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CAN’T SEE THE WOOD FOR THE TREES?

“The Landscaping Your Life process presented in the book shows us how the 
metaphors we use to describe our lives might be initially disempowering but then 
go on to stimulate creative ways out of our mental traps.”

– Geoff Roberts, catalyst at Hidden Resources

“Landscaping Your Life is a brilliant approach, heartily recommended. 
Alison has extraordinary energy and an almost spooky sense of where people 
are and what they need. I have learned/worked/played alongside Alison for 
more than a decade and found her insights always useful.”

– Ruth Wallsgrove, management consultant

“Alison and I first had the discussion about using metaphors to solve a challenge I was facing in a Warsaw restaurant a few years ago. At the time I thought, ‘What? Give me more wine...this is uncomfortable’. Then I persisted and the answer presented itself, by using the metaphor, and I was converted.”

– Sara Walsh Evans, managing director at The Respectory

“There is nothing more invigorating than taking a step back and being 
challenged to view life with a different perspective. Whether it is seeing 
the wood for the trees, stepping out of a rut or not burying your head in 
the sand...all techniques outlined in this book have helped me face life head 
on!”

– Cara Murphy, head of commercial contract and supplier management

“Alison is one of the best coaches I have ever had the pleasure of 
working with (and I've worked with a few!). She has a highly practical 
nature and combines it with strong intuition and unconventional tools to 
guide you to find insights and answers to specific challenges. ... As with any transformational coaching, you need to be prepared to take responsibility for personal change and get out of your comfort zone to find the answers you need, but Alison makes this easy with her approach.”

– Mel Sherwood, author of The Authority Guide to 
Pitching Your Business

“I told Alison I knew I was making a bit of a mountain out of a 
molehill for an issue I had, and even though I knew this, I was still 
stuck. She asked me questions about it, so I looked at my metaphor for 
the problem in a different light. She made me see that how I saw the 
problem was affecting my ability to do something about it.”

– Caroline Johnstone, author of An Introduction to 
the Magic of Journaling

“Alison always hits the nail on the head when it comes to steering me 
in the right direction, whether personally or for a business issue. She 
is great to work with and a very positive person. I would recommend her 
whether you just need more clarity in your life or if you are looking 
for a whole new direction.”

– Brian Wood, owner of the Message Collective

“It’s too easy to get caught up in the content of a challenge we’re 
facing. That is, ‘she said this, and I said that’, and before we know it 
all we’ve done is spent hours talking ourselves into justifying why 
we’re stuck and why we can’t do anything about it. With Alison as my 
guide, the use of landscapes as metaphors for issues I’m facing has 
allowed me to observe the situation afresh without the oughts, shoulds 
and can’ts getting in the way. By noticing a new path, turning a real or 
metaphorical corner, stepping out of a rut, or cutting down some 
imaginary trees, solutions have emerged. More importantly, action plans 
developed and steps taken in a new direction.”

– Sufiya Gillespie, coaching client



INTRODUCTION
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Sometimes when we’re invited to 
consider what’s holding us back, we can find it very easy to be defensive. To 
jump straight in to justify our current actions, to explain why what we’re doing 
is right. To deny the rightness of the advice of others and hold on to our own 
beliefs, despite those beliefs contributing to our current predicament.

Obviously, this defensiveness is not a helpful behaviour when we wish to 
release the current stuck situation and get back on track, headed towards a new 
more desirable outcome.

Perhaps my ease in recognizing this defensiveness in others is due to my own 
relationship with this behaviour. I’m on first-name terms with it, and I’m 
particularly defensive when hearing feedback about what changes I may need to 
think about making. I don’t want to see evidence that I might be wrong, or that 
I have failed in the past. I want to get there first, to make changes based on 
my own say-so and definitely not on someone else’s.

It’s as if my “no one is going to tell me what to do – la-la-la” inner voice 
is turned up so loud I can hear nothing else, even at times deafening me to my 
own advice.

This defensiveness is there irrespective of whether those changes are related 
to my health, fitness, relationships, work or life more generally, and 
irrespective of my own personal level of expertise on the matter. Gavin, my 
personal trainer, can certainly testify to having to walk the tightrope I’ve 
laid down to keep me fit and healthy, despite my controlling behaviour making 
his job much harder, and I suspect this frustrates him greatly. (Sorry Gavin).

Perhaps my own resistance to being told what to do is why metaphors became 
such a go-to tool in my own personal development. Their efficacy and success for 
me personally meant that I could simply use and develop them as I worked with 
others who are stuck and wanting desperately to find a way of getting back on 
track.

Metaphors get me back on track because they bypass the resistance I’ve put up 
to being told what to do. That is, I don’t have to deal with my resistance and 
need for control every time change is needed. It’s as if the language of 
metaphor talks directly to the more creative part of my brain, without needing 
to worry the more logical part that wants to retain control at all times. The 
creative and perhaps more subconscious part of me hears the message, and takes 
appropriate action.

Instead of la-la-la we have ah-ha!

Very soon after I started to use 
metaphors in coaching others to get back on track, I realized nature provided a 
means of exploring metaphors not just in our minds but also in reality, 
resulting in even more powerful ah-ha’s.

I called the process of using nature as a metaphor for our lives Landscaping 
Your Life.

By way of explanation, let me start by applying Landscaping Your Life to my 
need for control.


“Trying to control your life is like trying to control the weather”

Please note: as I’m not a meteorologist, some of the following assumptions may be factually incorrect. In some respect, while factual data may add 
something to my analysis, it’s more important for me to notice what I notice 
about the weather and to apply that insight to my need for control.

Here’s what I might observe as a reflection on that statement.


	Weather is very changeable – (here in Scotland anyway – it’s certainly never static!).

	Changes in weather are determined by a combination of factors– air 
pressure, wind direction and speed, moisture in the air, height above sea level, time of year/day, sun, cloud, time of day.

	Weather is never the same on any day in any location – it’s in a constant 
state of flux.

	Weather is the outcome of a closed system with a constant need to get 
back to equilibrium.

	The greater differential between the current weather and equilibrium 
there is, the higher the potential for “bigger”, more violent weather.

	No control is needed – just an acceptance of how the world works and 
an allowing of the inevitable outcome so that equilibrium can be found.

	The only control we have over the weather is to wear the appropriate 
clothing so that we’re dry when it’s wet, protected when it’s sunny and 
secure when it’s windy.

	Another aspect of control with respect to the weather is measuring it 
– perhaps not as simplistically as with a weather vane, but using 
measurements that enable forecasters to provide 24, 48, 72-hour forecasts 
and beyond. This is not control as such, but the advance warning means we 
can be more prepared for what happens, rather than be surprised.




During a full Landscaping Your Life coaching session we might spend some time 
exploring other aspects of weather – how it differs according to longitude and 
latitude, warm weather, hot, dry, humid, wet, violent, calm, and so on.

From this very simple exploration of weather the biggest insight for me is 
that we can’t control the weather, only forecast and adequately prepare for it 
and then manage the outcome. Trying to control the weather is much like trying 
to make it the same time of day, or the same time of year, all the time. That’s 
not how the world works, and trying to control it drains and wastes energy that 
could be put to much better use.

As I reflect on how this relates to my life I realize it’s impossible to try 
to control all aspects of life. All I can do is put processes in place to 
provide me with data so that I can adapt more easily to the changing world 
around me. I might have come to this realization without use of the weather 
metaphor, but I find it easier to accept, assimilate and act upon it when shared via the metaphor. It’s as if my resistance to change is relaxed as I am able to laugh at my own belief in controlling the uncontrollable.

Yes, I did think I could control my life – and realizing that it was like 
trying to control the weather has enabled me to understand the futility of my 
behaviour.

One other insight from the weather was to ensure I have a range of clothes to 
choose from that keep me safe, warm and dry – no matter what weather is thrown 
at me! Which reminds me of my experience sitting on a bus in the pitch dark in 
the middle of Iceland with 40 other people.

It was below zero outside and we were all wrapped up in hats, scarves, 
gloves, well-insulated boots and many, many layers in the hope of keeping 
ourselves warm despite the weather. We were, however, still very cold. It was 11 
p.m. and thoughts of a warm bed were not far away as we scanned the sky for a 
treasure we’d all dreamt about for some time.

We were hunting the Northern Lights – the aurora borealis.

Like anything related to the weather and nature, aurora hunting isn’t quite as simple 
as you might think, even with the best forecasting data to hand. We’d been out 
hunting for five hours the night before, and seen nothing. Tonight was 
different, and I had great hopes that we’d achieve our goal.

While we moved from location to location the guide told us stories about 
Iceland, and Icelandic history. One comment caught my attention, and made me as 
excited as I would be when we did eventually see the magnificent aurora a little 
later that night.

“In Iceland there’s a saying: if you can’t see the wood for the trees– 
stand up.”

Not only a reminder that the sayings we use when we’re stuck often have 
nature metaphors contained within them, but also a reminder that these sayings 
translate across languages.

It’s as if metaphor transcends language, providing meaning at a deeper level.

Let’s explore the Icelandic saying a little more – if you couldn’t see the 
wood for the trees in Iceland and stood up, you’d be able to see over the top of 
them, because the native trees just don’t grow very tall. Although they are in fact real trees, they look 
more like bushes; the environment just makes it difficult for them to grow. 
Apparently trees in the Arctic are even smaller!

If I now apply this saying to a real-life situation I can’t see the wood for 
the trees about, such as one many people face regularly – what to do about a 
number of career choices – then observations may include:


	Stand up and back from the situation, and compare these career 
options from a neutral position.

	Remember that Icelandic trees are small as a result of the lack of 
the right conditions for growth. We may therefore wish to consider what the 
right conditions are for us to personally flourish in a career or job.

	Notice that if a tree can look like a shrub, then looks can be 
deceiving; go and check out the credentials of all the career options.

	Observe that non-native trees flourish better, and consider the 
culture of the organizations being considered.




And that’s just the insights that can be obtained from one observation about 
what to do when you can’t see the wood for the trees when out in nature.

Other insights that might appear if we go for a walk in a wood, perhaps even a large wood, include: 


	Get your map out – which might be about you reminding  yourself where you’ve wanted to go in your career – i.e., what values need to be met, what life balance 
have you wanted, what do you enjoy, what are you good at, what do you get excited about at work, and so on.

	Chop some of the trees down – ask yourself if all the options are of equal 
interest or if you can use your “must have” rather than “want to have” criteria to whittle the number of options down.

	Look for paths – are some of the choices easier to take than others? What 
else has to be in place for each of the options to work (moving home, childcare arrangements, finishing a course, looking after parents, travelling, and so on)?.

	Wait till 
winter comes, and the trees are easier to see due to the lack of leaves – does the decision have to be made today or can it wait until you have more clarity about what to do?




Thinking of your current issue from a metaphorical position means you no 
longer sit there, like a rabbit in the headlights, dazzled by the options. 
Instead, your mind is freed to look for different perspectives from nature’s 
point of view.

The above suggestions may sound like obvious solutions, but not if we are 
using “Can’t see the wood for the trees” about the situation. If we’re using 
this saying, which means we’re stuck, we are stuck, and don’t know what 
to do. If we knew what to do, we wouldn’t be using the saying.

I think that may need saying again – if you’re using the saying then at some 
level you’re stuck, and don’t know what to do, and so your options do not seem 
obvious at all!

The genius of the Landscaping Your Life process outlined in this book lies in 
the fact that it uses each saying to describe the situation and then to identify 
opportunities.

I get very excited every time I hear myself say that the solution and 
opportunities can also be found in the saying we’re using.

Yes, you read right – we’re using the language that describes the stuck 
situation to find the answer.

How fabulous is that?

It’s not even the language as much as the 
landscape contained within our description of the situation.

Which means:


	If you’re stuck in a rut, you’ll find the solution 
in the rut.

	If you’re up the creek without a paddle, the options available are 
the same as those for how to get out of the creek, and may or may not 
include finding a paddle.




In other words, you need to stop making mountains from the molehills.


	If you’re like a fish out of water, you definitely need to get 
back in the water.

	If you’ve got your head in the sand the one thing you need to
do is take it out of the sand.

	If you’re out on a limb you either need to step back on the
limb, or let go of the limb.

	If you’re treading water, you need to find a way of stopping
doing that.

	If you’ve missed the tide you need to remember there’s another
tide in less than 13 hours.




That’s what this book is all about – taking these sayings that we use to describe being 
stuck, and using the sayings themselves to get unstuck.

Let’s rewind a little.

In the coaching I do my area of expertise has 
always been helping people get unstuck. Once they’re back on track I’m not the 
coach to stay around and hold their hand as they continue on their way. My joy 
comes from getting others unstuck – which is what this book is all about. It’s 
why I’m very good at it – it’s what I’ve been helping people to do for nearly 20 
years.

The premise of the book is that the solution for any state of stuckness
is achieved by first accepting a number of beliefs:


	The language you use provides clues to how you’re perceiving
the current situation.

	You know the answer – even if currently unconsciously.

	Exploring the metaphors contained within your language
allows your subconscious to communicate to your conscious
awareness.

	Using metaphor reduces resistance and the barriers you put
up to change.




When we say we’re stuck in a 
rut, out on a limb or going round in circles, we’re providing clues about how 
we’re currently relating to the current situation, and there’s a part of us that does know the solution.

I’ll write that again.

Yes, a part of you already knows the solution.

Yes, YOU – not me.

Not your significant other. Not your colleagues.

Not your coach.

Not your friends.

Although they may all be able to support you.

Yes, YOU. You know how to 
get back on track. You just need to access and listen to the part of you that 
knows, rather than the part of you that wants to keep your head buried in the 
sand, or the part of you that quite likes being lost in the trees unable to see 
the wood, or prefers to be a fish that stays safe in its small bowl, rather than 
take the risk of jumping to the bigger one.

The question then becomes: how do we access the parts of us that know the 
answer, but are obviously hiding from us?

The language we use often gives us a clue as to where the solution might lie.

The language of metaphor even more so – after all, if a picture paints a 
thousand words then a metaphor paints a thousand pictures. In other words, a 
metaphor provides a million words that, I would contend, will undoubtedly have 
the solution contained within them.

To give you a sense of this let’s explore a familiar metaphor used for 
achieving our goals.

Mountains are a great metaphor used for achievement. Success is often 
depicted as someone standing at the top of a mountain next to a flag, or 
problems we encounter are described as uphill struggles; and when we’re making 
something of nothing we’re accused of making mountains out of molehills.

The reason for the mountain metaphor is simple – climbing a mountain requires 
many of the same activities and attributes as achieving anything in life.


	Know where you are (A).

	Know where you’re headed (B).

	Know why it’s important 
for you to get from A to B.

	Know what you need to do to get from A to B.

	Plan the 
route, and prepare accordingly.

	Take the first step.

	Check progress towards your goal, 
and amend plan accordingly (i.e., make those course corrections).




Most failures can certainly be found to lie in one of these areas – whether 
climbing mountains in reality, or trying to reach another goal.

When walking up real mountains (the really big snow-capped ones) you don’t often get to the top in one go. There are many “false” mountaintops along the 
way. You think you’re there when you’re not, because this is just the first of 
many, many mini-summits.

Isn’t that a lot like life? Where there are many mini-summits between us and 
our goals, and they are the only thing stopping us getting to our goal.
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The process outlined in this book makes these mini-summits (mountains along 
the way) into manageable molehills. The mountains to be reduced in size are 
found in the sayings we use to describe how we’re feeling.

The molehills are the antidote, and while the MOLEHILLS acronym identifies 
the actual steps to be taken in real life, we’re going to be looking for the 
solution in the metaphor of the mountains – i.e., if you feel like a fish out of 
water, continuing to use the saying/metaphor to provide insight will be helpful, 
and thinking like a fish might just provide you with insight! (You’ll find more 
on how to do that later.)

The process to be covered in this book therefore covers the following 
mountains or sayings and has the MOLEHILLS outlined as antidotes:
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What this process 
suggests is that, if you’re stuck, it’s one of the above “mountains” that will 
be what’s stopping you.

The process of identifying your mountains, and using the antidote molehills, 
can be achieved in many different ways.

Lots of books have been written about each of the 
molehills. If you’re stuck in a rut, therefore, you could go and read a book 
about motivation, or watch a TED talk to be inspired. Or, when you feel like a 
fish out of water, listen to a Daniel Goleman talk about emotional intelligence.

I want to stick with the mountains and use the 
sayings we use when we’re stuck to help make the process even easier. After all, 
if the basic construct of the book is making molehills from the mountains, this 
then means:


	Stepping out of the rut

	Being the fish back in water

	Paddling out of the creek

	Taking your head out of the sand

	Going with the flow

	Being able to see the wood

	Catching the tide




Some of you may want to read more about why I’m using sayings, why I’m using nature, why I think such metaphors work and a bit more about the theory behind the process. 
In which case do jump ahead to chapters 1–4.

Others of you will just want to try out the Landscaping Your Life process – 
if so, each chapter is self-contained, with instructions for how to use it. Go 
to Part 2 and jump straight to a saying that best describes how you’re feeling 
at the moment, giving it a score from 1 to 10 on your level of stuckness in 
relation to the situation where 0 is stuck and 10 is on track.




How to Use the Book

The steps outlined in each chapter are in an order that makes some semblance of sense. You can think of an issue you’d like insight on and read the book 
sequentially, making a note of any insights or actions along the way. It will 
walk you through the process, from understanding why change is needed to 
understanding more about the goal, and what needs to take place to make it a 
reality. If you’ve been stuck for some time, and that stuckness has perhaps spread out into a number of areas of your life, I’d also recommend reading all the chapters about 
the sayings in sequence.

One of the mountains, or sayings, however, may resonate more with how you’re 
feeling at this moment in time – in which case why not jump straight into that 
chapter and notice what you notice. After first reading Chapter 3, that is, 
which provides more guidance about the process.

Similarly, one of the molehills may resonate – in which case, again, why not 
go to the chapter on its corresponding mountain and see what you discover about 
the situation in hand.

Remember:


	The aim is to get back on track – unstuck and back into the flow.

	A part of you does know what to do.

	Currently it’s quite likely that use of the saying is keeping you stuck.




In the past, the way we’ve used these sayings will have 
certainly kept us stuck, i.e., we can’t see a solution because we’re using the 
normal meaning of the saying. We’re believing that if we’re in a rut we can’t 
get out of it, or that if we’re the fish out of water we’re doomed to just keep 
gasping for air. Not surprising then that we feel stuck! It’s as if the saying 
is keeping us stuck in a loop, with no ability to flex and change the situation. 
The Landscaping Your Life process jars us out of the loop into a different route 
to finding an answer.

This process turns everything on its head, and asks us to consider what would 
happen if the saying did actually contain the solution. If I were a fish out of 
water, what would the fish do? Or if I were a fish that was going to be out of 
water what would I, as the fish, do? How would I react?

Yes, it may feel a little odd (or downright weird), but trust yourself enough 
to know that if the saying resonates with how you’re feeling in this moment, 
then it is the right saying for you at this point and you can continue to use it 
to find the solution.

Every reader will relate to a saying differently, and 
have a unique landscape that represents it or allows them to explore what that 
means for them. This book therefore can only act as a guide, and provide some 
overarching questions that may help you explore the situation, get insight and 
potentially find resolution.

In workshops using this process we spend a lot of time just exploring the 
sayings. To allow each participant to understand the process and get it into 
their muscle memory. To give them the confidence to know that there is no right 
or wrong, that everyone’s journey through their landscape and to clarity about 
their intention will be different.

The language throughout the book, therefore, 
is deliberately permissive, to allow you to explore a landscape in a way that 
makes perfect sense to you. Even if not one other person would ever look at it 
the same way as you do. Of course, in group settings there is a power to be 
found when everyone is using the same saying. Ten people in a room all up the 
creek without a paddle enables us to see the situation from other perspectives.

I remember on one occasion being very resistant to resolving a situation, and the clarity I found from observing someone else share their journey and insights. It was as if she’d gone on that journey for me. Having time to observe someone else gave me the space and time to make an internal shift, which I’d been unable to do on my own. Suddenly the ah-ha that had been eluding me was apparent.

The best way to describe it is to say that currently you can’t see the 
solution, and you know, for example, that it’s like being up the creek without a 
paddle. There is a part of you that knows how these two are related, otherwise 
how else would you be able to agree that yes, that is how you feel? That’s why, 
when you find a solution within the metaphor, the part of you that understands 
the relationship between the two will find a solution in real life too.

It may not be immediately clear, but overnight or in the morning when you 
wake or when meditating, an insight may come and you will know that’s what you 
need to do in the current situation.

If the questions at the start of each chapter don’t help enough, then read my 
explanation, which should provide further insight or perspective on the current 
situation and, more importantly, what action you need to take to get moving.

The more you can explore these landscapes on your own, the better. As soon as 
you start listening to my questions, they might potentially change your 
relationship to the metaphor. For example, I might ask what time of day it is in 
the image you have of the landscape, and inadvertently change your perception of 
the situation, not necessarily for the best.

Remember, the saying is how your brain is representing the current situation. 
You have two options – try to solve it by considering the current situation in 
real life, or see what additional insight is gleaned from exploring the 
metaphor. Remember that to use the metaphor is to access one million words, and 
is therefore a very rich source of potential for you.

A word of warning. The process can be used time and time again, for varying 
states of stuckness, and applied to any situation in your life. If you visit a 
saying for a second time, remember that the situation you’re applying it to is 
different and therefore so may be the solution. Answer the questions, and notice 
what difference there is this time.

If you find yourself repeatedly returning to a specific saying, you may want 
to consider what conclusion you can draw from that. Does the saying always 
apply when you’re stuck, i.e., you can’t see the wood for the trees? In which 
case, what might you be able to do to minimize the likelihood of your returning 
to this spot?

The first four chapters of the book introduce the subject of being stuck, and 
the different ways of finding solutions to get back on track. They explore more 
deeply the power of the mind and how we human beings represent challenges 
internally; the power of metaphor; the lessons nature has to teach us. They also 
consider common reactions to the process – both positive and negative – so you 
know what to expect.

Each chapter in Part 2 takes a saying people use when stuck and provides 
different ways of solving the problem, using the landscape they’ve used to 
describe the situation to get back on track.

“I’m stuck in a rut” becomes a conversation about the rut, how they’re stuck, 
how to get unstuck, other places they can now travel within the landscape. We 
don’t get lost in the content of the real situation. We simply explore the 
patterns that are facilitating the stuckness, and therefore can identify what needs to 
happen to become unstuck. Perhaps that’s why I enjoy using them so much – I love 
patterns. This may feel weird and you may think you can’t do it. You are, 
however, already doing this every day:


	You have dreams at night that don’t make sense but are full of sights and 
sounds.

	Everyone is an artist and already constructs their own world to make sense 
of it. You are distorting, generalizing, and deleting information all the time. 
Distortion is a means of demonstrating your artistry – taking an event and 
making it your own with a few additions that were never there in the original 
event. Words that were never spoken, weather events that never occurred and 
people who weren’t even there.

	Artistry is what you’re doing every time you pick up a pen, brush, 
scissors, knife, camera or rolling pin – making sense of the world and depicting 
it in a way that provides meaning for you.




This process asks that you do the same – it just provides a few rules to allow you to do it.


	Pick a saying that best describes your stuckness.

	Explore the landscape that it conjures up.

	Make changes to that landscape in order to unstuck (changes to what you see, hear, do or feel).




Each chapter is different – 
it’s as if the saying itself has had an impact on the style and format of the 
chapter that deals with its resolution.

I set out with a format in mind but it 
turned out that the sayings didn’t allow me to do that. Which to me proves the 
efficacy of the process – if each aspect of stuckness was the same then the 
solution would always be the same. The differences include:


	Style of questions asked to describe the saying or change it.

	Exploration of the saying.




Trying to make each chapter conform to a specific structure felt as if I was 
trying to change the essence of the saying. That said, what’s been shared is the 
essence of the saying for me, and those who have used the process with me for 
nearly 20 years. The essence of the saying for you may be the same as 
described here, or different – so don’t be surprised if when reading the chapter 
on being a fish out of water you suddenly realize you could apply that question 
to not being able to see the wood for the trees.

You can even take insights from how I’ve explored one saying and apply it to 
other sayings. Once you get the knack of the process you’ll be able to spread 
your wings and have some fun with any sayings you’re using to describe a 
situation. I’m just providing examples to give you a sense of those million 
words we’re describing.

Before I go, one last question. What would the benefit be to you of no longer 
being stuck, of no longer being able to relate to the sayings I’m using?

Spend a little time considering what life could be like if you were no longer 
facing this problem.

What would you be able to do? How would you feel? What else would you be able 
to do with your time and other resources?

In other words, provide yourself with the motivation to continue reading. I 
know it’s worth it – I just want you to know that too.

EnJoy.
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