger than our to-do list.


~Patti Digh, Four-Word Self-Help: Simple Wisdom for Complex Lives





Not too long ago, I experienced a day when I was extraordinarily clumsy. It came on very suddenly. I’m never a picture of grace personified, but on this particular day, I seemed to be tripping over everything — including the lines in the linoleum floor of the fellowship hall at my church.


It’s an old church, and the floor is uneven in some places, so my stumbling was easy to brush off. It was the floor’s fault. But when I tripped going into the grocery store, again on my way out to the car, and yet again in my own home, I began to grow concerned.


My life had been really busy and stressful over the past few days… okay, the past few weeks. Had I let myself get so rattled that I had literally become unbalanced?


Having been raised by devoted Christian parents who also worked in the mental-health field, I tended to look for spiritual and emotional reasons before I headed to the local family practitioner when my body started acting weird. But what if I truly needed to see a doctor? Maybe I had an inner-ear infection or was developing vertigo. Could I be having a stroke?


I took some time to stop and center myself before I decided what to do next. I have this calming practice that combines a yoga pose with a breath prayer. I realized I hadn’t made much time for prayer recently, much less this particular practice. I went to change into more comfortable clothes for the exercise, and as I removed my shoes, I was cured!


I hadn’t distracted myself into dizziness. I wasn’t off-balance at all. I had completely worn out my favorite pair of sandals. The soles of both shoes were split completely in two! I wasn’t having a stroke. I had been walking around all day in broken shoes that were tripping me.


I had been running my brain ragged (and most likely sending my blood pressure through the roof) trying to figure out what was causing my clumsiness. It never occurred to me to check my soles.


But isn’t that always the way? At least, if you love a good homonym.


So often when our lives aren’t going the way we want and things seem off-balance, we look for ways to make it better. We embark on a home-improvement project, lose ten pounds, buy a new outfit or log on to LinkedIn to search for a better job. But just as it never occurred to me to check the soles of my shoes, our own souls are the very last thing we think to check. We tend to exhaust all the possibilities outside of ourselves before we ever turn inward to look for answers.


The next time things are going badly, life seems out-of-balance, or you start to feel overwhelmed, take a moment to remember the last time you sat still, were silent or took the time to pray or meditate. If you can’t remember when that was, it might be a clue.


This weird and wacky world can really throw us off-balance. Taking time to center ourselves is never indulgent or wasteful. It is essential to our ability to navigate life without tripping all over ourselves.


The local cobbler said the soles of my shoes were irreparable. We had a good run, but it was time to let them go. Fortunately for us, our souls can be mended and restored — once we realize they are in need of repair.


— Anne Russ —
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It’s okay to be a “me-time mom.”


~Author Unknown







The day has ended yet only just begun


for I have two lives — one that hides behind the sun


You may not see my secret life — the one lurking in the dark,


the one that eagerly awaits its time to spark


Daytime me puts the other me aside


Daytime me doesn’t get to hide


Daytime me washes all the clothes


Daytime me kisses the injured toes


I am a teacher, a maid and a cook


I hand out the cuddles and the disconcerting looks


I referee the arguments, the teasing and the fights


I fasten the helmets to go ride the bikes


Nighttime me relaxes in the chair


Nighttime me reads books without a care


Nighttime me watches comedy shows


Nighttime me eats the treats that I chose


I sometimes wonder whether I used to be bored


when I had just one life and hardly any chores


I want to do all the things that I did before


but how do I fit them in now there’s so much more?


I read books, played piano and swam


I cycled and socialised and ran


I wrote poetry, played video games and went to bars


I knew popular culture and all the famous stars


Now my me time has become so small


sometimes I feel it’s hardly there at all


When the children will not settle but the sun has gone away


I throw my arms in the air, for daytime me has to stay.


I count to ten and breathe in deep


Why oh why won’t they go to sleep?


Me time is a ship that has sailed past


How could I be so foolish to think that it would last


I tuck their hair behind their ears


and then I begin to feel the tears


Am I crying for my me time? That seems a little mad


Surely it’s something else that’s making me sad


Crying for my me time does seem a little daft


As I leave the children’s room I begin to laugh.


I’m trying to put me time into a time slot


I precariously balance it on the top.


But I realise my me time comes in different forms


to be enjoyed even while daytime storms


I read a book whilst I make the tea


I play ukulele whilst the children dance with me


I swim in the sea with the children under my wings


I run around the park between pushing them on swings


And there are famous stars that I know,


even if they come from the children’s favourite show


Yes the ultimate me time is when I’m on my own


but me time can also be enjoyed when you’re not alone


My me time is a state of mind


When I’m in the me time zone who knows what I’ll find?





— Anneliese Rose Beeson —
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We can complain because rosebushes have thorns or rejoice because thorns have roses.


~Alphonse Karr





Okay. I’ll admit it. I can be a complainer. After all, there’s so much in this life to gripe about: the dirty clothes that don’t make it into the hamper, that annoying neighbor’s loud music, my husband’s shoes left splayed at the front door, rainy days, traffic…


Complaining is a habit I cultivated since childhood, a skill I honed through the years. My family didn’t seem to mind — they were great complainers, too — though I do recall some eye-rolling and long-drawn sighs from friends and schoolmates when I would voice my negative opinions. In fact, I can distinctly recall the exact moment when I first realized my complaining habit reached its expert level.


I was sitting in my college boyfriend’s car on our way to the beach one hot summer afternoon — no air conditioning, the wind messing my hair, my thighs sticking to the vinyl car seat. I’m pretty sure there was some of the above-mentioned traffic as well, though I couldn’t confirm it this many years later. In my disdain, I mumbled something about the situation under my breath. Probably for the tenth time. My usually mild-mannered boyfriend turned to me and snapped, “What are you complaining about now?”


The college boyfriend without air-conditioning and I amicably parted ways at the end of that summer. Shortly thereafter, I met a man with a much better car and attitude. We married three years later and lived together happily. Sure, there was still plenty to complain about, but he never seemed to mind. Or so I thought.


One day, as I reminded him once again to remove his bills from the dining-room table, put away his shoes away, and lower that dog-gone stereo, he put up his hand. “Stop! Stop your complaining. It’s driving me crazy.”


I looked at him blank-eyed.


He took a deep breath. “You never hear me complaining, do you?”


“Well,” I answered, “you’re complaining about my complaining, so actually, yes, I am hearing you complain right now.”


His eyes widened. A bead of perspiration formed on his upper lip. Then he grabbed his car keys and ran out the door.


Perhaps I’d gone too far, I thought. Maybe I really did complain too much. But, what to do about it? After all, it had been a lifetime habit. And habits are hard to break.


I took a breather and sat down to think about solutions. I could quit cold turkey. No, that wouldn’t work. When I felt annoyed, I could lock myself in the bathroom and scream. No. The neighbors would probably hear me. Phone a friend? She probably wouldn’t be a friend for very long. Then it hit me.


I’d been in the habit of keeping a journal for most of my life. It provided a sort of timeline for me, and I liked to review past entries occasionally to reminisce or review the path I had been on at that point. Journaling kept me sort of honest with myself, and I liked it for that reason. Perhaps, I thought, a complaint journal might be the answer I was seeking.


That day, I decided to give it a try. Each time I found myself feeling the urge to voice a petty irritation, I promised myself to write it in my complaint journal that evening — no holds barred. At first, I couldn’t wait to get that pen in my hand and really unload onto the paper. It felt so good, so freeing, to say exactly what was on my mind without anyone judging me or my thoughts.


The initial benefit was immediate. Without fear of recrimination, my generally reticent husband opened up to me more. Other benefits took more time to become apparent, yet I eventually became aware of them all the same. Old friendships became deeper, and new friendships appeared. Neighbors became more neighborly. Overall, I started to just feel better — happier and less stressed.


When I look back on some of my initial entries, I have to laugh out loud. Some of my gripes appear truly ridiculous when read in hindsight. I still keep that journal, though. Those few moments each day when I can sit down, take a breather from the pressures of the day and free myself of whatever is bothering me made a big difference for the better in my life. And, if you ask my husband, probably in his life, too.


— Monica A. Andermann —
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Change is freedom, change is life.


~Ursula K. Le Guin





I promised myself I would quit at thirty, but I didn’t. By then, it seemed like the sort of task that required nearly impossible levels of drive and commitment, like learning to figure skate or speak Japanese. Cigarettes were essential to me, like the keys, phone, and wallet that I never left home without. Smoking allowed me to resist a second helping of dessert, gave me an excuse to escape infuriating moments — “I need a cigarette!” — and provided intervals of silence during which I observed nature, like a sunset fractured by violet lightning or a fog of tiny white aphids falling like snow.


I told myself I wasn’t hurting anyone else. My dulled senses couldn’t detect the scent that followed me everywhere. I’d roll my eyes at conversations about secondhand smoke even as new studies showed that cigarette toxins clung to walls and furniture, and that this third-hand smoke could be reabsorbed through the skin.


On my own, I might never have quit. But during my second year in a creative-writing graduate program, the incoming class included a woman named Kera, a thirty-something former New Yorker who had walked away from a successful career and messy personal life to spend three years writing in rural Georgia, just like I had. We had great stories between us. Once, the FBI had shown up at my apartment on Christmas Eve looking for my ex. Once, she had slept in the apartment of a genuine Kuwaiti princess. Smoking was the last trace of our prior glamour and wildness.


Kera was already settling into new patterns: baking, hiking, and spending evenings in her king-sized bed named Gustav. I was still struggling to find an identity that wasn’t tied to my past.


She brought up quitting on the drive home after our weekly dinner date at a surprisingly good Thai restaurant in the strip mall next to Walmart. Kera lit our after-dinner cigarettes and passed one to me. “We should quit,” she said.


Smokers have conversations like this the way people complain about their significant others to their friends: affectionately and without any intention of acting on their grievances.


I exhaled a cloud of smoke and nodded. “Definitely.”


Then she suggested a date. She was serious.


The next morning, I sat on my porch drinking black coffee and relishing each drag, made alert by the impending change the way we suddenly notice our surroundings when we’re about to move.





My first cigarette was at a New Year’s Eve party my freshman year of high school. I was too frightened by my family’s rumored history of addiction and the threat of being permanently grounded to drink, but I couldn’t afford to be seen as a puritan.


I’d been told that cigarettes tasted terrible and would make me feel sick, but that first drag off a half-smoked Camel Light made my lips tingle and my head buzz. The sip of Coke I took after tasted exceptionally sweet.


Smoking looks ugly from the outside, but it was a divine experience for me. I felt Lauren Bacall elegant, Margot Tenenbaum cool. It was magical breathing out swirling clouds, becoming a maker of mist, a dragon.





In the weeks leading up to our quit date, I filled my time Googling the symptoms and benefits I was about to experience. I read but ignored advice to announce my plans on social media and tell my friends and family what I was doing. I didn’t want to be cheered on, especially by people who had never been through what I was about to experience. There was also my pride; if I failed, I wanted to do so as quietly as possible.


Quitting felt like breaking up with someone I loved but knew was bad for me. I kept my last half-pack stashed in the bottom drawer of my nightstand like an old love letter. I went back to it twice, holding and smelling it, before I flushed the contents down the toilet. Within a few hours, I started fantasizing about buying another pack.


Withdrawal took many forms. My mouth tasted sour. My guts twisted and stabbed. My skin broke out in hard, pea-sized cysts. I had a constant runny nose and slept poorly. When I went out, I felt a nagging confusion as if I’d misplaced my keys or forgotten to pay a bill. I tried to fill the craving for cigarettes with other indulgences, but the second I finished a chocolate bar or a juicy burger, my mind yearned for some new source of comfort. I ate boxes of butter mints and gnawed toothpicks to splinters. My thoughts looped like a bad pop song: I want I want I want I want I want. I dreamed of smoking. In the dreams, I’d reach for my wallet or lift my hand to wave and find that I was holding a cigarette, as if it was an inescapable part of me.


I missed the mental dialogue I’d have with myself about smoking, convincing myself to endure, looking forward to that small reward. Time, no longer broken into manageable segments by cigarette breaks, stretched on interminably.


Quitting affected Kera differently. When we went out for dinner now, we were both ravenous, still adjusting to the absence of appetite-suppressing nicotine. But at the end of the meal, as I was fantasizing about what I’d have for dessert, she’d comment on how satisfied she was. She seemed more content in general, giving away the doughnuts she fried on the weekend and turning down dinner invitations to save up for a trip to Joshua Tree.


The only thing that kept me from feeling useless to her was our morning workout. The gym was my most comfortable form of stress management. I went six days a week, and after we quit, Kera began accompanying me. I planned our workouts and monitored our progress. When everything else in my body seemed to be getting worse, getting stronger and having more stamina felt important.


One morning as I was dropping her off after our workout, Kera told me to put the car in Park. I thought she might have a story to tell me. Instead, she said that she was leaving. She had decided that our graduate program wasn’t a good fit for her, and she was moving the following day. She tried to soften this final blow by telling me that she had waited until the last minute because she knew I’d try to talk her out of it — which was probably true but didn’t take away the sting.


The next day, as she drove north in her U-Haul, I almost started smoking again. Instead, I skipped the gym and went for a run. I was surprised to find that I enjoyed having the time to myself again. I ran the following morning, and the one after that, surrendering to the comforting rhythm of my own footfalls.


One day, at the end of my usual three miles, I realized I wasn’t winded and decided to keep going. I ran four miles, then five. When I finally stopped after almost an hour, I was exhilarated to find that I was stronger than I’d thought. Now, the space around me felt like freedom instead of emptiness.


— Laura M. Martin —
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The ability to be in the present moment is a major component of mental wellness.


~Abraham Maslow





I was stumped. The question posed on social media wasn’t difficult, at least for most people, but it was like being hit with a bucket of cold water for me, shocking me into a realization.


What do you do for fun?


I couldn’t come up with a single answer.


Had my existence become so empty? Living alone, with an office in my home, work time had overflowed like lava, consuming more and more of my days until there was no boundary safeguarding my personal time. It was all work, all the time.


The worst part was that, at the end of the week, I could not successfully justify it. What had I accomplished? Ryder Carroll says, “Inevitably we find ourselves… spreading our focus so thin that nothing gets the attention it deserves. This is commonly referred to as ‘being busy.’ Being busy, however, is not the same thing as being productive.”


I was not productive, and I was not happy. However, I was end-lessly busy.


Something needed to change. I had no idea how to make it happen or where to begin. That is, until a four-legged fluffball entered the picture, upended the status quo, and made it clear that there was so much in the world yet to be discovered.


Dogs had always been a part of my life. For this next dog, I had specific requirements. My someday dreams included doing some traveling in my RV, visiting new places, and meeting new people. I needed a dog that would be happy with that. My last dogs had been Jack Russells, bright and energetic, but needing a lot of stimulation and challenges. Besides the Terriers, I’d owned Labradors and Belgian Tervurens. They were all lovely animals, but each bred with a purpose. They had active, outside-focused motivations and were driven to stalk, retrieve, or herd.


I wanted a dog that had been created to be with me. I wanted to know that, when she cuddled next to me, she was fulfilling her purpose and was satisfied. After much research, I settled on the breed: Havanese.


When I got my puppy, she was eleven weeks old and the smallest dog I’d ever owned. She weighed a mere four pounds and moved like a wind-up toy. I wanted to start her off right, as a socialized pup who was comfortable around other dogs and humans, so I took her to weekly playdates hosted by a local dog trainer.


I remember walking into the room, my tiny puppy cradled in my arms, and watching the rambunctious puppies jumping, running, and roughhousing. My eyes began to fill with tears. “I can’t do this,” I mumbled, turning to go.


“Wait.” One of the puppy moms stopped me. “Just sit here beside me and let her stay in your lap.”


I sat next to her. Her pup was a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel about the same age and size as my Trixie. Both our puppies were a little shy. However, my initial panic eased, and I returned week after week. In a short time, Trixie was running around, dodging the bigger puppies and finding a spot on a piece of equipment or a box where she had height equality. She was having a blast.


Then Ziggy came.


He was also a Havanese, three months older. Before long, Trixie and Ziggy were obsessed with each other, wrestling without a sound and ignoring the other dogs.


It wasn’t long before Ziggy’s mom and I decided we could hold our own playdates since our puppies only had eyes for each other. The first time we met at Jane’s house, we drank tea and watched the puppies tumble nonstop for nearly three hours. It was Zen-like for me, calming and mesmerizing, taking me to a new level. When I left that day, my stress level was nonexistent, and I felt like I’d had a relaxing two-hour massage.


Our friendship grew, and we found we had more in common than just our good taste in dogs. We both wanted to visit places in Montana and the surrounding areas, and we both liked to cook. That led to a regular and sacrosanct tradition of Friday playdates. We’d try new recipes while the dogs entertained each other, or we’d take day trips with them.


Trixie and Ziggy will be five years old this year, and our pack of four has had many adventures. We’ve expanded our travel time, taking the RV on extended trips to Yellowstone, Glacier National Park, Canada, and shorter jaunts around our state. We share an interest in birds and other wildlife, and we’ve photographed bears, moose, eagles, and waterfowl.


The dogs, true to their natures, are happy to be part of the activities and never fail to bring us joy and laughter.


We keep a running list of new places to go, things to see, and recipes to tackle. I find the planning to be just as much a delight as the actual events. My weeks no longer pass by, indistinguishable from one another, without meaning. My Fridays are my oasis, a place where the whole day is simply about having fun and celebrating being alive.


As I recall my past habits, I realize I am accomplishing as much, if not more, by changing my focus from being busy to being present. That question, that splash of cold water, made me aware of how much I’d been missing by not carving out time for the things that really matter.


Now, I treasure every minute. By creating clear boundaries and giving myself designated time for fun, I have an easy answer to that question that once baffled me: What do you do for fun?


Where do I begin?


— Lynn Kinnaman —
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You are worth the quiet moment. You are worth the deeper breaths, and you are worth the time it takes to slow down, be still, and rest.


~Morgan Harper Nichols





Last summer, I was suffering from too much stress. I had just graduated from a challenging doctoral program and was exhausted from the years of research, study and writing that led to my walking across that stage. My wife and I took a vacation after graduation to celebrate, but the academic intensity had become a habit and my brain couldn’t seem to shut off. I felt like I should be reading, studying, or writing. My job as an educator didn’t help. I had finished teaching a summer program and was gearing up for the fall semester that was coming too soon.


We vacationed on Mackinac Island in Michigan, where the pace of life slows considerably. Ordinarily, the clip-clop of horses, the lack of cars and the quaint shops would have relaxed me, but I could not slow down. I was too wound up, tired, and distracted. I had to check one more e-mail. I had to make one more fall schedule adjustment. I had to communicate with one more fall student about his concerns.


We took a day away from the crowds and sat on the beautiful back lawn of our hotel where we could appreciate a gorgeous view of the famous Mackinac Bridge. I had my phone with me to look at e-mails and then put it down. “Enough,” I murmured. I needed to relax, but why couldn’t I? My lovely wife sat next to me on a rattan loveseat. I had a cool glass of lemonade to enjoy. The deep blue sky was full of puffy clouds. A breeze stirred up whitecaps on the lake. Yet my shoulders were tense, raised up to my ears, and I could not put them down.


A dragonfly buzzed around us. Those creatures are special to me because they are a symbol of living in the present. They live most of their lives underwater as larvae and emerge with only months ahead to enjoy an iridescent adulthood. This one’s brightly colored wings reminded me of the dragonfly tattooed on my wife’s right ankle. With each movement, this creature’s wings changed color — blue one moment, green the next. Dragonflies usually fascinate me with their quick movements that remind me of acrobats in the wind, but I was not in the mood that day. I needed stillness, not movement. As if on cue, the dragonfly came to rest on a blade of grass in front of me.


I need to do that, I thought. I needed to hold onto something and slow down. Take shelter from the persistent wind of life and just relax, if only for a short while. I watched that dragonfly carefully for many minutes and listened to that message. And then it flew away. Ah, I thought. Back to the grind.


I looked out over the bridge, the grass, gazed at the clouds and took a breath. Maybe I could slow down. I turned to my wife to tell her about my revelation when I felt a tickle on my leg. I looked down and saw colorful wings. The dragonfly was perched on my right ankle in the exact position of my wife’s tattoo, facing upward and forward at a forty-five-degree angle.


I could have sworn that dragonfly looked at me and communicated. “It’s not a matter of relaxing,” it seemed to say. “It’s a matter of appreciating the now, the here. Life is so short, so fleeting. Be here in the moment and let the future take care of itself.” This beautiful creature that only had months to live reminded me of the preciousness of life. I would never again have this moment with my wife, this cool breeze, this moment of quiet. I was trying too hard to relax. Instead, I could appreciate what was here now and let that appreciation guide me into a sense of peace. I felt my shoulders descend to their normal place. The dragonfly seemed satisfied that its message had been delivered. It sprang off my ankle and flew away. I did not see it again. I decided not to tell my wife about the experience. I needed to let it sit for a while so it could sink in. I spent the rest of our time on Mackinac appreciating what we had in the moment.


Months later, I finally told my wife about it. I added that I wanted to get my first and only tattoo — a dragonfly on my right ankle, facing upward and forward at a forty-five-degree angle. I have it now, and every time I see it, I take a breath and smile. “Just be,” it says. “Be here now. Life is so precious.”


— John Kevin Allen —
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Adopt the pace of nature. Her secret is patience.


~Ralph Waldo Emerson





The timer was set for ten minutes. I sat down on a soft pillow and crossed my legs with hands resting on my knees, palms up, eyes closed. “Okay, time to center myself, inhale, exhale. Relax… Re-lax… RELAX!”


I cracked an eye to check the timer. Thirty seconds had passed. Oh boy, this “me time” was going to be difficult!


As a working mother, my years passed in a blur of family-oriented activity without time for relaxing. When the kids were finally out of the nest and I was able to retire from my full-time career, I thought, Now I can take some time for ME!


Of course, as a lifelong list maker, I did my research. There were many possibilities. There were relaxation activities like yoga, meditation, getting pampered at a spa, exercise, socializing… I was determined to find the one thing that truly filled my soul. And so began my not-so-smooth journey to finding myself.


Meditation was the first to come and go. I never fully understood how to shut my mind off for any length of time. I always felt like I was just waiting for it to end.


Next, I tried “Teatime as Me Time.” At first, I was very enthusiastic about this dainty endeavor. I envisioned sitting across from a dear friend, sipping from delicate cups and nibbling tiny sandwiches, but that is as far as it ever went. I have the fancy tea set (never used) and a pantry shelf full of tea packages that I will never consume. (I prefer the electric jolt of coffee in the morning.)


The pampering stuff isn’t for me either. I like being productive. Sitting around feeling special doesn’t feel special to me. So, I immediately scratched the spa ideas off my list.


Exercise is a highly recommended me-time activity. I liked to exercise, so why not double up my workouts and plan some exciting fitness goals? But after a week or so of training, exercise time felt more like torture time.


Many other me-time experiments left me wanting less of them, not more. I felt like a failure at this relaxation thing, especially when I found myself procrastinating to begin a me-time routine. I would chastise myself for “wasting” precious hours daydreaming on my front porch with my two dogs, watching the big, fuzzy bumblebees buzz about my garden. In those moments, time stood still. I could while away the morning watching the bugs, birds, and critters do their thing. I would delight in the seasons — Mother Nature birthing and dying in her perennial cycle.


A profound perspective is gained when noticing the small details of this miraculous world. My self-absorbed human concerns were really nothing in the grand scale of things. Taking the focus off myself was a relief. I realized that all the shoulda-woulda-couldas of living my best life placed more expectations on me, my relaxation and my performance. Ironically, I discovered that I truly desired less emphasis on me altogether.


Maybe the experts had this me-time thing all wrong, and it had little to do with “me” or “time” as I was defining it. Perhaps we are too concerned with how we spend our time instead of enjoying the nothing-ness of simply being. Instead of viewing it as a void, a hesitation between activities, we can shift our consciousness into embracing timelessness. Witnessing simple, humble moments of nature re-centered my soul better than anything else. Maybe a better version of “me time” is simply “be time”… or, better yet, “bee time”!


I just watched a young robin sunning its outstretched wings in the afternoon warmth. He closed his eyes as if to fully appreciate the moment, and I wondered if he was taking a little me time for himself. I watched until he flew away, and I am not sure how much time transpired. It could have been a minute or ten, but I enjoyed every second of it. However, I wonder, “Does it count as me time when I watch a bird enjoying his?”


I think back to all those busy years when I did not take a moment to appreciate our intricate natural world. Even when I rushed to make the 5:00 yoga class, to learn how to stretch and ground myself, the Earth’s bounty was dancing outside the door. Now, I realize that me time is highly overrated if it makes me feel more pressure to fit one more thing into my schedule, especially if it takes away from the time I would have to simply… be.


— Kat Gottlieb —
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