



[image: ]








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.


Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP







Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.









Happiest


YOU


EVER


365 WAY TO
INVITE
MORE


Love, Sex, Fun, Friendship, Fellowship, Community, and Career Satisfaction Into Your Life—EACH AND EVERY DAY!


Meera Lester, Carolyn Dean, MD, ND, and Susan B. Townsend





[image: ]







For my father and mother, Robert and Barbara Armstrong, 
who taught me to find joy in the little things.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I’d like to thank Paula Munier for her continued support and encouragement and for giving me this great project. I am very grateful to Jennifer Lawler for her thoughtful expertise and, as always, I would like to thank Matt Glazier for being helpful, patient, and a very good listener.


Finally, I would like to thank everyone at Adams Media who worked so hard to make this book possible.




INTRODUCTION


You probably picked up this book because you’d like to be happier in your life, but aren’t sure exactly how to accomplish that. Unlike making cookies or learning to dance, you can’t just follow a set of instructions and then expect to live happily ever after. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “Happiness is not a goal; it is a by-product.” What she meant is that you find happiness by doing things and being with people who make you happy, not by chasing after an ephemeral emotional state.


In the mid-’90s, there were 100 studies on sadness for every one study on happiness. The rapidly growing positive psychology movement has been quickly closing that gap, and studies by experts like University of Pennsylvania psychologist Martin E. P. Seligman, author of the book Authentic Happiness, are beginning to give us a clearer picture of why some people are happier than others. The leaders in the field have determined that the happiest people spend time in fulfilling relationships, they seek personal growth and intimacy, and they are engaged in absorbing activities—both recreational and career-related. They also possess characteristics associated with a rewarding spiritual life such as altruism, gratitude, and acceptance.


Since the 1930s, researchers in the Grant Study at Harvard have been following 268 men, trying to determine if there is a formula of some kind for a good life. Depression turned out to be a major drain on physical health. More broadly, pessimists seemed to suffer physically in comparison with optimists, perhaps because they’re less likely to connect with others or care for themselves. Healthy behaviors cited in the study include selflessness, creativity, and successful relationships, while some of the negative behaviors include withdrawal, aggression, and isolation.


In short, the study demonstrated that happiness seems to be strongly connected to playing, working, and loving.


By focusing on strengthening seven key elements in your life, you will become a happier person. Happiest You Ever is structured in such a way that every week you’ll spend time working on each of the seven elements. It contains a whole year of tips, tricks, and tried-and-true tactics covering every aspect of your life. Every week, you’ll see how developing and implementing life skills in different areas of your life can bring you the happiness you’ve been craving.




	On Mondays, you’ll examine your career.


	On Tuesdays, you’ll concentrate on making a strong connection to your community.


	On Wednesdays, you’ll focus on the friendships in your life.


	On Thursdays, you’ll create greater satisfaction in your love life.


	On Fridays, you’ll spend time with your family.


	On Saturday, you’ll devote time to rest and relaxation, including outside hobbies and interests.


	On Sundays, you’ll explore spirituality and fellowship.





This approach helps you create happiness in all areas of your life; no part is neglected. That doesn’t mean you’ll never be sad or deal with roadblocks again. It does mean that you will find ways to work through the challenges, with an increase of happiness as an added bonus. Take a year-long journey of happiness, and if you happen to bring some joy to others along the way, so much the better!




WEEK ONE


MONDAY | CAREER


“When I grow up I want to be a little boy.”


—Joseph Heller


Put Your Inner Child to Work


As you’ve grown older, you may have forgotten what it was like to be a child. In your struggle and determination to be mature and self-reliant, you may have locked yourself into a rigid way of thinking. This mindset precludes the “anything is possible” outlook found in children that allows them to explore the world around them with such wonder and joy. When you were a child, you probably had plenty of ideas about the kind of work you wanted to do and would enjoy doing and would be good at. Instead of dismissing those ideas as impractical or silly, consider that the younger you may have had some insight that the older you could use!




ASKING YOUR INNER CHILD FOR HELP


If you’re currently unhappy or unfulfilled in your work situation, perhaps it’s time to return to a child-like state of mind in which the sky is the limit. No one is saying you have to quit your job tomorrow, but allow yourself to explore the dreams you held as a child and ask yourself some important questions.






	What is it I really wanted to do with my life?


	What are the steps I would need to take?


	What is holding me back?











TUESDAY | COMMUNITY


“Sure I’m for helping the elderly. I’m going to be old myself some day.”


—Lillian Carter


Help Your Elderly Neighbor


The city has been suffering through a record snowfall, and one night, it occurs to you that you haven’t seen your elderly neighbor for a couple of days. Chances are she’s just fine, but there’s also a possibility that she might need assistance. Even if you’ve only exchanged pleasantries, you shouldn’t let that prevent you from dropping by.


Don’t wait for the dramatic scenario above to connect with an older neighbor. Maybe you can perform a few simple errands or help around the house. Then again, she may just want someone to talk to. You won’t know until you take the first step. That first step could very well take you on a journey full of rich rewards. You’ll get a “helper’s high” from all those endorphins. You’ll decrease the sense of isolation—so prevalent in today’s society—for both you and your neighbor. And you’ll also be helping to build a stronger community.




LEND A HAND


Here are a few ways you can help out your neighbors—elderly, physically challenged, or otherwise:






	Be mindful of parking spots, particularly when you’re entertaining and there are an influx of cars in the neighborhood.


	On trash day, volunteer to take your neighbors’ garbage cans into their garage.


	Shovel, snow-blow, or salt your neighbor’s driveway during and after a storm.


	Bring over a meal that can be defrosted and reheated if you know a neighbor’s family member is ill. If you feel they’re receptive and in need of company, offer to enjoy the meal with them.











WEDNESDAY | FRIENDSHIP


“A true friend is someone who thinks that you are a good egg even though he knows that you are slightly cracked.”


—Bernard Meltzer


Make Happy Friends


According to a study by James Fowler of the University of California—San Diego and Nicholas Christakis of Harvard University, each happy friend you have increases your happiness by an average of 9 percent, while each unhappy friend can decrease it by 7 percent. That’s probably no surprise—we’ve all experienced having a good mood punctured by a negative friend. Cultivating friendships with people who are generally happy will have a measurable impact on your own happiness.




STAND BY YOUR FRIENDS






	Of course, this doesn’t mean you should abandon your friends when they’re unhappy. If you know your best friend is signing her divorce papers on Friday afternoon, why not make plans to take her to dinner and a movie that evening? Those are the moments when she’s going to need you the most. It’s a situation like that that can test a friendship to its fullest.


	The relationships that make it through are the ones we know are meant to last the rest of our lives. Hardships and trials can provide a wonderful opportunity for growth between two people. Standing by the people close to you and helping them work through their problems can increase their happiness and your own. It’s a win-win situation for everyone.











THURSDAY | LOVE AND SEX


“Somewhere there’s someone who dreams of your smile
And finds in your presence that life is worthwhile
So when you are lonely, remember it’s true:
Somebody, somewhere is thinking of you.”


—Unknown


Define Your “A” List


If you want to find the right partner—and since being in a committed relationship is a factor in achieving happiness—it helps to have a sense of what you’re looking for. Imagine your ideal partner. What qualities are most important to you? Consider things like kindness, confidence, empathy, good manners, fidelity, charisma, and, yes, even appearance. If you already have someone in your life, this list can be a great way of reminding yourself what attracted you to your partner in the first place. It’s important to remember what makes that person so special to you.




PUT IT IN WRITING






	Once you’ve imagined all the qualities you want in an ideal partner, whittle down your list to only the most crucial qualities, without which that person wouldn’t make a good fit for you. Write these qualities down. This is your “A” list. As you decide which characteristics are mandatory, make a “B” list with the qualities you’d like your ideal partner to have but that aren’t absolutely necessary to your happiness.


	Next, for each of those “A” list qualities, write down precisely what you mean. If a sense of humor is important to you, what kind of humor—sarcasm or slapstick; clean jokes or racy ones? Where does your idea of confidence end and arrogance begin? Is it possible for someone to have so much charisma that he won’t give you an equal share of his time? In other words, define your terms. Though the partner you eventually choose may not have every quality on your “A” list, having a clear idea of what you’re looking for can help you make a good selection.











FRIDAY | FAMILY


“The whole family can begin with the end in mind, a common purpose, a common vision.”


—Stephen Covey


Create a Mission Statement


To bring your family together with a common goal and give everyone a feeling of purpose and belonging, all you’ll need is a pen and some paper. If you have a dry-erase board and some markers, that’s even better. Gather everyone in the family together and explain that you’re going to create a mission statement—a written declaration that expresses the intentions, purpose, and priorities of the family.


Ask each person to suggest words to describe your family. What kind of behavior is acceptable and unacceptable in your home? What are your family’s goals? What are your priorities? For example, “The Turner family treats each other with respect.” Agree on the mission statement, then print it out, have everyone sign it, and post it prominently. Revise as your family grows.




DARE TO DREAM: WRITE A FAMILY VISION STATEMENT


If your family enjoyed creating a mission statement, they’ll probably benefit from making a vision statement. Your mission statement answered the question, “Why does our family exist?” Your vision statement will look into the future and answer the questions, “Where will our family be in five years? What will we have accomplished?” Follow the same format that you did for creating your mission statement, and use the following formula to write your vision statement: “Five years from now, our family will ___________________ by ___________________.”





SATURDAY | REST AND RELAXATION


“I have a farm and I love it there. There’s really nothing to do, but even watching the chickens, it’s fun.”


—Salma Hayek


Visit a Farm


You don’t have to spend a month in the wilderness to get back to nature. Even a day trip to a local farm can put you back in touch with the good bounty of Mother Nature. Many farms are now offering tours of their facilities and a chance to buy the fruits of their labors. From fresh blackberries in the summer to crisp apples in the fall, you can spend some delicious time outside indulging in fresh produce—and still have lots to take home with you.




	Have you ever wondered where the cream in your coffee comes from? Or stared at the eggs in the grocery store and wished you could try one straight from the farm? Or just hankered from some down-home homemade ice cream? Try visiting a dairy farm.


	Many of the foods you enjoy daily can be traced to their source within an hour’s drive, providing you with better nutrition, new insight, immense enjoyment, and wonderful stories to share with your friends. With a little imagination, you can find the perfect break from your mind-numbing routine and return to work as fresh as the lettuce you brought home.







KEEP CHICKENS


Many Americans—from the Kardashians to city dwellers—are keeping chickens. In fact, the commercial hatcheries that supply baby chicks report a 7 percent increase in business since the recession. Whether you raise chickens for the fresh eggs for your own breakfast, or for sale to your neighbors, or both, keeping chickens is an increasingly popular way to put food on the American table.





SUNDAY | FELLOWSHIP


“A habit of devout fellowship with God is the spring of all our life, and the strength of it.”


—Henry Edward Manning


Connect to Your Creator


If you wake up Sunday morning, eager to attend your regular religious services, but you can’t go because of work commitments or another problem, such as a car that won’t start, you can still cultivate a sense of fellowship in your life. Even though you’re not going to spend Sunday with your fellow believers, you’re not going to be on your own.


You’ll have abundant opportunities throughout the day to renew your spiritual side by renewing your connection to your Creator. Focus on appreciation and humility throughout the day, and you will begin to realize that it’s the same feeling you often experience at the religious services you missed that morning. You can never replace the fellowship you enjoy on Sunday mornings with your friends and loved ones, but you can always take some time to strengthen your connection to your Creator.




GREET THE MORNING


Before you reach for your phone to check your e-mail and messages, take a few minutes to breathe and enjoy the morning.






	Take some time to relax, breathe deeply, and let the beautiful morning envelop you.


	Can you hear any birds singing? Is your loved one lying peacefully next to you? Feel gratitude for those things.


	As the day goes on, remember to pause and repeat the process of breathing and expressing gratitude for the world in which you live.













WEEK TWO


MONDAY | CAREER


“I claim Dickens as a mentor. He’s my teacher. He’s one of my driving forces.”


—Anne Rice


Choose a Mentor


Whether you work for yourself or for a large corporation, choosing a mentor is something you should consider. A mentor can be a valuable source of wisdom and experience and provide you with opportunities to network with other individuals in your field. Pick someone you respect and ask her to mentor you. Check with your HR department and see if the company has formal mentoring available, and if you are self-employed, look for a successful, experienced person in your field. Most people will be pleased and flattered to pass along advice or act as a sounding board with ideas you have. But if someone declines your request, have a backup list ready so you can ask someone else.




MEET YOUR MENTOR






	Make arrangements to meet with your new mentor for the first time. Remember to establish ground rules that will create a valuable and enjoyable relationship for both of you. Make sure that both of you agree to and understand the limits in terms of time, contact, and extent of personal involvement.


	Create a schedule for regular meetings, which will require setting an hour or so aside each week.


	If it makes either of you more comfortable, you might want to put these details in writing.


	If your business relationship leads to a discovery of common interests, you might want to take your affiliation “outside the office.” For example, you might both enjoy football or French cooking. And remember that all successful relationships work both ways. Your mentor may be more experienced and successful than you are, but he or she still needs support, encouragement, and someone to listen just like everyone else.











TUESDAY | COMMUNITY


“The best path through life is the highway.”


—Henri Frédéric Amiel


Adopt a Highway


Connecting with your community can increase your happiness. One way to care about your community is to help clean it up! Have you ever noticed a stretch of road that struck you as particularly beautiful? It probably looks that way because a group of dedicated volunteers has chosen to adopt it and made a commitment to keep it clean. You probably know a piece of road that deserves equal attention. This is your opportunity to do your part and get others involved as well.


The benefits are not just limited to a cleaner highway for everyone to enjoy. If so desired, your group of volunteers can create their own identity with a name and logo, which can be placed on a highway sign for the world to see.




GETTING STARTED


First, you’ll need a group of like-minded people. Consider asking members of a hobby group you belong to, your church, or your neighborhood association.






	Then contact the “Adopt a Highway” coordinator at your state’s department of transportation.


	Most of the equipment will be provided for you, and you’ll even be instructed in safety procedures.


	You’ll be asked to adopt a stretch of highway for a predetermined length of time and agree to pick up trash three to four times a year.











WEDNESDAY | FRIENDSHIP


“It is the friends you can call up at 4 A.M. that matter.”


—Marlene Dietrich


Phone a Friend


With all the social networking tools available today, personal phone calls appear to have become a thing of the past. Perhaps we believe we just don’t have the time for polite conversation. No matter how busy we are, we should always make time for the things in life that are important to us.


Make a list of the most important people in your life. This list could include persons from your past with whom you’ve lost touch, but it could also include people you see every day, but never have the time for more than a “hello.” Set aside ten minutes each day and call one person on the list until you’ve phoned everyone.




MAKE A PHONE CALL COMMITMENT






	Why not make a commitment to call one or two friends or family members each and every day? There doesn’t need to be any purpose for the call. People we care about are always pleased to hear from us, even if there isn’t anything pressing to talk about. It’s always nice to hear a friendly voice on the phone. It lets us know the people we care about are thinking of us, too!


	The calls may seem awkward at first. After all, you’re probably out of the habit of “just talking” without a goal in mind. You may want to keep the calls short to begin with. Perhaps start by saying, “I was just thinking of you and I thought I’d call to see how you are.” Before long, you’ll be looking forward to those calls as a needed distraction from your busy day.











THURSDAY | LOVE AND SEX


“I love thee to the depth and breadth and height my soul can reach.”


—Elizabeth Barrett Browning


Leave a Note under Your Lover’s Pillow


Write your significant other a love note and tuck it under his or her pillow. Even if you’re not around when your partner finds your love letter, rest assured you’ll have made your partner’s day.


If your partner is traveling out of town, sneak an “I love you” or “I miss you” note into his or her suitcase. When your lover discovers your little gift while unpacking, it will make him or her feel loved and excited to get back home to see you!




DO YOUR RESEARCH


Make your love note special by going beyond “I love you.”






	Make a list of your partner’s qualities that you love the most.


	Include a snapshot of the two of you doing something fun or meaningful.


	Research love poetry (like the Browning quote above) and share it with your partner.











FRIDAY | FAMILY


“In the childhood memories of every good cook, there’s a large kitchen, a warm stove, a simmering pot and a mom.”


—Barbara Costikyan


Cooking with the Kids


If you have children, your kitchen is probably the busiest room in the house, especially if you’re trying to prepare a meal. There’s nothing kids like better than to gather around the counter or the table, asking for a taste, wanting to help, and peppering you with questions. Why not encourage and nurture their interest and cook something with them?


Make sure your project is age-appropriate; the child’s safety should be your first priority. For very small children, making a simple salad might be a good choice. For older children, pick one of their favorites—perhaps spaghetti. As you and your kids grow more confident in your skills, you can move on to more complicated and varied recipes. But remember, this project isn’t about the menu. It’s about instilling confidence in your child and spending time together.




SPREAD THE LOVE






	Your children will probably enjoy sharing the fruits of their labors by sharing the results with friends, family, even teachers at school. You can encourage their love of cooking by letting them hear compliments from others.


	Perhaps you can even find an old family recipe to share with friends and your community. Write up the recipe on cards and include it with a gift of food.


	And if you don’t have children of your own, don’t hesitate to “borrow” a child and began to build skills that will last him or her a lifetime.











SATURDAY | REST AND RELAXATION


“I think cinema, movies, and magic have always been closely associated. The very earliest people who made film were magicians.”


—Francis Ford Coppola


Watch a Movie


Most of us love to go to the movies. If you’re one who does, it’s probably something you plan for in advance. You may go online, check show times, read the reviews, and phone your friends to find company for your outing. There’s something to be said for just going by impulse—heading to a movie theater and deciding then and there to check out a particular movie you’ve been wanting to see.




GO SOLO






	It’s nice to have a companion, but that doesn’t have to be a deal-breaker. There can be something refreshing about taking in a movie alone on the spur of the moment. You don’t have to make a regular routine of it, but you might be surprised by how relaxing it can be to sit back and take pleasure in a movie on your own. You just might want to do it again someday. There are certain activities we associate with a group of friends or family, but some of them can work beautifully as a means of solo relaxation.


	You probably have a mental list of numerous activities you’d like to try or like to do again if given the chance. Perhaps you haven’t found the time, but maybe you haven’t pursued these pastimes because you didn’t have a companion. There’s no reason you can’t do many, if not all, of the items on your list by yourself. Make a written activity wish list and promise yourself to do at least one thing a week, even if it’s on your own.











SUNDAY | FELLOWSHIP


“Just as a candle cannot burn without fire, men cannot live without a spiritual life.”


—Buddha


Take a Sacred Labyrinth Walk


The purpose of a labyrinth walk is to provide an opportunity for you to clear your mind by focusing on a single task. You start at one point in the labyrinth and walk until you reach the center.


This practice has been in use for thousands of years and is meant to give people a way to reach their own spiritual center. Walking the labyrinth can mean any number of things to any number of individuals. It’s not specifically associated with any particular denomination of faith.




START YOUR SPIRITUAL WALK


The walk exists as a way for you to do away with the distractions that run through your everyday life. You simply have to open your mind to the possibility of what walking a labyrinth can do for you, but you must want to find your spiritual center. A labyrinth walk can be a perfect place to start on such a journey.






	It’s okay if you’ve never heard of a sacred labyrinth walk or what it might entail. One website, www.sacredwalk.com, offers a basic description and links to literature, and it’s probably your best place to start.


	When it comes to finding a labyrinth walk in your area, Google is the way to go. It should be able to point you in the direction of one nearest to you.













WEEK THREE


MONDAY | CAREER


“Obstacles are those frightful things you see when you take your eyes off your goal.”


—Henry Ford


Keep Your Eyes on the Prize


What is your ultimate career goal? Once you figure out your goal and why you want to achieve it, then it will be much easier to determine your role or purpose in the business world. Do you want to earn a lot of money, be the CEO of a company, own your own business, or travel around the world during your career? Once you’ve discovered the answer, you need to follow up with some even more important questions. Why do you want to make a lot of money? Is it to support your family, is it so that you no longer have to work? Why do you want to travel, or better yet, why wouldn’t you want to travel in your career?




PICTURE SUCCESS


Once you’ve decided on your ultimate career goal, put it on paper—as pictures, not words.






	Find a visual symbol of your ultimate goal. If your goal is to travel extensively while working, you could either find a picture from a magazine such as National Geographic Travel or a scenic postcard from a place you’ve always wanted to see. If your dream is to be the president of a large corporation, choose a company that you admire and respect, and find a picture of their logo or their headquarters.


	Display your picture or symbol in a location where you can see it often. Make it easy for yourself to keep your eyes on the prize!











TUESDAY | COMMUNITY


“One of the greatest things drama can do, at its best, is to redefine the words we use every day such as love, home, family, loyalty and envy. Tragedy need not be a downer.”


—Ben Kingsley


Take In a High School Play


It may have been a while since you were in high school, but a lot of things haven’t changed very much. Cafeteria food still leaves a lot to be desired, half the lockers are still jammed, and finding a date for the homecoming dance can still be a demoralizing task. One thing that definitely hasn’t changed is the fact that high schools often raise money through the production of plays and similar forms of entertainment. They promote their endeavors through the local paper, community bulletin boards, and especially on the large reader board standing in front of the school.


Show your support by attending a high school play. It doesn’t have to be Broadway for the show to be a pleasurable one. The kids don’t have to be professionally trained Shakespearean actors to give a heartfelt performance. The important thing is that this is their Broadway, and by encouraging their passion, you might be nurturing a future star.




FIND OUT HOW YOU CAN HELP


Phone your local high school and ask about coming events, including talent shows, musical productions, and plays. Ask if you can help with any of the details of putting on the shows.






	If you have production experience, offer to help coordinate the show. If you’re a musician, offer to play the piano for the choir.


	Promote the event(s) throughout the community in any way you can. Sell tickets, post fliers, e-mail your friends and family.


	Offer to do the jobs no one really wants to do but that have to be done—collect tickets at the door, show attendees to their seats, clean up afterward.











WEDNESDAY | FRIENDSHIP


“The greatest gift we can give one another is rapt attention to one another’s existence.”


—Sue Atchley Ebaugh


Give Random Gifts


Why should you wait until a birthday or a holiday to get your friend a gift? Sometimes it’s nice to be reminded that someone was thinking of you without some kind of reason behind it. A gift for no particular reason can remind your friend that you’re just glad to know them. That sentiment can be as powerful as a thoughtful gift on their birthday or during the holidays.




GIFT-GIVING POINTERS






	The gift doesn’t have to be expensive, and it certainly doesn’t have to be complicated or elaborate. You might be walking through a store, your mind running in a hundred different directions, when you happen to notice some small item a special friend might like.


	When you present the gift, make sure your friend understands its intent. You don’t want her to think she’s suddenly indebted to you in some way. Just tell her it was something that made you think of her, and that you wanted her to have it. Her surprise at being remembered in such a way will be repayment enough, and when she opens her gift, the reward is even greater.











THURSDAY | LOVE AND SEX


“Make love when you can. It’s good for you.”


—Kurt Vonnegut Jr.


Sex: It Does a Body Good


If you’re doing it right, sex feels amazing. Orgasms release the cuddle hormone oxytocin and feel-good endorphins, which help make you feel happier and emotionally closer to your partner. They also temporarily decrease feelings of pain by more than 50 percent. Oh, and they render the “I have a headache” excuse null and void, because orgasms can actually make your headache or migraine go away.


Having sex can also be a good aerobic workout, depending on how creative you are with your positions and how much you get into it. Even if you aren’t having vigorous sex, making love three times or more a week can decrease your chance of a heart attack or stroke by up to 50 percent, improve your ability to sleep, and lessen your chance (if you’re a guy) of getting prostate cancer. Plus, you’ll live longer! A longevity study by Duke University and another by a British organization revealed a strong correlation between patients who lived a long life and patients who enjoyed sex and had it frequently.




JUST SAY YES


Sex can make you feel wonderful, too! The next time your partner makes advances and you’re about to say no because you’re cranky, sore, or on your way to the gym, change that no into a yes and see what happens. Making love can lift your mood, ease your aches and pains, and give you the workout you wanted right in your own home!





FRIDAY | FAMILY


“Vacation: a period of travel and relaxation when you take twice the clothes and half the money you need.”


—Author Unknown


Start a Vacation Jar


You’d like the family’s next getaway to be terrific, but you’re worried about money. You know the family has to cut back on some expenses, but you’re not sure how to go about it. This could be the perfect chance for the entire family to come up with a plan to finance the trip and then stick to it.


Talk to your family about ways each person can contribute to a vacation fund. For Mom and Dad, it might be giving up that daily cappuccino on the way to work. For the teenagers, it could be missing the Saturday night trip to the movies every second week. Put the money in a jar so you can see it accumulate. Not only will your family have the opportunity to work together for a common goal, they may just well have the best vacation ever!




MAKE YOUR OWN FAMILY VACATION JAR






	You can purchase large, decorative jars online, or perhaps you know someone with a large family who has an empty mayonnaise or peanut butter jar you can use.


	Collect some pictures from magazines or travel brochures of places your family wants to visit and decorate your jar.


	Print off some words to describe your vacation—fun, exciting, adventure—and add these to your jar.











SATURDAY | REST AND RELAXATION


“Technology … is a queer thing. It brings you great gifts with one hand, and it stabs you in the back with the other.”


—C. P. Snow


Shut Off Your Smart Phone


It might be difficult to shut off your smart phone, iPad, computer, and television, but it’s not impossible. You can find some time in your day to turn everything off. If you think you can only manage an hour to start, that’s fine.


Sooner rather than later you’re going to be aware of all that silence. It’s not as bad as you might have thought, is it? Look out the window if you’re still not sure. The world is most likely still standing in one piece. Avoid turning any of your electronic devices on for at least an hour. If you feel like going for more, then feel free to do so. All you need to do is sit back and stare out the window, stare at the ceiling or even sit on the porch and stare out at the backyard. You can spend some time with a book if you want, but it might be better if you just leave everything behind for a little while. When was the last time you relaxed by literally doing nothing more than being alone with your thoughts? That silence can be intimidating at first, but it can quickly become invaluable.




UNPLUG WITH YOUR MATE






	Most couples need a respite when their lives feel overwhelmingly full and chaotic. Unplug from as much sensory input as possible. Turn off all the electronics—that includes computers, digital assistants, cell phones, radios, and televisions. You can both let go and empty yourselves of the sensory overload your bodies and minds have accumulated and begin to soak up peace.


	After a day of unplugging, light candles, which have been used for centuries to beckon peace and to call forth a sense of the sacred. Sit in comfortable chairs and meditate together for a while or just sit and share a glass of wine or sparkling apple cider. Be still and enjoy each other’s presence in that moment.











SUNDAY | FELLOWSHIP


“At every crisis in one’s life, it is absolute salvation to have some sympathetic friend to whom you can think aloud without restraint or misgiving.”


—Woodrow Wilson


Prepare for a Crisis


A crisis is like a sucker punch to the stomach. It comes out of nowhere, knocks you off your feet, and leaves you breathless and baffled. But you don’t have to sit back and wait to be overwhelmed by the next crisis that comes your way. Most companies and organizations have a crisis-management plan in place, and you, too, can develop a few techniques to help you feel prepared. Knowing what will get you through the next minute and the minute after that can be as helpful as having an escape plan for the unlikely event that your house catches on fire.




MAKE A CRISIS PLAN


Think about what you would need to be grounded and focused if a crisis were to show up in your life five minutes from now. What could instantly calm you and help you deal with a rise in possibly negative emotions? Would a whiff of sandalwood help? Would fingering your prayer beads work best, or finding a place of absolute silence where you could think and pray?






	Consider various possible scenarios, such as a medical emergency, a house fire, a flood. What would you need in those situations? For example, would it make sense to start building an emergency fund now to help deal with a crisis? If you keep all of your important documents at home, would it make sense to keep a backup copy somewhere else? Write these steps down.


	Implement the steps of your plan that you need to do right now, such as arranging to discuss a will with your lawyer.













WEEK FOUR


MONDAY | CAREER


“We spend January 1 walking through our lives, room by room, drawing up a list of work to be done, cracks to be patched. Maybe this year, to balance the list, we ought to walk through the rooms of our lives … not looking for flaws, but for potential.”


—Ellen Goodman


Make a List (and Check It Twice!)


Perhaps you’re someone who already loves to make lists, but if you think lists are useless, then it’s time to learn to make one work for you. Use lists to inspire you, to help you remember, and to prevent you from putting things off. If you’re feeling overwhelmed, use a list to help you focus your mind and relieve some of that stress.




WHERE TO BEGIN


You can get through anything with an organized, prioritized list—step by step!






	Start by making a list of all the tasks you need to complete. Don’t worry about placing them in any particular order.


	Go through your list and note your most important tasks. Order everything on it according to priority.


	If you are faced with a large task, make a list of the steps needed to accomplish the work, and then prioritize these steps as you did with your original list.











TUESDAY | COMMUNITY


“God Almighty first planted a garden. And indeed, it is the purest of human pleasures.”


—Francis Bacon


Build a Community Garden


If you long for the taste of homegrown vegetables, you might want to start a community garden. Long before you are steaming fresh green beans or enjoying corn on the cob, you will have enjoyed the opportunity to work with your neighbors in the fresh air and sunshine, create something beautiful, and build lasting relationships through achieving a common goal.


This can be a daunting task for just one person, so you’re going to need an enthusiastic and like-minded group. You can work with friends, neighbors, or a local organization. Prospective gardeners can be found by placing an ad in a local paper, putting a notice up in an online forum or mailing list (don’t forget Facebook!) or even visiting a nearby gardening center.




PLAN BEFORE YOU START






	There are many ways to get started, but you’ll need a plan before you dig the first hole. You’ll need to address such obvious questions as where to find the land.


	You’ll also need to consider more minor issues like insurance and troubleshooting.


	Then phone a few friends or neighbors to gauge and generate interest in your project.











WEDNESDAY | FRIENDSHIP


“We secure our friends not by accepting favors but by doing them.”


—Thucydides


Help Your Friends Take a Break


Of course, you’re happy for your friends when they finally get a chance to go on vacation. Most of us tend to work too hard most of the time, and it’s rare that we take time for ourselves. Some people can’t even manage to get away once a year, so the opportunity should be taken when it comes. You can help your friends by taking a worry or two off their minds. If you know friends who don’t have a planned vacation, but still need a well-deserved break, give them a call and offer to take care of things for them if they decide to take that break. Your offer may motivate them to get away for the weekend they need so much.




OFFER HOUSE SITTING OR OTHER NECESSARY SERVICES


Give specific suggestions as to how you can help your friends instead of a generic, “Give me a call if I can do anything for you.” Who knows? They might pick up a souvenir for you from wherever they happen to go.






	Offer to look after your friends’ homes while they’re away.


	Perhaps they have a dog or cat that needs to be fed and walked every day. If you offer to take care of that, you might save your friend the trouble of having to find and pay for a kennel.


	They don’t need to have a pet for you to lend a hand. Your help could be in the form of watering their plants, getting their mail, or doing any other small tasks that will allow them to breathe a little easier while they’re away.











THURSDAY | LOVE AND SEX


“Electric-flesh arrows … traversing the body. A rainbow of color strikes the eyelids. A foam of music falls over the ears. It is the gong of the orgasm.”


—Anaïs Nin


Boost Your Self-Esteem with Orgasms


Even before the scientists step in, it’s easy to believe that having orgasms can make you feel good about yourself. Orgasms are intensely pleasurable, and you can’t help but be impressed that your body is able to produce such sensations. If you’re giving yourself an orgasm, your confidence should feel that much higher.


Beyond that, science shows that having orgasms can actually improve your self-esteem because of the chemicals they release. During orgasm, blood flows into the prefrontal cortex of the right side of the brain. This part of your brain is responsible for decision making and personality expression, and when stimulated by the orgasm, it makes the body feel a profound sense of gratification.




EXPERIENCE THE OTHER BENEFITS OF ORGASM


Gratitude isn’t the only benefit of orgasm! You’ll feel better after an orgasm for a multitude of reasons.






	Orgasms also can reduce the effects of depression, because they release endorphins, hormones that improve mood.


	To top all of that off, the German sex researcher Werner Habermehl believes that the more sex you have, the more intelligent you become, because adrenaline and cortisol are released during lovemaking.


	So the next time you’ve got the body image blues or your self-esteem is in a slump, don’t reach for the jelly doughnuts or sit there feeling sad. Try having an orgasm—either on your own or with someone you love—and lift your spirits the natural way!











FRIDAY | FAMILY


“The other thing is quality of life; if you have a place where you can go and have a picnic with your family, it doesn’t matter if it’s a recession or not, you can include that in your quality of life.”


—Jim Fowler


Pack the Picnic Basket


When’s the last time your family went on a picnic? If you can’t remember, or if the answer is never, then you’re missing out on a wonderful experience that can bring everyone together. Summer is the usual time for picnics, but you can certainly plan one during spring or fall if you keep an eye on the weather report and make sure everyone dresses appropriately.




PLAN THE PERFECT PICNIC


Involve everyone in the family from the start. The first step is to choose a date for your picnic. Then you need to decide where to go. The local park will do just fine, but a simple online search might give you some suggestions for possible locations.






	Get everyone’s input on the menu. You can stick with traditional favorites or indulge your adventurous side and try something new. Find some different picnic recipes on recipe websites. Most of the big food companies have some great recipe ideas on their websites.


	You’ll need a basket for the nonperishable items and a cooler for your drinks and for perishable foods, such as those made with mayonnaise.


	Finally, you should confirm the guest list. Encourage everyone in the family to come. Older children might be reluctant, so try to be firm without being demanding. You might even want to include an older relative or someone else in your extended family.











SATURDAY | REST AND RELAXATION


“To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. To not dare is to lose oneself.”


—Soren Kierkegaard


A Map and a Few Darts


No doubt you’ve seen it in the movies. Somebody wants to go on vacation and visit some part of the country they’ve never been to before. Rather than sit around trying to figure it out, they put up a map of the country, close their eyes, throw a dart towards the map and commit themselves to going wherever the dart takes them. It’s more than just a cliché. It’s taking a big chance. What if it doesn’t work out? What if it’s a place you’ve been to before? What if it doesn’t seem like your kind of place?


Sometimes to get at a chance to truly relax, we need to take some chances and open ourselves to the ability to be surprised. If you’ve ever experienced the thrill of the open-road with nothing but adventure and possibility stretched out in front of you, that old cliché of the map and dart can be what finally moves you from just thinking about it to actually doing it. If you feel like you’re trapped in a rut, then you need to think of something that’s going to get you out of that rut—and fast. It might have to be something that truly lights a fire under you. So get out that map and a few darts, and fire away!




TRY A TRAVEL BLOG


If you’re longing for adventure, but you’re not quite ready for the map and dart routine, check out www.travelpod.com to share in thousands of travel experiences from hundreds of countries. Enjoy photos and videos and enjoyable, informative stories while making your own decision on where to travel.





SUNDAY | FELLOWSHIP


“A man has to live with himself, and he should see to it that he always has good company.”


—Charles Hughes


Live with Integrity


Integrity is about living a life that is beyond reproach—regardless of whether the legal system is involved. Integrity, according to author Robert Grudin, also involves continuity. It is not something that you profess one day and abandon the next. Integrity is about doing what is right through thick and thin, day in and day out, year after year.


An integrity plan is your personal mission statement. It is the statement by which you plan to live, act, treat others, and interact in the world. Having an integrity plan for your life is a declaration that guides you when things get dark and confusing.




CREATE AN INTEGRITY PLAN


You can begin to develop your plan by making a list of the things that you value in your life. Your list may include things such as:






	Truth


	Honesty


	Fairness


	Spirituality


	Friends








After you have completed your list, you can begin to create a statement that incorporates your ideas for moral living, the things you value, and what you plan to do to protect your value system. It will have a forceful action verb to give the statement power, it will have objectives that guide you, and you will symbolically sign your name to this statement. An integrity statement might read something like this:


“I believe in truth and fairness. In my actions, I will not do any deed that will jeopardize my integrity or the integrity of my friends. I will never compromise truth and fairness for personal or professional gain.”







WEEK FIVE


MONDAY | CAREER


“If a cluttered desk is the sign of a cluttered mind, what is the significance of a clean desk?”


—Laurence J. Peter


Keep It Clean


Do you arrive at work each morning, survey your work area with a sinking heart and vow to clean your desk space—tomorrow? If the top of your desk is beginning to look like a war zone, then it’s time to deal with the problem.


Make a trip to an office supply store, where there is a vast assortment of desk organizers available. You might want to get a “take action” tray, a place where you can place items that need your immediate attention. Some people use an accordion folder marked with days of the week to organize work that can be dealt with at a later time. Be creative and find out what works for you.




PUT EVERYTHING IN ITS PLACE






	To get started, you’ll need three containers. The first one is for the vital things you want to keep. Container two is for the things you want to throw away, and the third container is for things you can either store, take home, or give away.


	Next, remove everything from your desk except the computer, phone, and other “permanent” fixtures.


	Then evaluate and sort each item. With each piece, ask yourself, “Why am I keeping this?” You are not allowed to put anything back on your desk.


	Once you have sorted the items from your desk, deal with each pile: throw away the things you don’t need to keep, store/take home/give away the items in the store/take home/give away pile, return the items you need to keep on your desk to your desk.


	If you don’t want your desk to quickly return to its previous state of chaos, remember to take action on every single article that arrives at your desk. Keep it, throw it out, or move it away from your work space.











TUESDAY | COMMUNITY


“Dogs are not our whole life, but they make our lives whole.”


—Roger Caras


Visit the Dog Park


You’re not the only one who’s getting tired of the same old walk around the block. Chances are your dog is, too. Dog owners all over the country have decided to change things up a bit, and they’ve created parks specifically designed for people and their dogs to meet and interact. These parks offer a variety of dog-friendly amenities including off-leash areas, fencing, water, and parking, often in a lush, green setting. Dogs are given the chance to socialize in a safe environment while owners enjoy the company of other dog lovers.


A quick search online will provide a wealth of information and even local listings. There are even online groups who organize visits to these parks. What if you can’t find a dog park in your area? Websites such as www.dogpark.com provide the information you need to get started on creating one. Don’t be surprised if someone else has already gotten the ball rolling, but there’s no reason why you can’t pitch in, too. A good dog park can be endlessly beneficial to a community. Your dog will thank you, too.




BE A VOLUNTEER DOG WALKER


If you don’t own a dog, you can still enjoy spending time with a four-legged friend. Contact your local animal shelter and offer your services as a dog walker. You can help give homeless dogs the exercise, affection, and socialization they need to remain healthy, happy, and adoptable.





WEDNESDAY | FRIENDSHIP


“That’s the object of going to a gym, having fun.”


—Joe Gold


Support Your Friends’ Exercise Goals


When your friends tell you that they’re going to start an exercise program, you congratulate their resolve and tell them they’re doing the right thing. You mean every word of that, but your support doesn’t have to start and finish with mere words. Chances are you’ve been meaning to get more exercise yourself, so why not take advantage of an opportunity to do so and cheer on your friend at the same time? People who work out together are more likely to stick to the program. Not only will your body benefit from the exercise, but so will your friendship!




MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR TEAM EFFORT


If you have a friend who has been talking about getting in shape and shedding a few pounds, give her a call and see if she’d like to team up with you at a local fitness center. You don’t have to wait for your friends to come to you. Consider these additional benefits:






	Some gyms have special rates when more than one person signs up at the same time. Together, you can set goals and help one another reach those goals. Picking up a new exercise regime can be a difficult undertaking, especially for anyone who’s never done it before. The more help we can get with maintaining discipline and a schedule, the more likely the whole venture is going to succeed.


	Your friend will also enjoy the opportunity to reciprocate the favor of supporting your desire to trim a few pounds and get in better shape. When you have a familiar face and some good conversation to keep you busy, it doesn’t really seem like work anymore. It can quickly become one of the most enjoyable parts of your day.











THURSDAY | LOVE AND SEX


“The eyes are the mirror of the soul.”


—Yiddish proverb


Look into Your Lover’s Eyes


They say the eyes are the windows into the soul. That is very romantic, but for some people it can be very frightening. Looking and holding another person’s gaze can make you feel very vulnerable, especially in a new relationship or in one that has caused a lot of hurt. But it can also be a way to connect or reconnect with your partner.


True intimacy can be tricky to discover and even more difficult to maintain, but it’s worth it. So take a good, long look into your partner’s eyes. You’ll be strengthening your relationship and giving it a much better chance of going the distance!




SCHEDULE A LOVING LOOK


Don’t let those long, loving looks become a matter of chance. Make a specific effort to look lovingly at your partner. To engage in this exercise, sit across from your partner and look into each other’s eyes for five to ten minutes (set a timer, if necessary). Try to resist the need to be silly and instead notice the look in your lover’s eyes and the emotions you feel. When the physical part of the exercise is complete, share what thoughts arose for you.





FRIDAY | FAMILY


“Good sayings are like pearls strung together.”


—Chinese proverb


Give a Little Inspiration


Everyone in your family faces different and daunting challenges each and every day. Why not send your loved ones off to work and school with something extra? Start their day with an inspiring quotation—something to replay in their minds throughout the day and energize and encourage them. An inspirational quotation can bring some positivity to their world, a place that’s often filled with pessimism and doubt.


At the end of the day, initiate a discussion about the quotation. You can ask everyone what the quotation means to them and whether or not they remembered it as they went through their day. Conversations like this will guide you in making subsequent choices for your quotation. Don’t be discouraged if your experiment is not an obvious or immediate success, and don’t forget to pick a new quotation for tomorrow.




FIND INSPIRATION ONLINE


So where do you find appropriate quotes to share with your loved ones? There are many websites where you can find quotes on every subject and for every occasion.






	Take some time to visit a few sites.


	Make some notes or print off quotes that you find particularly appealing.


	For your first quote, start simple with something short and easy to remember.


	Write it on a piece of paper and stick it on the fridge, tape it to the back door, or slip a copy into everyone’s pocket—in short, make it obvious and accessible to read throughout the day so you can all become inspired.











SATURDAY | REST AND RELAXATION


“Music is enough for a lifetime, but a lifetime is not enough for music.”


—Sergei Rachmaninoff


Read a Good Book and Listen to Good Music


Chances are those shows on your DVR can wait for another hour or even until another evening. The next time you feel like relaxing after a long day, pick up your music player and that book you’ve been meaning to finish or start. Grab your favorite chair in the house, sit back, get a playlist going that’s guaranteed to unwind your frazzled mind, and sink into whatever it is you’re reading.




LOSE YOURSELF IN A BOOK






	Many leisurely activities make us conscious of the time. Losing yourself in a good book and some of your favorite music can eliminate that awareness altogether. The combination of great music and literature that pulls you in can have that effect on you immediately. You’re too busy enjoying these things working together to think about the troubles of the day or the worries of tomorrow. You’ve submerged yourself completely in something that is out of this world.


	You may enjoy the experience so much that when you finally decide to take a break, you’ll discover that you weren’t even aware of the time as it moved past you. All that concerned you was the music in your ears and the book in your lap. Relaxing doesn’t get any easier.


	If you’re not sure what to read, do a Google search using the search terms “recommended reading” or “reading lists,” and you’ll be overwhelmed with hundreds of recommended and notable books from libraries, bookstores, and national book and educational councils. If you find something that intrigues you, go to an online bookstore such as Amazon.com for further information and customer reviews.











SUNDAY | FELLOWSHIP


“Inhale, and God approaches you. Hold the inhalation, and God remains with you. Exhale, and you approach God. Hold the exhalation, and surrender to God.”


—Tirumalai Krishnamacharya


Breathe a Sigh of Relief


You’ve dealt with crisis. When it concluded, did you breathe a deep sigh of relief? Whether the crisis you faced took hours, days, weeks, or months to resolve, it probably wasn’t something that inspired happiness. But take a lesson from that experience: If you feel stressed, tense, unhappy, take a deep breath and release the worry.


Seek out that special place inside yourself where you can feel peace and joy at the miracle of being alive and out of harm’s way. Breathe deeply. Remain quiet, sink into awareness of your inward and outward breathing cycles, and allow your mind to dive deeply into the space between the breaths. That is a very potent place of stillness and calm. There you experience yourself in a whole new way, beyond body and even the consciousness of your mind. As the breath slows, thinking slows as well. You will experience peace.




FOCUS ON GRATITUDE






	Breathe deeply and draw into your body the subtle energy of the earth, sun, and wind. Imagine each breath you inhale as positive or light energy and each breath exhaled as negative or dark energy.


	Take pleasure in the miraculous processes of life going on throughout your body and express your overwhelming gratitude to your Creator.
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