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If you want to have enough to give to others, you will need to take care of yourself first. A tree that refuses water and sunlight for itself can’t bear fruit for others.

~Emily Maroutian



It was a momentous day — but not like a birthday, anniversary, or when a baby starts walking. It was bigger than that. Today, I did something for myself as a mom, and I felt no guilt. That’s right. None.

Sure, in my nine years of motherhood, I’ve done nice things for myself. I’ve gotten my nails painted a bold beige (so the almost-instant chips didn’t show up as much). I’ve embarked on the occasional girls’ night out to dance and ultimately felt tired by 9 p.m., longing for a cup of tea and my cozy bed. I’ve gotten a massage and panicked all forty-five epic minutes thinking that I was missing an urgent call from the school about some heinous illness one of my kids had abruptly come down with.

Point being, whenever I do nice things for myself, they always include an element of my kids. Even when I feel “weightless” because I’m out on a date with my husband, dressed up and gripping just a black leather clutch, with the diaper bag nowhere in sight, that “weightlessness” comes with its own baggage. It’s indelibly tied with rejoicing in the fact that I’m not carrying changes of clothes, baby wipes, or random trash, aka my kids’ treasures.

So, I still think about the kids. I wonder if they’re going too long without a diaper change. I fixate on whether whoever’s in charge is feeding them the “right” food. Are they napping, behaving, playing, and screaming, all to my exact specifications even though I’m not there? I create them in my thoughts. Their absence is present.

But today. Oh, today. Today, I went to New York City on my own. Steve, my husband, their dad, was in charge. He’s competent, capable, and half of the reason that they exist. So, I let go of my duties and spread my sometimes-clipped-feeling wings.

I soared.

I didn’t do anything particularly special. I just walked around the city, but that’s something I love to do.

And what I love even more is that after nine years of parenting three little kids, I’ve finally learned how to enjoy my “me time.” I didn’t really think about my kids or my husband. I just did me.

I sat at a juice café, drank a green concoction, and observed every character who walked by on Perry and Hudson Streets. I weaved in and out of the masses of people as they clamored for organic vegetables and artisan jams at the Union Square Greenmarket. I got lost in Tribeca and then found Laughing Man Coffee Company, where I grabbed a coffee that apparently also helps better the world. I peeked into an intimidating pop-up shop in SoHo.

At every turn, I found more of me.

The farther along I travel in this motherhood journey, the more I learn how to redefine myself. I learned today that sometimes I can allow myself to exist without my kids and, more importantly, without guilt. What freedom.

— Molly England —
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If you feel “burnout” setting in, if you feel demoralized and exhausted, it is best, for the sake of everyone, to withdraw and restore yourself.

~Dalai Lama



To pass time, I stared absently out the hospital window until my thoughts were interrupted. “When are we going home?” my husband Brian asked.

“I think you will be able to go home today.”

“Good. I don’t like it here.”

Every night, when visiting hours ended, I dreaded having to leave him and most nights ended in tears — his and mine.

Today, after two weeks, I was determined to take Brian home. The doctor had signed the release document, but I needed to meet with the Palliative Coordinator before we left. She arrived and suggested we go sit in the outdoor garden and talk. She crossed her arms over an envelope nestled in her lap. Her friendly smile and demeanor were comforting. She started our conversation by asking about Brian. I explained about his diagnosis with terminal brain cancer seven months earlier, our life before and after the diagnosis, and my fears. I told her why I wanted to take Brian home and care for him. Before I finished, my tears welled up.

“It won’t be easy,” she said.

“I know,” I said.

As she spoke, I listened with as much attention as I could muster. She described what being a caregiver would entail in the upcoming months. She reached out and placed her hand on my shoulder, and I cried. We sat in silence until I gained control. Then she stood, handed me the envelope, and said, “Good luck.” I clutched the envelope to my chest and watched her walk back through the sliding glass doors. I took a deep breath, opened the envelope, and removed a book. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I stared at the title: A Caregiver’s Guide to End-of-Life Care

I can honestly say that I did not fully understand what being a caregiver for a palliative person would entail. All I knew was that having Brian at home would allow visitors to spend precious time with him without the confines of visiting in a care facility. And my own time with him wouldn’t be limited at all.

I waited until my emotions were in check and then went back to Brian’s room. Within two hours, we were home.

Before going into the hospital, Brian was able to get into a wheelchair, but now he would remain bedridden for the remainder of his life. I was able to position his hospital bed between the kitchen and living room, near a large window so he could look out.

Now that he was home, I wondered what daily life was going to be like.

The palliative doctor visited weekly, and more than once he said to me, “Remember to take care of yourself. Sometimes, the caregiver dies before the person they are caring for because of the stress and strain.”

Time ticked by ever so slowly. Days grew into weeks, and I realized how true his words were with each visit. We had no family close by to help, so I wondered how I would make time for myself. I knew I was under strain, and both my body and mind were fatigued. I tried to put on a brave face when the doctor was at the house, but in truth I was struggling.

One day, I stood at the window as Brian slept, watching as the doctor drove away. I leaned against the kitchen counter, holding myself up by my elbows. I was weary, and the weight of it was crushing me. A good night’s sleep was difficult as I kept one eye open, and my ears perked for any noise from Brian. It was catching up with me.

I was startled by the feeling of a cold, wet nose on my leg as Danny nudged me. I looked down into the gentle black eyes of our Border Collie — eyes that melted my soul. I knew she felt my sadness. Those kind eyes yearned to be the centre of my attention.

How do you find time for yourself when you have a twenty-four-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week commitment to care for a loved one? How do you put yourself first? I was scared to leave Brian’s side in case something material in his medical condition changed. Most days, I was overwhelmed with decisions and the weight of the situation. I wanted my husband and my life back. I tried not to think of what the future held.

I lay awake at night with the doctor’s warning to care for myself swirling in my mind. I knew it was important, but I couldn’t envision how I could change my current situation. Miraculously, a solution came to me one night while I slept. In the morning, I searched several private healthcare agencies and was successful in hiring a university student to be a visitor for Brian. She was contracted to come to our home for four hours weekly, which became my salvation.

I had found a way to have free time, but what would I do? Looking at our golf clubs, I realized that golfing would allow me to be outdoors, get exercise, and let my mind relax. I knew that I had found a way to recharge my batteries!

I chose the golf course in a national park just fifteen minutes from our home. I experienced a sense of freedom every time I walked from the parking lot to the first tee box. I savoured the fresh air as I walked the fairways and enjoyed seeing the deer and rabbits that called the course home. Ducks wandered from the ponds when I approached and squawked to tell me I had broken their solitude. On lucky days, I saw herds of bison that roamed in the park. I lived in the moment and relished my surroundings. I had been given a true gift of time. I was finding strength, both physically and mentally. Each week when I returned home, I felt rejuvenated and ready to face what lay ahead. The timeout was beneficial for both my wellbeing and Brian’s.

No one knows what it is like to be a caregiver until they are faced with the situation. It is difficult when we’re immersed in the situation. Many days, I felt hopeless and alone. I felt guilty about asking for help. I was fortunate to find a solution that allowed me to give back to myself. I know not all caregivers are so lucky.

When I reflect on my months caring for Brian, many things come to mind that could have made that journey easier for me. If you know someone who is a caregiver, I encourage you to reach out to them. Give them the gift of time for themselves. Offer to come and clean the house, cook a meal, do the laundry, get groceries, or offer to sit with their loved one so the caregiver can take some time out. If the caregiver has children, offer to take the children for a sleepover, out to a movie, or to the park. Young people need time away just as much as the caregiver. Be there as a shoulder to cry on or just to listen when they need to share. Be the most supportive friend you can be. I guarantee that you will feel better for it.

— Wendy Portfors —
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The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever.

~Jacques Cousteau



I hit a wall. I am the girl who rarely says “no,” the one my friends say is the busiest person they know. A sometimes demanding career, chairing a local professional group, helping to found an international professional group, becoming a condominium association board member, participating in writing and Bible classes, caring for a parent’s affairs, providing stateside assistance to a deployed Army brother, and caring for two dogs had burned me out. I needed a vacation.

I scheduled a week off from work and searched for beach rentals. At first, the search was futile. Most properties were too expensive, some would not allow dogs, and some were too far away from the beach. At the last minute, I found a property for the right price, with a dog-friendly fenced yard, across the street from the beach. Was this property too good to be true?

I took off for the rental with my dogs in tow. Finding the condo was easy. Inspecting the premises, the first thing I noticed was the same throw rug in their kitchen as in my own. It felt like a good sign. I let the dogs loose to run and roll in the yard and continued my inspection. The condo was very clean, the bed and sofas were all comfortable, and there were plenty of pots, pans and dishes for a week of meals. Settling into this strange place felt like taking a deep breath.

We went on unleashed walks and runs on the beach. Schools of playful dolphins offshore kept pace with my walks. Sitting under the pier in the shade, I traded technical manuals for fiction for the first time in years. Fresh air and sunshine, surfers, cooperative birds and interesting flowers growing in the sand inspired creativity with my digital camera.

I now refer to this place as my recharge rental, and it has become the one calendar entry each year written in stone. Each trip yields a new adventure. One year, I took a boat tour around Cumberland Island, where John F. Kennedy, Jr. was married, and saw wild horses. That trip was especially eventful because such a bad storm hit us on the way back that you could see nothing but torrential rain and wind from the boat windows. Comforting the terrified woman sitting next to me, I learned she too was visiting from Atlanta. When the storm finally subsided, we saw the actual lifeboat from which Navy SEALs rescued Captain Phillips, bullet holes and all.

Every visit, I meet nice people. A man on the beach told me how to recognize shark teeth in the sand. I never found any teeth, but I collected lots of beach glass and unusual shells. Another year, during a beach walk, a woman stopped me because she thought she knew me. It turned out we have a friend in common in Atlanta. One year, I met a local author. Last year, I met the owners of the condo upstairs, joining them for wine and pizza. That’s how I found out about and witnessed a turtle hatching where they count the hatched eggs of endangered sea turtles.

Enjoying an annual visit to the beach has allowed me to step out of life’s hamster wheel and replenish my energy. An added benefit is that it is the perfect halfway point for my mother’s trip home. When my mom visits Atlanta from South Florida, I meet her halfway and drive her in, or travel with her halfway back. This year was the first time she joined me at the condo on her way home. The night before she left, we ate dinner at a wonderful beachside restaurant with live music. The evening was one of the best that either of us could remember. It was the perfect end for her visit to Atlanta, and the perfect beginning of my annual retreat.

— Bonnie L. Beuth —
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A daughter is a mother’s gender partner, her closest ally in the family confederacy, an extension of her self.

~Author Unknown



Mom stood in the small farmhouse kitchen, staring at the clean dust rag in one hand and the can of furniture polish in the other.

I sat at the dining room table folding laundry. I finished a towel and reached into the basket for another, never taking my eyes off her across the open bar that separated the kitchen from the dining room.

“Mama, do you want me to dust?” I asked.

“Hmm?” she murmured.

It was summer and the middle of the week, so I wasn’t in school and Dad was working. My ten-year-old heart picked up its pace as I saw her gaze linger on the clock. I suddenly knew what was preoccupying her — Dad wouldn’t be home for two or three hours.

She turned and looked at me.

“Let’s read,” she blurted, hazel eyes flashing with anticipation. “The dusting can wait.”

“Can I bring in Ebony?” I asked, as usual. Ebony was the black cat I’d raised from a kitten. She had to stay outside because Dad didn’t want animals in the house.

“Sure. You get Ebony and I’ll make us some hot tea.”

It didn’t matter, summer or winter, Mom loved to drink hot tea. She also read a lot of romance novels set in England, where they were always drinking afternoon tea. Maybe that’s what whetted her appetite for it every time we read.

I quickly set the folded laundry in the basket and rushed outside, careful not to slam the screened door.

Ebony lay stretched out on the cistern, basking in the sun. I scooped her up and hurried inside. I was barely back in the dining room before she was struggling to get down and explore. I let her go and rested my elbows on the open counter to watch Mom in the kitchen.

She had set out her fancy teacups, the pretty white ones with pink flowers. Delicate, painted saucers rested beneath their rounded bottoms. A Lipton tea bag nestled in each cup, the white string and tag dangling over the side.

“Afternoon tea is good for the spirit. It’s four o’clock somewhere, right?” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“Too bad we don’t have scones,” I said. I had no clue what a scone was, only that Mom said everybody in England ate scones with their tea. “What is a scone?”

“Some kind of biscuit, I think,” she said.

The teakettle whistled, and Mom poured the hot water into the cups. Steam curled into the air.

I leaned over a cup and drew in a deep breath. The pungent scent of black tea filled my nostrils.

When the liquid was dark brown, we doctored our tea: sugar for Mom, milk and sugar for me.

“What are you going to read?” she asked, as we eagerly headed, teacups in hand, to the living room like two kids skipping school.

“Misty of Chincoteague.”

“Of course,” she laughed, “I should have known. Another book about horses.”

“What are you reading?” I asked. “Another romance?”

“Yes,” she said, carefully hugging me with one arm. “We’re a predictable pair, aren’t we?”

Mom sat in her favorite, Early American rocker with the brown and gold flower print and ruffled skirt. With her cup of tea on the round end table, she picked up the latest Harlequin novel she was reading, perched her elbows on the armrests, and crossed her ankles on the small, matching footstool.

After depositing my teacup on the coffee table, I dashed upstairs to my bedroom and grabbed my book off the nightstand.

I kicked off my shoes and stretched out on the dark-rust sofa. Ebony wandered into the living room and jumped onto my chest. She curled into a knot, closed her eyes, and began purring.

The house was quiet except for the grandfather clock ticking in the dining room and the soft rumbles coming from Ebony. Mom and I disappeared into our books.

When we heard a truck coming down the gravel road, we snapped our books shut and jumped to our feet.

Mom rushed to the window and peered through the curtains.

“Dad?” I asked.

She nodded and hurried to the kitchen while I put Ebony outside. I came back in and started setting the table as Mom pulled out pans for boiled potatoes and peas and threw thick slices of ham in a skillet.

I don’t know if Dad ever suspected us of whiling away afternoons reading. All I know is that those were some of the most special times I spent with my mom.

She taught me important basics of life: how to keep house, cook, be responsible, and care for others. But she never once said to me, “Take time to enjoy those things you love.” Instead, she put aside the dusting, forgot the laundry and ignored the vacuum sweeper a few hours a week to indulge in tea, books, and a purring cat.

Today, I have shelves stacked with books and a houseful of cats. The hot drink at my side when I read is freshly brewed coffee with sugar, no milk. I give my mom full credit for the growing and keeping of these passions. She knew the things we have to do in life change through the years, but the things we love only grow more precious to us.

— Teresa Hoy —
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It’s not selfish to love yourself, take care of yourself, and to make your happiness a priority. It’s necessary.

~Mandy Hale



“I just finished The Girl on the Train,” Melissa said during our warm-up.

“Oh, I’ve read that!” Carla said. “What did you think?”

“I liked it,” Melissa said. “It’s intense, but I liked the psychology in it.”

Kristen chimed in, “I haven’t read that one yet.”

“Oh, I’ve seen the movie preview,” I said. “Not sure it’s my genre.”

It was a little after 5:00 in the morning, and we were warming up for our CrossFit workout. The 5:15 class has a small but dedicated group of regulars, and these women have become good friends over the years. We discuss books, work, spouses, and kids, along with how sore we are, how much we hate the assault bike, and how yesterday’s workout went. We’ve become a tight-knit group and banter on a group text when outside the gym (including Caley, who’s been out with a shoulder injury for several months).

I set my alarm for 4:40 a.m. every weekday so I can go. As a stay-at-home mom to five-and-a-half-year-old twins, a four-year-old and a two-year-old, my me time happens before dawn, before they’re awake, before I’m fully awake. And it’s wonderful.

On my twenty-minute drive, I listen to music without interruption, questions or requests. I contemplate the day ahead. Once there, I get to interact with adults! We joke around and laugh a lot. I have fun! That kind of time is precious and invigorating. Almost as much as the workout.

When COVID-19 hit our state, our gym shut down for nearly five months, but we continued to work out on Zoom together. It did wonders for my mental and physical health.

I started these early morning workouts before having kids and intended to keep it up after having them, so I had to make it a priority. During the newborn/early-morning-feeding phases, that sometimes meant waking up at 4:00 a.m. and then staying up to go to the gym. Sometimes, I’d dash out after having heard a child wake up. But I left without guilt, knowing said child would crawl into bed with my husband and fall back to sleep. Occasionally, I would have to remind myself that I am a mother, not a martyr.

I knew I had to continue taking care of myself. And I wanted to. I’d seen the toll that not taking care of yourself takes on a person. Growing up, I saw my mother put everyone else in our house — me, my two brothers, my dad, her elderly mother, our dogs — ahead of herself. She did not complain, but it clearly took a toll on her. My mom, still young, would have trouble sleeping. She often got migraines that, ironically, necessitated she take a break and lie down. But I didn’t want to have to reach a breaking point before taking a break. I had to change my mindset and realize self-care is not selfish.

That regular quiet and thoughtful time to myself is key to my wellbeing and ability to take care of my family. I will sacrifice a few hours of sleep for this alone time because I am more alert, perky, and happy having done so.

— Kristiana Pastir —
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Self-compassion is simply giving the same kindness to ourselves that we would give to others.

~Christopher Germer



I sat in the parking lot of Rhode Island Hospital. Alone in the privacy of my car, I sobbed. It was 8:30 a.m., and I was already exhausted. I had gotten up at 5:00 a.m. and rushed out the door to drive a half-hour to get my father ready to go to dialysis, which was another forty minutes away. This was a typical morning for me. But this morning, in my haste, I had misjudged the threshold in the hospital lobby and had dumped my father out of his wheelchair in front of the elevator. I felt both helpless and hopeless.

As I sat crying, my cell phone rang. The number on the display indicated it was a newer friend whom I didn’t know very well. Despite my hesitation, I decided to answer the phone. I tried to compose myself, but she could tell. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Perhaps because my new friend was a retired nurse, she knew people and could sense the strain in my voice. In response to her question, I began to sob again. “I just dumped my father like a sack of potatoes out in front of the elevators in the lobby of the hospital,” I said.

“Well, at least you were in the right place for that,” she said.

My tears changed to laughter.

“You know, Deb, you’re lucky nothing worse happened,” she said. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, you’re running your family business, taking care of a family, taking care of a mother who has dementia, shuttling her and your father, who is in renal failure, back and forth from medical appointments, and managing their affairs and your own. Don’t you think that’s a lot?”

She was right. I was tired and felt like I was running on empty.

“And what are you doing for you?”

“There’s no way I have time for me,” I said.

“Deb, there’s no way you don’t have time for you. Think of yourself as being in a plane, and it’s going down. You have a lot of people depending on you, but the one person who must come first to get you through all this is you. Put on your oxygen mask first, Deb, before you help others,” she said.

“I guess I don’t know how to do that,” I said.

“What kind of help are you getting?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Do you get homecare or have someone coming in to help make meals?”

“No, my parents would never go for that,” I said.

“Since you have all the responsibility, you should be the decision-maker. Make it clear that if you go down, so will they, and they may then end up in the nursing home. So what kind of things are you doing for you?” she asked.

“I don’t have time for that,” I repeated.

“If you don’t start building in a half-hour to an hour each day to either exercise or go have a coffee with friends or something fun, you’re going to get sick. You must build that in,” she said.

Slowly, I let her words sink in. Within the next few weeks, I put a plan into action that would allow me to take breaks. Even though it has been years since I’ve been in touch with this woman, I still remember her words as if they were just spoken. Even though my circumstances have changed, whenever I find myself or a friend running out of gas, I stop and say, “Put on your oxygen mask first.”

— Deborah Henderson Roberts —
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We all have within us a deep wisdom, but sometimes we don’t know we have it.

~Shakti Gawain



“No matter how hard I try, I just can’t seem to keep up,” Julie confessed, and then she began to cry. “I’m exhausted, physically and mentally. Charlie was up most of the night last night. There are piles of laundry all over my house. I haven’t showered in days. And I can’t remember the last time I looked into my kids’ eyes — really looked.” Her voice trailed off as tears streamed down her face.

I passed Julie the box of tissues. I had explained earlier that night, before the retreat’s Faith Sharing segment, that several groups had dubbed the box of tissues the “Talking Stick.” Inevitably, when it came time to share, the tears came, too. Julie had refused the box, saying she wasn’t one to cry. But she accepted the tissues now with gratitude.

This was the fifteenth retreat I had run for mothers of young children. I could count on just one hand the number of moms who hadn’t cried when it was their time to share. Goodness knows, I wasn’t one of them. I don’t cry often, but I’ve cried more in motherhood than in my entire life combined.

Five years before, I had done just that for an entire week. My kids were then eight, six and two. They were typically good kids, and I did an okay job as a mom, but neither applied that week. Their mistakes aligned with my moodiness. It was like the perfect storm. I felt like a complete failure as a mother and as a person. I wanted to run away from my life forever!

That Saturday, all those years ago, my husband saw the desperate state I was in. “Go,” he said. “Just go out, anywhere, for as long as you need. I’ll hold down the fort here.” He didn’t need to say it twice. I grabbed my journal, Bible and car keys, and ran out the door.

I ended up at a retreat center twenty-five minutes from my home. It wasn’t that I had decided to go there; it was more like I was led. I only went inside the building to ask permission to be on the grounds. Then I spent the rest of my time there wandering around in all of God’s beauty.

I walked the outdoor labyrinth, weaving in and out of the pattern, just like my thoughts. I meandered down the hiking trails, barely noticing the lush trees and plants everywhere. My final destination was the outdoor chapel at the water’s edge. As I sat facing the cross, with Lake Cochichewick as the backdrop, I cried, journaled and prayed. Then I cried, journaled, and prayed some more.

I felt like a pressure cooker whose release valve had finally been opened. For three solid hours, I sat on that bench and let all those feelings of frustration, desperation, confusion, and disappointment pour out of me.

When I walked back to my car, I was shocked to find I felt as light and free as a bird. I couldn’t wait to go back to my life as a mom, despite having literally run from it just hours before.

Driving home, it occurred to me that every mother out there needs what I had just experienced. But motherhood can be so busy; most moms don’t have the time or the energy to plan that getaway. That’s when I realized I wanted to be the one to create that for them. So began my MOSAIC of Faith ministry.

Over time, MOSAIC of Faith has branched out in many different directions. But the evening retreats for mothers are definitely the most empowering branch. The secret to their success is the Faith Sharing.

After I provide the content for the evening, as well as a guided meditation to de-stress the moms, I send them all off to their own rooms to reflect. When they return, we Faith Share: Each mom shares her thoughts and feelings uninterrupted. When do we moms and women ever get to talk uninterrupted?

Women always interrupt each other. We do so usually with the best of intentions: to affirm, to give advice, to share our similar stories as a way to prove we’ve been there and understand. But when we interrupt, we derail the talker in her journey toward discovery.

I truly believe we already possess most of the answers we need deep within ourselves. But life’s busyness and noise drown out those whispers. If and when we are fortunate enough to find some peace and quiet, we’re so beaten down that we lack the self-confidence to believe the answers we hear.

That’s why it’s so important to speak those answers out loud. Talking, uninterrupted, lets us flush out the strong emotions. In doing so, we become more objective; we see things more clearly. Suddenly, everything makes sense. Not only do we see the solutions to our problems, but we see why we had the problems in the first place. Best of all, we recognize and appreciate both the problems and the solutions as necessary aspects of our own journey.

Things were no different for Julie. As she continued to share, uninterrupted, her tears grew fewer, and her vision grew sharper. With no help from us, except for our sincere acceptance and deep listening, Julie stumbled upon idea after idea for how she could approach her daily life differently. With every thought she gave voice to, her voice grew stronger and more self-assured. Soon, the tears in her eyes were replaced with glimmers of hope and confidence.

Later, as we were gathering our things to leave, Julie came over and gave me a hug. As she pulled away, she said, “You know, I really had no idea all those awful emotions were inside of me. I knew I was struggling, but I didn’t know I was struggling that much. Thank you for creating the space for me to figure it all out, face it, and get rid of it. I’m leaving here tonight believing I can really do this mom thing now, and actually be good at it. Thank you for helping me to see that.”

“You’re welcome, Julie,” I said, with all sincerity. “Thanks for digging so deep and trusting me with everything. It was an absolute honor to witness you finding the answers you already possessed deep within.”

— Claire McGarry —
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Not merely an absence of noise, Real Silence begins when a reasonable being withdraws from the noise in order to find peace and order in his inner sanctuary.

~Peter Minard



This year I’ll turn forty. I’m just waiting for my husband to ask me what I want for my birthday. I’ve got my answer all prepared. It’s probably not what he expects though. In the years before kids, he’d have gotten off easy with jewelry or clothes, dinner out and a gift certificate to a day spa. But after ten years and three kids, my idea of the perfect birthday gift has evolved. What I want this year, what I really want, is four hours alone and uninterrupted in my own bathroom. Just peace and quiet and porcelain. I suppose that makes me a cheap date but, after ten years of doing whatever I’ve got to do in the bathroom with an audience, four hours of bathroom solitude sounds better than anything he could buy me.

My birthday fantasy looks like this — me loitering in the tub with my eyes closed. Around me are no action figures, no stick-on alphabet letters, no naked Barbies. (Talk about depressing. The last thing I need, when I’m bent over shaving my legs, is a naked Barbie smirking up at me.) I want no little urchins there to offer commentary on my breasts or belly or buttocks or anything else. I don’t want to hear that I’m getting fat but “Don’t worry, Mommy, you look good that way.”

I want to shave my legs without delivering a safety lecture about my razor. I don’t want to share my shaving cream with anyone no matter how much fun it is. I want to fog up the mirror without having to peek around the curtain and answer, “What letter is this, Mommy?” I want the curtain to stay shut — not be fanned open every few seconds leaving me to explain once again the mechanics of a shower curtain keeping the water OFF the floor.

I want the water as hot as I can stand it and not to hear that anyone is taking up all the room. I want all the room. I don’t once want to hear, “Oops! Guess I forgot to tinkle before I got in the tub.” I want to stretch out my legs without it being seen as an invitation for a pony ride. I want to step from the tub without hearing, “Boy, the water goes way down when you get out, Mommy!” and to towel off without having to teach an anatomy lesson entitled, “Why Mommy looks different than Daddy.”

And while I’m at it, I want to do what I need to on the toilet without spectators. Not to have to remember who tore off the toilet paper for me the last time so I’m sure everyone gets their turn. I want to pick up a magazine, read an article from start to finish, and actually comprehend what I’m reading. I want to close the door and not have little notes slid underneath with my name on them or tiny fingers wiggling up at me.

Then I want to paint my nails — only mine — no one else’s. Not to have the “But, sweetie, nail polish is for girls and mommies.” I want to give myself a pedicure, a facial, and touch up my roots without once stopping to yell, “I’m in the bathroom. No, I can’t come to you. You come to me.”

I don’t really care where my husband takes the kids. I just want four unbroken hours to luxuriate in my own bathroom alone! Maybe I’ll remind him while he’s sitting in the McDonald’s play yard staring at his watch that he’s turning fifty this year and I’m toying with the idea of declaring the remote control off limits to anyone but Daddy for one long, glorious afternoon. Consider the possibilities.

— Mimi Greenwood Knight —
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It is so liberating to really know what I want, what truly makes me happy, what I will not tolerate. I have learned that it is no one else’s job to take care of me but me.

~Beyoncé Knowles



Napping is new to me. I’m usually the mover, the shaker, the restless soul who can’t stay still. Now I retreat to my room for midday naps and press pause on the COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter posts that infiltrate my news-feed. If I’m going to make it through a global health crisis and achieve social justice for all, I need my rest. Rest is a form of resistance and I am a well-rested revolutionary ready to take on the world.

I used to stuff my thumbs into the crowded pockets of my jeans to keep them from twiddling. I’d think of errands to run, like picking up odds and ends from the dollar store, or take on new hobbies like letter writing and yoga — anything to help me escape the boredom of a blank agenda.

Then, the pandemic hit, followed by store closures and shelter-in-place orders that forced me to spend more time with myself. I thought of creative things to do — virtual karaoke parties with family and friends, scavenger hunts in the garden, photography assignments — but they were quickly replaced by meaningless meetings and Zoom calls as I navigated the waters of working from home.

When my self-assigned lunch break finally arrives, I look for the two-year-old first. “You want to go to the park?” I ask eagerly, competing with Elmo and Big Bird for his attention.

“Not today, Mommy!” he responds with such clarity. But I refuse to be deterred and move on to the seven-year-old. “How about a walk in the park?” I ask enthusiastically.

“I’m busy,” she responds curtly as she retreats to designing clothes out of old T-shirts for her dolls. Finally, I approach my husband, my last chance for lunchtime companionship. He is finishing up a work proposal as I softly massage his shoulders.

“Huh?” he responds, barely looking up from the dim glow of his laptop.

“Wanna go on a romantic walk around the neighborhood?” I whisper in my most seductive afternoon voice.

“And who’s going to watch the kids?” he retorts, deflating my blissful balloon of daily adventures.

“I’m taking a nap!” I announce and stomp straight into the bedroom. I snuggle under the covers fully clothed and frustrated. The curve of my growing belly pushes against my pillow. The kids knock on the door not even five minutes into my nap, making false claims of starvation and bloody boo-boos. Luckily, I remember to lock the door to protect myself from their terrorist attacks. “Tell Daddy!” I bellow groggily.

My eyes close and I float between dreams of day cruises to the Bahamas and starring as the lead actress in a daytime soap opera. It’s like binge watching my favorite TV shows, but far less strain on the eyes.

My alarm pressures me to wake up at the twenty-minute mark. At first, I resist and then I give in, remembering the series of scheduled meetings and deadlines before the end of my work-at-home day. The only escape I have besides grocery store runs and the occasional take-out order are my trips to the doctor. My OB/GYN reports that I am now in the second trimester and stresses the importance of eating balanced meals and getting daily exercise. “It’s recommended that you get at least thirty minutes of exercise a day. Is this something you have been doing?” she asks as if reading from a script.

“Yes,” I lie with a smile. It’s hard for me to lie without smiling, but luckily, she can’t see it from behind my mask.

“Great to hear. What is your preferred form of exercise?”

“Na… natal… prenatal yoga.”

I correct my course quickly. Sometimes it’s hard to commit to a lie. I mean it isn’t a complete lie since I did do yoga throughout my last two pregnancies. This one was just proving to be different. A surprise baby during a pandemic doesn’t always allow for business as usual. I greet the alien figure on my sonogram photo and pack it neatly into my purse, making my way back into the world. I would usually treat myself to ice cream or a Target run, but this time I just want to go home. Not to take a walk or join an imaginary yoga class, but to engage in my new favorite form of exercise. My nap lasts two solid hours and I cherish every moment.

— Aja Moore-Ramos —
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Surround yourself with those who only lift you higher.

~Oprah Winfrey



“I’m sorry, it’s just going to be too tight for me. Let’s plan for next week :)” I sighed as I put down my phone after reading Joseph’s text. We’d made plans a week ago to hang out, but now he was putting me off at the last minute. Again. And we hadn’t seen each other for over a month.

The relationship began about eight months prior with shared interests in bettering ourselves and encouraging each other in our careers. It was an instant connection. We started hanging out once every couple of weeks, then about once a week. I loved spending time with someone who shared the same ideas as me and was so easy to talk to.

But then something happened. Quite frankly I don’t know what it was, but our relationship changed. He stopped answering texts right away. Sometimes, I’d wait three or four days to hear back from him. Other times, he’d completely ignore me. At first, I was worried about him.

“Haven’t heard from you in a while. Are you okay?” I’d text.

A few days later, he’d reply, “Yep! Just busy.”

Gosh, too busy to send back a three-second message? Now that’s busy.

After a few of these exchanges, I started to feel like something was wrong with me. Was I boring? Stinky breath? Did I inadvertently say something that offended him? Or was he just not that into me? Ouch, the thought of that stung.

So when he texted out of the blue, saying we really needed to catch up and he was excited to see me, I was happy but guarded. How would our interaction be? Would we just pick up where we left off? That seemed… awkward. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that things had always been one-sided, with me putting in more effort. That didn’t sit well.

So the ball was in my court. Well, actually, the ball had always been in my court, but I had bought the lie that I had no power in my relationships. That deception is difficult to reverse. The truth is that I do have rights. The relationship doesn’t exist for me to please Joseph and make sure he’s always satisfied with our interactions. I matter, too.

With this last text message, I had a choice. I could turn the proverbial cheek and dismiss my feelings of being undervalued. Or I could say something that, although true, might end the relationship for good. It was a tough call. I really liked Joseph.

I deliberated. I assessed and then reassessed. I tried out possible messages. “Okay, no problem! See you next week!” “Whenever you have time, let me know!” Nothing felt right. They all felt like violations of me, as if I’d be demeaning myself if I sent them.

I thought hard about the message I really wanted to convey. What was my heart yearning to tell Joseph? Here’s what I finally decided on: “No worries. And no thanks for next week. I’m choosing people who choose me.” Send.

I vacillated between mental high-fives to myself and head slaps. Then, before I could lose my nerve, I did something even more drastic. I decided, I mean decided, that I was worth more than how he had treated me. Therefore, I wasn’t going to waste another moment of my time, mental energy, or emotions second-guessing my decision. I didn’t even wait to read Joseph’s reply. I deleted his number and blocked him on all social media.

Harsh, I know. But I had to make a clean break.

Now I’m choosing people who choose me. And Joseph, quite frankly, had been choosing Joseph all along.

— Elizabeth Yeter —
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You don’t need to live to fulfill others’ expectations. Live for yourself, love yourself and do not let them tell you that it is selfish.

~Mridula Singh



There’s nothing sensible about a white leather couch, which is exactly why I purchased one. This luxury item was worlds away from my humble beginnings.

In graduate school, I’d bought ugly lime-colored chairs from Goodwill. When I got my doctorate, I upgraded to blue velour couches from Goodwill for my West Hollywood apartment.

Eventually, I found myself in New York City. To my surprise, I moved in with a boyfriend after several months of dating. We started out with his hand-me-down couch that had traveled with him throughout his moves across the country. We added a cheap red fabric futon for the numerous guests who visited us in our prime midtown Manhattan location. The home was furnished according to his taste and that of his godfather. I didn’t have any say.

One of the first things I did after buying a home for our West Coast relocation was purchase a couch. I sought my now fiancé’s approval. We opted for a dark brown leather L-shaped couch. It looked like every other trendy but conservative couch we saw in our friends’ apartments. It made sense. This couch showed the world we had “made it” and could now join everyone else in the game of life, the “adult version.” I charged the couch on a credit card, along with numerous other purchases. My partner was between jobs after a stint in rehab and was caring for his mother, who was dying from cancer. I couldn’t save her and didn’t know how to be there for him, but I could get this couch.

The couch moved with us to Hawaii the following year. Then we upgraded to Honolulu high-rise living. We had the life that tourists could only have a week at a time, but we were miserable. His mother died, and all of my clients were active-duty Marines with PTSD. He was depressed, and I was burnt out.

We sold the leather couch and that helped pay for our move back to the mainland. This led to more moves, lower-paid jobs, and couches that were once again cheap. Along the way, my fiancé became my husband. We may not have carried a couch with us, but we carried the baggage of his grief over both of his parents’ deaths and the numerous other challenges he faced with jobs, and physical and emotional issues.

Eventually, I found myself in England. I was able to slowly pay off the credit-card debts from all our moves and our faux lavish lifestyle.

The time came to upgrade our couch. We outdid ourselves by getting a more extravagant brown leather Chesterfield couch, with an accompanying accent chair. It was so fancy that it took ten weeks to be made and delivered. Once again, we had reclaimed what we had lost — an ideal brown leather couch fit for accomplished, stable adults. This time, I paid for the couch and chair in cash.

And this couch was fine — until it wasn’t. One year after attaining this furniture, my husband landed a dream job back in America. He would finally be an executive chef for an elite restaurant and get all the acclaim he deserved. As he was prepping for his move back, I had the realization that the marriage was no longer working for me. The signs were there on the couch all along. When we sat on it, our only cuddling was with our two dogs.

One Sunday afternoon, I walked into a furniture store alone. Fabric couches wouldn’t work, what with the dogs’ constant shedding. I tried out another Chesterfield brown leather armchair, but it wasn’t comfortable. There was an ugly sienna armchair that was quite cheap and comfy, but I realized it didn’t suit me.

I felt like Goldilocks searching for the perfect chair.

Then I saw it — an L-shaped white leather couch. It was quite beautiful and modern, but I realized I shouldn’t even look in that direction. The only places where this kind of couch was seen were nightclubs in Miami or Los Angeles. It wasn’t practical; it wouldn’t work for writing. I continued to search the store, trying to find anything else as compelling. But the bright white couch was so alluring.

I circled the store like a hawk, looking for something other than that white couch. As I passed the brown leather section, I thought back to all those beautiful, but masculine, brown couches in our past. If my husband had been there with me, he would have talked me out of the white couch. He would have said, “It doesn’t make sense. It’s going to stain. It doesn’t go with anything. It’s not us.” I would have agreed quietly and ordered another brown leather couch.

But this time, he wasn’t there. In fact, nobody was there to talk me into something more sensible. I had gotten a slight raise earlier in the week and was moving once again. I thought to myself, I deserve that white leather couch, even if it doesn’t make sense.

I bought it.

The next day, I showed a colleague a photo of my spontaneous purchase. At first glance, he said, “It’s so you!” I was shocked by his response. This is me? How could he see this in me, when all I ever saw were brown leather couches and Goodwill hand-me-downs? Perhaps more surprises will be revealed. In my new life as the owner of a very impractical white leather L-shaped couch.

— Dr. Tricia Wolanin —
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