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Introduction

Writers believe in their words and stories like mothers believe in their children. We mold them, we love them, and we send them out into the world hoping and believing others will love them too.

While writing this introduction, I overheard a weatherperson on TV referencing an incoming low-pressure system. I thought immediately how that phrase epitomizes the concept of this book. Though I’ve written a book that falls under a genre that identifies itself with labels like self-help and growth and improvement, I didn’t want readers to feel as if this was merely another compilation of expectations, tasks, and “happiness assignments” that would add even more pressure to their never-ending to-do lists. Instead, I wanted to present a “low-pressure system” offering various deal-in-real options, ideas, and practical solutions.

Our conversation with happiness is a solo one—no one can tell us what we need to make ourselves happy. There is no cookie-cutter solution that applies to everyone. Deep down, each of us knows what he or she wants—or needs—to fix in order to live an enhanced and more rewarding life. My hope is that, in this book, you will discover reminders and aha! moments that will trigger an intuitive desire to recognize and repair what is broken and to eliminate the issues that are preventing you from freely moving forward and truly “living your dash”!

YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE SICK TO GET BETTER 

Numerous self-help books line store shelves today boasting new and improved strategies for achieving “personal transformation.” This is because so many of us are seeking a clear path that, this time, will minimize our stress, maximize our productivity, and aid us in attaining that ever-elusive “balance” between our personal and professional lives.

I’ve purchased my share of books based on “proven” life-changing programs and read many of their complex plans and elaborate strategies, fully intending to implement every step and chapter into my life immediately upon leaving the bookstore. However, after reading and earnestly adopting the first four or five recommended actions, I would inevitably become disinterested, lose my enthusiasm, and slowly wander back into my old, familiar, negative habits.

That is precisely why I wrote this book! In it are notable, quotable anecdotes and savvy suggestions that are not numbered, nor inextricably linked to one another. Each story, each poem, each life lesson stands alone. There are no chapters full of tasks to complete before you can move on to the next. Each story contains its own unique suggestion, take-away, or “dash” of inspiration. I believe the simpler the suggestion, the more easily it can be retained, remembered, and implemented into our daily lives. The purpose of this book is not to convince you to change your entire life in one fell swoop, but to integrate small, meaningful changes over time that, when combined, may create that “personal transformation.” Yet, even if transformation is neither desired nor 100 percent achieved, isn’t the end result still a better person? Aren’t one or more positive changes in your life worth the time and effort?

Advice or suggestions offered should not compel someone to make a single “decision” to change. Change involves independent choices, whereas a decision is a pronouncement, a conclusion, a verdict. I prefer to use the word choice because a person who chooses to amend a habit or redirect his or her standard method of operating will be faced with that choice again and again throughout life. Making a decision, or verdict, creates additional pressure and a possible foundation for failure from the onset. For instance, when a smoker makes a “decision” to stop smoking, he or she will have to choose to remake that decision every time the craving for nicotine strikes. Instead, a choice is an individual, earnest, conscious intent to remain on a chosen path.

“You are always only one choice away from changing your life.”

~Marcy Blochowiak

During the more than fourteen years since I first put the words of “The Dash” poem together, I’ve had the opportunity to correspond with thousands of people around the globe, who, because they found a direct connection from my soul to theirs through my words, found it easy to share their innermost feelings with me. I’ve shared in the hopes, disappointments, happiness, fears, loves, losses, and life experiences of thousands. Though strangers, they have sought my advice, guidance, and sometimes nothing more than my heartfelt support. It’s as though my words have created a virtual link between people all over the world and me. They hit a nerve with millions, and their inspiration continues to sink into hearts and minds like drops of water into a sponge.

I’ve learned more about life and living through the magic of these connections than I could have through any other educational avenue. I’ve learned about people—living, dying, giving, loving and trying to make the most of their dashes. I know of nothing else that could have better prepared me to write this book. My words have allowed me to get to know the inner selves of people better than I could have if I had been introduced to their outer selves first. Instead of reaching out to shake their hands through formal introductions, I’ve been given this opportunity to bypass external barriers and pretenses and—though we were strangers—to reach inside and touch their hearts. Therefore, the stories and lessons I offer in this book are based not only upon my life and my experiences, but also upon what I’ve learned and gained through theirs.

 I believe if an author or poet writes with the intent to profit, rather than to inspire, the result is transparent to the critical eye of the reader, which can discern words derived not from sincerity, nor from the heart, but from desperate, empty pockets. My intent was to supply enough inspirational fodder for the reader to feed upon to hopefully grow and enrich his or her dash. If one reader identifies with some, most, or all of the distinct ideas and concepts included in this book and feels compelled to share his or her discoveries with others, I will honestly label my efforts a resounding success.
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The line etched into a headstone
between the dates of birth and death
represents each step we take on earth
… and every single breath.

To many, it is but a hyphen …
marking time between the years,
but in that little dash, is a lifetime
of laughter, love and tears.

We each create the legacy
our dash will someday represent
and decide if the life we’re given
is truly lived … or merely spent.

Some deem themselves successful
if they can spend in large amounts,
but how you live your only dash
is all that really counts.

Because success should not be measured
in what you will buy, or own,
but in the pride you feel
in the person you’re with
… when you are all alone.

Time steals our days and hours
before we recognize the theft
and we live each day not knowing
how much of our dash is left.

The responsibilities of daily life;
the bills, the job, the cash,
affect the way we choose to use
this important little dash.

Life uses special moments,
much like a poet uses rhyme
to engrave upon our hearts and souls
single, precious blocks of time.

We often overlook these gifts,
though we may not mean to do it;
we walk right past a special moment
instead of walking through it.

These memories in the making,
are happening now and happening here;
if we don’t take the time to make the time,
they quickly disappear.
 
To experience each moment,
to laugh … to love … to live …
to learn just how much to take from life
… and just how much to give.

For when our time on earth is ending,
we won’t remember every day,
but we will recall those moments
we chose to live along the way.

Consider your lifetime as a novel—
you, the sole author and creator,
writing and living every chapter
for those to read and cherish, later.

Will they say you lived your dash
with worry, stress and chatter
or know you seized
every chance you had to:
Make Every Moment Matter?
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R.I.P
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I receive a large amount of e-mail asking from where many of my stories come, and if I truly “walk the talk” by following the positive themes in the stories I write. My answer is always the same. The story ideas come from my own daily life, my struggles, and my fears. A good actor often literally puts himself into the environment of a character he wishes to portray so that he is able to do so with genuineness and sincerity. If he is playing a convict, he will spend time visiting a prison. If he is to play a hunter, he may take lessons to learn how to properly hold a gun so as not to look like a novice in the film. The same strategy holds true for the ideas in my stories. If I haven’t yet experienced the fears, hopes, dreams, and sometimes the agony of a particular aspect of life—through my own experience or through the eyes of someone else—I will not pen a story about it. And yes, I strive to live the positive ideals I write about, but no one is perfect. I’m sure fitness guru Richard Simmons has consumed his share of Twinkies.

Most people think of the acronym R.I.P. as representing the phrase “Rest In Peace,” used most often when referring to lost loved ones and friends. That is exactly why I chose this well-known acronym, associated mostly with the end of life, to represent a simple theme to assist us in the living of life. I’ve transformed the acronym to represent the following:

RECOGNIZE, IMPLEMENT, PROCEED 

Simply following the course of these three verbs, I believe, will lead to practicing the plain, powerful, positive suggestions I recommend in this book. Recognizing, implementing, and proceeding are three vital ingredients in any recipe that offers suggestions to change our lives for the better.

RECOGNIZE: 

• those imperfections or perceived weaknesses in yourself that you are able to so easily notice in others;

• the distance between who you are and who you want to be;

• the unnecessary pressures, deadlines, and commitments you needlessly—and often subconsciously—place upon your own life that have a negative affect on how you “live your dash.”

IMPLEMENT: 

• the changes necessary to convert those imperfections and weaknesses into strengths;

• the positive tools that will help bridge that distance between who you are and who you want to be;

• a thought process that will minimize, and often eliminate, the amount of self-induced stress you allow to filter into your daily life.

PROCEED: 

• with honest self-reflection, conscious effort, and these newly acquired, easily-integrated tools to focus on what really matters in this temporary life and learn to take full advantage of the finite opportunities you have, but often overlook, to experience and live the moments of your dash.








Deal in Real
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We are all going to die. Uplifting way to start an inspirational book, right? However, it often seems as though this truth has become some perverse secret we attempt to keep from ourselves. Death is our most common common denominator. It is the single bond that unites every living creature. It is what ultimately makes each of us a part of everything. Yet, the mention of the word brings incredibly varied reactions from people. We all know it’s the truth, yet we are hesitant, mentally reluctant to embrace the reality. However, the truth is, the sooner we “deal in real” and face the fact, the sooner we can truly begin living our dash. I’m going to die. You’re going to die. The cat lying on my feet while I write this, the blooming rose outside my window, and the woman who handed you coffee this morning on your way to work are all going to die. We cannot learn to appreciate the immeasurable worth and value of the life with which we have been blessed until we honestly realize and completely comprehend how utterly transitory it is.

Time is our best tutor, and the “fragility of life” realization comes with the territory of aging and maturing. Often this reality strikes our consciousness like a lightning bolt from a clear blue sky. Recently, I watched a combat marine speaking candidly in a documentary about his moment of truth. He stated how he had spent many months in intense training for situations involving various death scenarios. He fully believed he was committed and prepared to face and accept what could happen. Yet the reality only penetrated his mind and soul after he had lost a comrade within a few feet of where he stood.

The realization entered my own life after I’d read the words of a letter that had been routed around the office where I worked many years ago. The wife of an employee whose demise was imminent had penned it. I was so moved by her letter that I saved a copy of it and continue to live by her words:


Regrets? I have a few. Too much worrying. I worried about finding the right husband and having children, being on time, being late, and so on. It didn’t matter. It all works out, and it would have worked out without the worries and the tears. If I would have known then what I know now … But I did, and so do you. We’re all going to die. Stop worrying and start loving and living.



Her words stuck with me. Her letter made me stop and think. This is it. This is all we get. It is an absolute, inarguable, and unfortunate fact that there will come a day when each of us will run out of tomorrows. Once we eliminate the residual effects of any hopeful ambiguity, and without the presence of morbid apprehension can openly discuss death as a reality—even if only with ourselves—true appreciation for life can begin.

The “deal in real” approach can be applied to almost every aspect of your personal or professional life. While this strategy may seem too blunt, the time and energy candor saves will far make up for any hurt feelings or misguided assumptions along the way. When we begin a project or goal by avoiding or eliminating unnecessary distractions, we can accomplish that goal without investing so much time and angst by using more honest—and because of that honesty, more efficient—methods.








It Is What It Is
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Analyze: to separate (a material or abstract entity) into constituent parts or elements; determine the elements or essential features of (opposed to synthesize).

Huh? Even the definition of the word analyze is too analytical.

I agree with the necessity of analyzing world conflicts that prevent us from attaining world peace or the reasons behind an airplane crash, but when it comes to our everyday vernacular, the word analyze doesn’t belong. More often than not, analytical views on simple matters are what make the proverbial mountains out of molehills. Sometimes, it “just is what it is.”

A few years after moving to Georgia, I visited an analyst because I had developed a terrible—what some might call an irrational—fear of tornadoes. I’d assumed it was because when I was nine months pregnant I visited an elderly friend in a mobile home park during an ominous storm. I began to panic when announcers on the radio instructed us to evacuate immediately! Have you ever witnessed the attempted evacuation of three hundred residents of a mobile home park in a fifteen-minute time span? Positive I was about to become a mother right there in the middle of Hwy 92, I frantically searched for safe haven. My eyes perused the shopping center like a lioness searching for the weakest prey in a herd of wildebeests. Aha! A pizza restaurant! I thought that surely its faux-concrete walls would sustain the (what I had convinced myself was a) category F4 storm that I believed was about to inflict its full force on the two-foot area that surrounded me. (Hence the words irrational fear …) But they wouldn’t even let me in! Here I was, a crazed, angry pregnant woman pounding on their door with clenched fists. I can’t imagine WHY they wouldn’t open it! Later, I discovered to my dismay that stores and restaurants in the area had locked their doors and secured their immediate perimeters, anticipating the oncoming line of twisters.

In the weeks that followed, I tried to forget the incident and ignore my unreasonable behavior during the storm. However, I just couldn’t shake the memory of how I’d reacted, and I was fearful I might act the same way the next time dark clouds came my way, as they surely would. I tried in earnest to explain my fears to a prominent mental healthcare professional:

Linda: “Doctor, I’m deathly afraid of the wind in these mini-cyclones.”

Doctor: “I believe your fear stems from your family breaking apart at a tender age and the significance of that crossroad in your life …”

Linda: “No, with respect, I’m pretty darn sure it’s the wind.”

Doctor: “It’s the family foundation … it was torn apart … and you long for that union to be intact once again …”

Linda: “No … uhm, it’s the wind.”

Doctor: “The damage a tornado wreaks represents the damage to your early psyche due to your broken home.”

Linda: “NO … IT’S THE WIND!”

A large percentage of what makes up our fears and phobias stems from ignorance: that which we do not know for certain, or haven’t taken it upon ourselves to learn. When I realized this, I began to deal in real more often. I started reading about tornadoes, watching documentaries, and facing and examining dark clouds when they’d appear in the sky instead of turning to run. I considered the true odds of a tornado striking my home in particular and researched how many tornadoes, compared to the hundreds that have hit my state through the years, had wreaked havoc in my town specifically. I literally felt my fears dissolving. The more I understood and learned, the less I feared. I had eliminated the element of ignorance from my fear (that of the unknown) because I’d made it known.

After living most of my life in the south, I still respect tornadoes. Except now, instead of gathering every person, animal, and inanimate object that means anything to me, including the toaster, a stapler, a box of dog biscuits, and the dustpan (hey, you never know what you’ll need in an emergency) and heading to the basement every time the wind blows, I concentrate on the facts and deal in real.

Most solutions are reached far more easily when we view the facts at face value. The more variables and justifications added to an issue, the longer the distance becomes between the problem and the answer.

Among other fears I’d discovered as the years began to accumulate was a fear of dying, and of death. One by one, my grandparents left this Earth, and my fear kept me from attending even one of their funeral services, something I regret to this day. However, lessons I had learned from my father about living … eventually taught me about dying, as well. In time, I was able to face the actuality of death, as he had—realistically. He was a mechanic by trade and viewed life with a “find what’s broken and fix it” mentality. Rather than hypothesize, he would deal in real. When he found out he had a cancerous tumor, he wanted to know the location, the size, and what other organs it inevitably would effect. He would spread medical journals and diagrams of the human body out on his living room floor and, as I watched his innate ingenuity come alive, I quickly began to understand his intent. I witnessed how he viewed the similarities between a working machine—an engine—and the human body. He wanted to fully understand, in mechanic’s terms, how the body’s “engine,” “transmission,” and “carburetor” worked in conjunction with each other. And as his organs (or engine parts, as he viewed and referred to them) began to fail, he understood why and what to expect next. He prepared himself by eliminating the fear of the unknown. I watched and learned as he literally fragmented and removed his fears of death, while unknowingly removing mine as well.








Advise Yourself
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Some people say hindsight is 20/20, but the magnification on the invisible bifocals we wear while singling out others’ foibles and faults offers unmatched clarity. Additionally, we are baffled when others do not seem to have the capability to see their own (what we believe are blatant) weaknesses as clearly as we can, neither do they share our eagerness to quickly rectify them. In addition, how is it that our bifocals are subconsciously removed when we turn to focus on our own blunders and limitations?

Most of us take great pride in the advice we carefully dispense to friends and family. We listen, we evaluate, we attempt to resolve their problems. But in fact, the definition of a true friend is not someone who solves others’ problems. More often than not, those who share their concerns with us are seeking guidance and support, not absolute solutions. They often require nothing more than resonation: when they hear their own words speaking the pros, cons, and facts of a dilemma, the answer becomes crystal clear. Succinctly put, they are more in need of an ear than a mouth.

Regardless, many times while we are offering a sympathetic ear, we are simultaneously probing our brain for an unsolicited solution. We can effortlessly pinpoint the crux of a quandary and readily offer advice and a solution—when it is not our own.

When it comes to your own problems, the solutions may be very easy to find. If instructions and recommendations for others emerge from your mouth as easily as candy from a Pez dispenser, chances are you have in your arsenal the greatest possible weapon to combat your own foes and woes: your own advice. As close as any friend or loved one might become or however well he or she may know you, it is impossible to know you as well as you know yourself. For many of us, our first instinct when troubles arise is to seek someone else’s opinion or counsel. However, we don’t stop to realize that we often already know the answer to our problems before unburdening our heart and soul. In the pretense of searching for guidance, what we are truly seeking is validation. We offer both sides of the issue to our empathetic listener in hopes that their views will match our own. In fact, to ensure this, we will often seek out those who we know will share our particular point of view.

The best option would be to clone ourselves and, therefore, create perfect, customized, problem-solving individuals. These clones would know us better than anyone, share our opinions and views, donate their focused and undivided attention, and provide impartial opinions lacking judgment or attitude. In addition, we would know for certain that they have only our best interests at heart. However, we all know that’s impossible … or is it?

It’s been said we are our own worst enemies. Following that same point of view, why can’t you, in turn, be your own best friend? Before turning to another person for assistance—unless what you’re seeking is purely a physical sympathetic embrace—check in with yourself first. Before laying all your cards out on the table, assess what you have in your hand. Prior to adding your troubles to someone else’s burdens, consider advising yourself. Compare this strategy to that of “having an inside connection” or getting the “inside scoop.” The most direct, honest, and effective information you can find comes from that which is closest to the core.

[image: ]

Stand in front of a mirror. Speak your mind … to your mind. As we learned in elementary school, sound it out. Have a conversation with yourself. Trust your instincts and rely on your own natural resources. If and when you’ve exhausted every viewpoint and option, you find yourself still longing for an outsider’s view (everyone, except you, is an outsider, no matter how close you are)—then, and only then, fill that need. However, keep in mind the deception of the old cliché, “he knows me better than I know myself.” Deal in real. No one knows you better than you.








Inside Accessories
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Every day we groom and primp ourselves in order to improve our outward appearances. We shower, we shave, we fix our hair or put on makeup. Our vain attempts are performed in order to become more appealing to the eyes, those of the beholder and those of the “court of appeals” from whom we receive silent judgment each day.

Initially, we seek approval from ourselves as we examine the image reflected from the mirror—our “outside me.” While some are content to satisfy their view of themselves, many have instead adopted a primary objective of winning the admiration of others. We spend many hours every week preparing and perfecting how our image will be seen. However, that image, no matter how coiffed, limits what we are able to display to the world. Yet, maintaining it often becomes a higher priority than working on beautifying who we really are—the me that is not seen through sight—the “inside me.”

We adorn ourselves in an attempt to improve how we are perceived in the eyes of those we encounter every day. We coordinate our clothing and accessories as though putting together an outfit is a compulsory task. We shop for accessories and dangle, pin, clasp, and clip them to our hair, jackets, wrists, necks, arms, fingers, and ears, all in an attempt to dress up our outside “me.” What would you add each day if people could see your inside me as well? What accessories would you choose if you could shop somewhere to prettify, decorate, and garnish your inside me to make it worthy of others’ approval before stepping out into the world? If a mirror existed that would reflect your attitude, outlook, and mind-set, would you like what you see? Would you be proud to display it to others, unadorned? What would your reflection need? How would you accessorize your inside me to raise the level of pride and confidence you feel in yourself? Would you add the inside accessory of kindness, of generosity, of compassion? Would your inside image lack consideration, empathy, or patience? What inside accessories would you eliminate from your reflection—greed, arrogance, conceit? Envision that image glaring back at you. If your true ideals were displayed there in the glass, how would that picture make you feel?
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INSIDE OUT 

Does your inside match your outside?
Does your outside match your in?
Do the kind deeds you envision
stay confined within your skin?



Your thoughts and your life’s actions—
are they close … or far apart?
Is the way in which you live your life
what you believe deep in your heart?

Are you the same person on the inside
people meet on the out,
or do the two clash and differ
leaving your conscience full of doubt?

Do you change to fit each circumstance
like a chameleon changes hues
or honestly communicate
your true beliefs and views?

Do you turn your back on your ideals
when it seems they’re not in vogue
and follow the path of least resistance
instead of boldly going rogue?

Have you learned from all the lessons
life has taught you as you’ve grown?
Do you respect the person you are with
when you are all alone?

Do you praise yourself for goodwill
that is only in your head?
Can you replace “do as I say, not as I do”
with “do as I do,” instead?
 
Are you a different person
than the person people see?
Are you a different person
than the one you’ d like to be?

In you, can others place their trust
and never be deceived
and see you as you really are,
not how you wish to be perceived?

Would they not see a difference,
or would they grieve in sorrow,
if your inside today
became your outside tomorrow?








WYSIWYG
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WYSIWYG (pronounced “wizzywig”) is an acronym for What You See Is What You Get. The term is used in computing to describe a system in which content displayed during the editing process appears almost verbatim to the final output.

E-mails are sent around the Internet displaying before and after pictures of beautiful celebrity women. Without makeup and accessories, their outside me appearances would classify many of them as merely “plain Janes.” In a state of WYSIWYG, without the glitz and glam, we realize more easily that they are people with scars, imperfections, and problems.

A few years ago I had a very important speaking engagement scheduled and went shopping for an appropriate ensemble. However, that day was a harried one, and I did not dress to match the ambience of the stores I would be frequenting. I didn’t take the time to put on the mask of makeup I’ve learned to hide behind. Like many of my usual Saturdays, I went WYSIWYG.

It was immediately apparent that I wasn’t as welcomed as I had been during my previous visits to these stores, when I’d arrived fully matched and coiffed. Although it didn’t matter to me much, I could see that the assumption was that someone appearing in this upscale shop wearing a baseball cap over a ponytail with an obvious hole in her jeans would not have carte blanche, a gold card, or an unlimited clothing budget. Unfortunately, customer service was nearly nil for me that day, and in return, I left without purchasing one item.

I’ve begun to experience a profound metamorphosis as the years evaporate before my eyes. I am currently feeling a strong inward desire to go back to basics and tap into my own natural resources. I find myself hiding less behind mascara masks and artificial fingernails, in direct opposition to every concept conveyed in commercials for age-defying products. I had always thought that my yearning for products that disguise wrinkles and fade laugh lines would increase, not decrease, as the years progressed. Although, like many women, I still comb my eyelashes with black globs of gook whose ingredients remain a mystery to me, I now carry out the routine far less often, and only as my career necessitates. I’ve discovered that beautifying the outside me takes time—my most precious natural resource—and I find myself less willing to relinquish this precious commodity to inconsequential habits. The crash diets have ceased. I now spend my time making my house appear acceptably clean, instead of attempting to make it look as though no one lives here. I am now spending more of my dash performing a far more gratifying ritual: dressing up the inside me.

Automobiles are equipped with tachometers, speedometers, and odometers, which measure rotations per minute, speed, and distance traveled. What if other inanimate objects in our lives had instruments to measure their usage? What if our mirrors contained vainometers to measure how many times we inspect our “outside me” each day? Would we consider ourselves vain, insecure, or a little of both if the gauge gave a high reading?

When my oldest daughter was an infant, we were involved in an auto accident caused by a woman who had not yielded the right-of-way to oncoming traffic. In addition to the damage to our vehicle, my knee sustained injuries. Due to the financial constraints of a young working mother, I sought monetary assistance from the at-fault driver’s insurance company to help with my medical expenses. The physical pain from the injury finally faded, but the lesson I’d learned from the experience remains to this day.

Seeking legal guidance, I spoke to an attorney. I shared the news that the orthopedic doctor had recommended I undergo surgery to correct repeated displacement of my patella. The response I received from the attorney astounds me to this day. He replied, “That’s good. Scars pay more.” When I asked him to explain further, he told me that surgery was considered one thing by the insurance companies, but a medical settlement would be more substantial if I was left with some sort of permanent disfigurement on my body, albeit minor. In other words, I could have pain and suffering to organs inside due to internal injuries, but if the world could plainly see that the “outside me” was affected, I would be better compensated. He eagerly encouraged me to have the surgery, but I’d detected his reasoning was derived from an entirely different type of compa$$ion. I thanked him for his “concern” and hung up the phone.

Whether his words had anything to do with my decision, I’ll never know. I opted not to have that surgery. I’m not the type that a scar would have bothered me psychologically, but the reason behind the decision to have that surgery would have, every time I wore shorts.

As a society, we put far too much emphasis on appearances. Take the heart, for instance. The heart has been used as a representative of the spiritual, moral, and emotional core of a human for years. Poetically and symbolically, it is used to denote adoration, compassion, caring, and of course, love. However, the sight of a heart (a rather unattractive organ) was unappealing, and because it had been chosen somewhere down the line to represent love and romance, it had to be altered. (There are other vital organs that could have been used to represent love instead. Though I suppose the lyrics, “I left my liver in San Francisco,” or the cliché, “He wears his lung on his sleeve,” may not have sounded as endearing.)

Because the (ugly) heart was designated as the organ of compassion and feeling, apparently it had to be transformed into a cartoonish graphic. Why wasn’t it left in its original form to be printed on anniversary cards and Valentines? Because people want to like what they see on the outside! For the same reason, beautiful furniture is often constructed using inexpensive particleboard filler. The outside may be beautiful oak wood veneer with intricate natural wood designs, while the inside is nothing more than a material that rates one step above sawdust. People are attracted to the attractive … that which pleases our eyes. We have become accustomed to believing that outside appearances are what are most important.

Technically speaking, a greeting card should resemble this:
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MY HEART BEATS FOR ONLY YOU …

However this image is far more appealing:
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We are so conditioned that those of us who are not cardiologists instinctively think of the stylized image when we refer to the heart. Furthermore, we have come to believe that we suffer a “heartache” when unfortunate things happen. In actuality, it is the brain that processes the details of sad events, and it is from the brain that we derive our sorrow. So in essence, we are experiencing the effects of “brain pain,” not heartache.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS 

How many people are in your life right now that you thought about negatively when you first met them? Did you grant them a second, third, or fourth chance before you made decisions about the type of person they were? How many of these people, did you find out later, thought negatively of you from the first impression? Though it’s true you never get a second chance to make a first impression, those who base their future relationships with you on their first impressions may prove, more often than not, to be ultimately not worthy of concern.

We must remember that things aren’t always as they seem during a first impression. There are always two sides to every story. When my two daughters were younger, we took them to an outside function at a nearby park on a summer afternoon. While sitting in the chairs facing the stage, awaiting the performance, a light rain began to fall. Anticipating the change in weather, I’d brought along two umbrellas, one for my daughters and one for my husband and me. However, my youngest daughter had not yet mastered the art of sharing and decided to hold the umbrella directly over her head, leaving her sister exposed to the elements. After repeated requests and fairly stern admonitions, she refused to share the comfort of the dry space underneath the umbrella. As a parent, sometimes you take advantage of such opportunities to teach valuable lessons. After awhile, I reached over and took the umbrella from her and handed it to her sister, which left her blonde locks suddenly uncovered. I thought a little light rain falling upon her stubborn head might do some good. A few seconds afterward, a well-meaning but meddlesome couple sat down in the chairs behind us. Having not been privy to the events occurring before their arrival, I grinned as I overheard them commenting about the sweet little girl sitting there in the drizzle. (Oh, what terrible parents would do such a thing!) Furthermore, they offered their umbrella to my daughter, who, never missing an opportunity, replied in the sweetest of tones, “Oh, thank you. Thank you very much.”

DO NOT BELIEVE IN FIRST IMPRESSIONS,
FOR THINGS AREN’T ALWAYS AS THEY SEEM. 

SOMETIMES THE VERY SMALLEST PLAYER
IS THE BEST ONE ON THE TEAM. 








“I” Infection
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Often referred to as the “Me Monster,” or linked to the phrase “Me, Myself, and I,” I have dubbed this common condition the “I Infection.” Perhaps just a simpler view of narcissism, I have defined it as a state of mind based upon a primary focus, first and foremost, on one’s own issues, problems, needs, and feelings. This, in combination with a dedicated belief that one’s life load is—in every possible instance—heavier than that of his or her neighbor’s, creates an “I Infection.” Though I don’t believe this concocted condition has been identified in any medical journals to date, I can tell you that it is treatable and curable once behavioral awareness has been established. (You might call such treatment an “ant-I-biotic.”)

The symptoms begin with a tendency to publicly focus on oneself by forcing any given topic of conversation to execute a 180-degree turn away from the speaker to what the infected consider home base—their life, their issues, their concerns, and their problems. To validate the reason for this rotation, they “add” something to the topic, thereby elevating interest in the story by making it worse, better, or simply ranking it higher on an achievement scale than that which is being spoken.

The most notable sign of someone suffering from this ailment is an attitude that appears to lack compassion, empathy, and/or an innate concern for others. I say “appears to,” because that is how those who are inflicted with an I Infection appear to others, though I don’t believe that is always the case. An apparent lack of qualities such as compassion and empathy does not necessarily signify that they are completely absent. To treat this affliction, the sufferer must first begin with recognition and then admission, followed by a sincere desire to correct the problem. Recovery will follow shortly afterward.

The I Infection arises from a strategy left over from childhood. Children have a strong and consistent desire to draw attention to themselves, and many adults are happy to oblige, believing that offering undivided attention and praise may help build confidence and self-esteem.

Two arguments can be made for those who suffer from an I Infection in adulthood. One might say they received too much reactionary adoration and attention as a child and now, as an adult, expect it from others. On the other hand, one could argue they didn’t receive enough desired attention as a child, and, therefore, seek it from others. Regardless, it is an instantly noticeable and undesirable affliction.

I Infections are, unfortunately, extremely difficult to recognize in ourselves but immediately obvious when we encounter others who have contracted this condition. Furthermore, the contagion can spread, as the more the “patient” proclaims his or her superiority, the more innocent participants wish to squelch this obnoxious behavior by immediately reacting. They soon find themselves engaging in the sport of “one-upmanship.” Two people with I Infections can become oblivious to their surroundings as they spar for the spotlight, the attention of each other, and the title of Main Focus of Everyone Around Them. I once saw a comedian speak about this condition. He said you could instantly distinguish the Me Monsters in a crowd by stating that you have recently had a wisdom tooth removed. They will immediately respond with, “Oh … I had all FOUR removed last year … at the same time … and … I was in bed for days … and …” Instead of allowing you to finish your story, the conversation becomes like an arrow catching a tail wind, suddenly pointing to the person with the I Infection, who now intentionally commands the conversation.

The ability to listen attentively is one of the most admirable, sought-after attributes anyone can possess. It’s an art. It’s a trait. It’s a gift. Having or being a friend who listens is a great treasure in itself. But truly listening involves much more than an occasional “uh-huh” and a random nod. I’ve read articles from conversationalists who recommend repeating sentences that someone has said to reaffirm your interest and validate that you are indeed listening. It is not such a great strategy for those afflicted with an I Infection, however, because they will seize the opportunity to switch focus from the speaker to themselves. They will view this sort of interruption as a torch they have been handed, which enables them to take over the conversation. Unbeknown to the original speaker and any listeners, they will become the new speakers by redirecting the conversation to their stories, their lives, their experiences.

The first step in curing an I Infection is to recognize the symptoms. This involves a focus on listening attentively (instead of enthusiastically) and learning to add more silent nods, rather than interjecting. Silence and eye contact are far more effective in letting someone know you are listening and you care. Listening is something innate, yet most of us can learn to do it better. Randomly interjecting your personal experiences into a conversation does not confirm that you are listening but that you believe what you have to offer is better, worse, or more entertaining. Rather than proving you are listening and interested, it proves you are processing and planning while someone is speaking.

Have you ever been put on the spot by the question, “What do you think about that?” after you have failed to provide your undivided attention to a friend’s recollection of an event? Did you attempt to respond with a cover-up answer that only displayed the fact that you weren’t listening attentively, digging yourself into a deeper hole? Being a friend who half attempts to offer caring, undivided attention is worse than being a friend who admits he or she cannot.

We’ve all met people who suffer from an I Infection. Are you thinking of family and friends who fall under this category? Do you recognize any of the symptoms in yourself? Are others silently thinking you suffer from an I Infection? We are often unknowingly turned into self-focused people from the results of hurt, pain, stress, and responsibilities. Slowly, our lives begin to revolve primarily around our needs, our issues, our feelings, and our problems. When we allow our lives to become so busy that indifference replaces compassion, we subconsciously stop listening to others. The inevitable outcome is an unfulfilled life based on self-focus, self-centeredness, and self-pity. When we open our ears to truly listen to each other, we simultaneously open our hearts. Listening was one of the first things we did as humans. It is how we’ve learned … it is how we’ve grown. To regain focus on our priorities, we need to hone this fundamental trait.








Would YOU Choose YOU?
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Are you the friend to others you believe yourself to be? Do you give more than you take from relationships? Do you possess the qualities you seek or admire in others? Think about this question honestly: If you were given the opportunity, knowing all that you know, would you choose you as a friend, confidant, spouse, or companion?

Many of you will be driven by your own egos to answer that last question with a resounding yes! However, are you being completely truthful with yourself? You want your friends to be thoughtful. Are you thoughtful? You want your companions to be trustworthy. Are you worthy of their trust? You want your family members to be caring. Are you there to offer them love and compassion when they need it most?

If you hesitated answering the “Would you choose you?” question, why? Are you not the type of person you’d like others in your life to be? Do you not possess the attributes that you prefer your friends, family, and companions to have? Is that acceptable to you, or do you wish to fill the gap between who you are and who you’d like to be?

If you were asked to write a short list of adjectives that you would want people to choose to describe your dash after you leave this Earth, and then to write a short, honest list of adjectives you believe people would use, how would they compare? What small things can you do today to ensure the two lists align with one another? Maybe you could call an old friend, offer an apology, be more generous, forgiving, and helpful, perform A-OKs (Acts of Kindness), smile more, complain less. Whatever tasks or improvements you feel would fill the gap between who you are and who you want to be, you can begin applying them—today.

HAPPY REBIRTHDAY! 

It is often said that today is the first day of the rest of your life. From this point forward, begin making changes to your dash. Don’t make the decision to think about it next week, or add another to-do task to your list. Just begin at the beginning. Nothing is stopping you from starting to integrate change the next minute of the first day of the rest of your life. First comes the choice. Make the choice now.

IF EYES WERE MADE OF MIRRORS
AND I COULD SEE WHAT OTHERS SEE,
WOULD THE REFLECTION BE WHAT I BELIEVE
OTHERS SEE IN ME? 


[image: image]








Getting Ready (to Live)
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What two verbs, which are opposites, have you performed and will continue to perform—simultaneously, every single day of your life—since the day you were born? Inhaling and exhaling? Walking and running? Smiling and frowning? No, you can’t do any of those at the same time. The answer is living and dying. Right now, you are living while you are dying and dying while you are living. It is up to you which act gets the most consideration.

“I can’t die now—I haven’t been happy yet …” Do you live in a perpetual state of getting ready to live? Getting ready to live is not living. Have you fallen into a cycle of using today’s minutes planning for tomorrow, and tomorrow’s minutes planning for the next? If you are the kind of person who requires visuals, planning tools, directions, and a scheduled task in order to begin something, then write the following phrase (in ink) across today’s calendar box: “Start living!”

In most cases, to “start” something, you need to speed up something else. So it may seem somewhat convoluted, that to start living, you will need to do the opposite: slow down. I’ve often used the metaphor of a speeding passenger train to describe this process. While the train is speeding, the view from the window is nothing more than a blurry hue with no definition. You cannot identify individual sights, be awed by their splendor, or focus and appreciate all that is passing you by. However, as the train begins to slow down, the view becomes much clearer, and you have time to identify and absorb the essences of life. Haste does indeed make waste.

I grin whenever I hear the phrase, “It seemed as though time stood still …” No, it didn’t … YOU did! Time only stands still in photos, the only known entity capable of capturing a moment in time.

IF WE CHALLENGE THE CHAMPION OF TIME, THROUGH THE BOUT, WE WILL SURRENDER AS WELTERWEIGHTS AGAINST THE TITLE; NAUGHT BUT A SHAMEFUL, WEAK CONTENDER. 

MY FOUR D’S  

Since my forties have been my most enlightened decade thus far, I thought it would be appropriate to use a Four-D’s strategy to assist me in actually living life, instead of always getting ready to live it.

Disengage: To begin moving forward, I knew I had to disengage from what was holding me back. I learned that sometimes it takes a temporary escape from living the life you are living in order to step back far enough to see the whole picture and reevaluate your priorities. By practicing mental disengagement from my negative behaviors, I made room to engage more positive ones in the future.

Decelerate: In order to focus on the world around me, I had to lose the pace that was causing my blessings to become blurred. By moving too fast, I was missing too much. I had to ease up on the accelerator long enough to recognize the person I’d become, compare it to the person I want to be, and pinpoint the areas that needed improvement in order to bridge that gap. Decline: While honing my life skills, I had to weaken my people-pleasing skills. Though it saddened me at times, I had to learn how to politely decline requests of my time, energy, and invitations. It was I that, over time, had branded myself the Queen of Everything. I was striving to be everything and everywhere for everyone. When you give too much to too many, it affects the quality of what you have to give. I had to realize that the word No is a complete sentence.

Decompress: Definition: to bring (a person exposed to conditions of increased pressure) gradually back to normal. By practicing my Four-D’s in my forties, I was able to decompress and begin living following a slower, more relaxed pace. By decreasing the pressure, I was able to focus more, give more, and live more.

SATURDAY THINGS 

Though times have changed dramatically with increased innovation, the regular “workweek” used to be considered Monday through Friday. Saturdays were reserved—reserved for enjoyment, reserved for experiencing life outside of the workplace.

However, the busier our lives became and the more responsibilities that were piled upon our shoulders, the more the leftover tasks from the workweek began to invade our Saturdays. Saturdays of enjoyment have slowly transformed into Saturdays filled with odd jobs and errands that could not, for one reason or another, be completed throughout the workweek. Saturdays often become nothing more than an extension of the workweek … filled with duties.

Whenever I start stating aloud all that I have to do on a Saturday, my husband responds, “Make a list.” I hate lists. I have a list in my phone, a list on the notebook at my desk, a list in my computer, and a perpetually unwritten list floating around my head twenty-four hours a day. I’ve had to create an LOL—a List of Lists—just to keep track of my lists!

I’ve decided recently to choose random Saturdays throughout the year to become totally listless. I don’t mean listless as in lethargic or lacking energy. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. I say “listless” literally, as in to be without a list. I’ve been known to wake up on a Saturday, jump into my car without a destination, and drive, leaving my lists behind. I call them spontaneous acts of freedom. It is a bit of an oxymoron to say one can be simultaneously listless and energetic, but by adding freedom and exploring new avenues without a list to guide my every action, I’ve added creativity, enthusiasm, and fun back into intermittent Saturdays. I look forward to my listless Saturdays, as they are no longer days simply filled with leftover tasks and errands but filled instead with impromptu, unplanned, spontaneous … life.

LIFE’S CALLING PLAN 

Have you seen the cell-phone company commercials that state that their calling plan is better than a competitor’s because their minutes “roll over”? Wouldn’t it be wonderful if life worked that way—if we could only use the minutes of the day we’d like and let the others roll over into the next day, week, or month? Unfortunately, however, we all know that life’s “calling plan” doesn’t offer rollover minutes, and our only option is to use them or lose them.

So why not make the most of the “unused” minutes in your day? If you’re stuck in a dentist’s office awaiting your appointment, strike up a conversation, bring a good book, take an interest in your surroundings. The other day I sat in a doctor’s office and studied the birds they had on display in a cage. I found myself completely involved in their environment, and saddened that they were imprisoned. I wondered how a bird could cope with such frustration—being blessed with wings and freedom and having those blessings revoked simply because someone admired his plumage and unique idiosyncrasies. I compared their predicament to my need for anti-anxiety medication, which I took just to calm myself enough to spend thirty minutes inside an MRI machine. I found myself wondering if these flightless birds had access to tiny bird anti-anxiety medications. Fortunately, as my thought process digressed, my name was called, and I went in to see the doctor.

It’s a matter of where you find yourself—not psychologically, but physically. The people and things at the specific places where you are, at the specific times you are there offer opportunities to learn, to grow, to make the most of where you find yourself. You can gauge quite easily if your counterpart on the sofa at the vet’s office has an approachable personality. If so, begin a conversation, ask questions, and make a new friend, even if only temporarily. If that person is not receptive to friendly conversation, refer to the QTIP theory (Quit Taking It Personally), and engage yourself elsewhere to pass the time. When you find yourself walking down a street, smile, wave … inhabit the moment. When you’re on a plane, occupy your “now” and don’t just endure the experience—make the most of it.

Life offers us beautiful moments to recognize, but do not cast aside the “unmoments,” because they fill our lives as well. Accept the peaks and valleys, highs and lows, ups and downs. The rhythm of their inconsistencies is the very pulse of life. Learn to move and dance to that rhythm and once again realize the joy in enjoying. Make the most of the minutes in life’s calling plan. Have a love affair with life! Wherever you find yourself, be there.

LIVE LIKE YOU ARE [image: khushboo] LIVING 

We’ve all heard the popular phrase: “Live like you are dying.” Stories are written about the concept, songs have been recorded based on its message, and the phrase has become commonplace in sermons, speeches, books, and inspirational columns. But … what does it mean, exactly? Does it translate to the implication that you should live like you are dying, tomorrow? Next Thursday? Next month?

The obvious intent of this five-word wannabe epiphany is to imagine you have been offered some dismal news from your doctor and have a limited time to mend fences and complete a “bucket list” of things you wanted to do but never got around to completing in life for one reason or another. The underlying message is that we should be doing what we are mentally postponing. Of course, the phrase is not practical in its literal sense, because if we truly learned that we would be dying soon, we might quit our jobs, start eating cheesecake for breakfast, and go lounge on a beach somewhere in the Caribbean. If doctors guessed the expiration dates of moderately healthy patients, a more likely scenario might be that your doctor would enter the examination room and state something like: “I’ve got some news for you … you have forty-one years to live …”

So, why not convert the essence of the phrase to represent reality, and say: “Live like you are living!” Because you are.

“What’s important is how frequently you’re happy, not how intensely. Those peaks of happiness—getting swept off your feet, scaling a mountain top, winning a bundle in Las Vegas—are nice, but happiness comes down to being quietly content most of the time.”

—Dr. Joyce Brothers

RESISTING A REST 

Have you convinced yourself that filled (packed, crammed, crowded) means the same as fulfilled (satisfied, content, pleased)?

Do you consider staying perpetually busy, living?

Have you subconsciously melded the two opposite scenarios, making a living and making a life to the point at which you can no longer differentiate their meaning?

Do you equate being constantly active or productive with living a satisfying and rewarding life? Does guilt overcome you when you find yourself spending idle time?

Do you believe that because you can be doing something planned or constructive every moment, you should be?

Nothing is wrong with doing nothing occasionally! It doesn’t mean you’re being lazy or unproductive, and it won’t change your life forever. When a tool that is battery charged begins to run low on power, it needs its energy supply replenished. It needs to be recharged, or it is useless. So it is with our bodies. There are times, besides when we sleep at night, when they need to recharge, to restore, and to replenish. The body, mind, heart, senses, and spirit need uninterrupted time. It’s as though, in the back of our minds, we have created imaginary Time Police who will step out and issue a warrant if we don’t resist a rest. The pressure we put upon ourselves to fill every waking hour with activity is palpable. The guilt we feel during and after spending idle time may be blamed on life’s pressures, but it is created only by us.

THE DUMBWAITER 

Have you been waiting to put forth effort toward reaching a goal, hope, or dream? What are you waiting for? Are you waiting for validation from others? Are you waiting for the perfect scenario? Are you waiting for a sign? Are you waiting for a change in your current living situation or surroundings? Are you waiting for the planets to align in a specific pattern or for hell to freeze over? Whatever it is, if you’re waiting for outside influences to make positive changes in your life while time ticks away, you’re a dumbwaiter. Dumbwaiters appear to be, on the outside, just living to die … but inside, they are just dying to live.

During one of the positions I held in the corporate world, I had the privilege to meet and befriend a man who was one of the most honest and respectable I’ve ever known. After many devoted years with the same company, he looked forward to his retirement with an almost zealous anticipation. He spent his time planning, dreaming, literally living for the day of his retirement. He lived prudently, investing a majority of his money, year after year, into a retirement fund. Eventually, he bought an RV to travel the country with his wife. He would spend hours mapping out routes to destinations they’d planned to visit. At last, the day arrived. The company gave him a huge retirement party with all of the predictable gifts and goodwill sentiments. However, his dreams were cut short when, not long after his retirement, he suddenly passed away.

Life continually offers us lessons, if our minds are open to recognize, accept, and learn from them. It is wonderful to be passionate about our dreams and goals, anticipate them, and plan for them accordingly. However, it can prove to be a costly mistake when we waste the majority of the time we have now literally living for tomorrow.

“Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.”

—John Lennon
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“THE DAY BETWEEN” 

Yesterday will never reoccur;
tomorrow cannot be foreseen.
The only thing that matters
is the day found in between.

The past and the future
fill too much of what is me
with memories and emotions
of what has passed…or what might be.

Anticipation and regret
seem to gnaw at my soul
until I’m wrapped in a cocoon of days
that I cannot control.

Though one is gone forever;
its seconds slowly ticked away,
and I was never promised
a day after today.

The present is a perfect blend
of what I’ve done and where I’ve been.
I have never been this old before,
nor will I be this young again.

Today, I made a solemn vow
only to myself
to place yesterday’s regrets and woes
high upon a shelf …
unreachable and out of mind
will be that stress and sorrow
alongside their companion;
the worries of tomorrow.

I shall escape the chains that bind me
to what I cannot rearrange
for what will be … will always be
and what was … I cannot change.

My heart will then embrace its freedom
The here and now will matter more.
I will inhabit my life’s moments
like I never have before …

by realizing everything I have
instead of what I lack
and letting go of all the obstacles
I’ve allowed to hold me back.

The hours I’ve lived
and those still pending,
whatever they may mean,
cannot compare to the magnificence
of the day found in between.








The Smile Connection
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A smile; a simple curvature of the lips. We each take our smile for granted, though it is the most powerful, free tool for communication we have at our disposal. A smile is an instrument that crosses international boundaries, a unique mediator, an icebreaker, and a facial beautifier. Its side effects are more potent than any prescription medication. The immediate reaction a smile produces is natural and automatic. Even forcing a smile can affect your mood, your attitude, and enhance your appearance.

The power of a smile became evident to me last month as I lay directly under a starry southern night sky. I rested my head back on a pillow in my hot tub and gazed above me. Instantly, I noticed a unique cloud formation, outlined as clearly as if it were the product of a talented graphic artist in the sky. It was a perfect smiling face, and it was skewed at just the right angle to be staring directly down at me. The irony was that my instant, subconscious reaction was … to return the smile! It took me a moment to realize what had happened. It was an instinctive response. It was what my face automatically does, without my permission, when someone smiles in my direction, but it was a warm exchange, and it felt good, at least until I realized I was sitting alone in a hot tub wearing a big goofy smile directed at a cloud.

I realized that evening how much a smile represents an instant connection—a recognizable gesture, a common link. To some of us, smiling comes as naturally as breathing. Often, we don’t even realize we are doing it. A genuine smile has the ability to change a preconceived opinion or break the tension in an uncomfortable situation. However, it’s not only your mouth that smiles—your eyes smile as well when you form a genuine smile. As an experiment, look into a mirror with a serious look on your face, with only your eyes in view. Then smile. You can see in your eyes, without having a view of your mouth, the difference a smile makes. A smile is the passport kindness uses to travel to your eyes, your heart, and your soul.

A smile can cross every language barrier without miscommunication. Its intent is instantly recognizable and rarely misconstrued. I was visiting a salon recently at which the women, both the management and personnel, did not speak any English. However, through motions and smiles, the English-speaking patrons there, including me, were communicating our requests more than adequately. Then something happened: The manager of the salon was on a telephone call speaking fast and fluently, in her native language. Apparently, her friend on the other end of the line told her a very funny joke, because she began to snicker, which turned into a giggle that soon mushroomed into a bellowing, hearty laugh. The effect of watching her smile and laugh until tears were flowing down her face spread through the room like a viral contagion. Before we knew it, we were all enjoying a moment of hysterical laughter, and at what … we had no idea! Her smile, her laughter, and her warmth shone through so brightly that we felt compelled to share the enjoyment, though we never really knew why. It was as though for those few minutes, we all spoke the same language.

I smile frequently. I smile at strangers. I smile at people I know aren’t going to smile back. Why? Because it is a part of who I am. I’ve also learned that not being a smiler doesn’t make someone a terrible person, and that many people harbor reasons and resentments that prevent them from smiling often. I’ve learned that, for some, it is difficult to smile if you have experienced extreme pain and disappointment in life. I’ve learned that people use their facial façades as a gate. If they smile, they feel they are opening that gate to an unwelcome world. They don’t believe, as I do, that sharing a smile is like aspirin for the soul. It helps remove the hurt, from the inside out.

Why are so many people afraid to smile? Do they believe it exposes vulnerability? Does it make them more approachable when they want to remain distant? Some feel that smiling eliminates the invisible wall they have constructed between them and the world. I say, what’s the harm in doing that now and then? You can’t win a ballgame by always playing defense.

Though the true meaning behind a smile is sometimes hard to detect and can often be misleading when it is used to mask insincerity, a genuine smile can turn someone’s day around. It is a most powerful signal, and its meaning stands out from all other emotional expressions. Often, all it takes is a smile and words need never be spoken.

I once had some professional photos taken for publicity purposes. Afterward, I sat in the studio for ninety minutes waiting to view my “instant” photo proofs. As I sat, repeatedly repositioning myself in a chair with no arms and silently admiring the handbag of a customer seated nearby, I overheard the sales woman (whose nametag should have borne the title “Flattery Manager”) speaking to a customer.

Apparently, this company had figured out that showering customers with adulation regarding their photos, including, “Oh, look at that beautiful smile” and “Your eyes look so bright and attractive in this one” had a direct impact on its quarterly profits. (I guessed that this particular employee had recently completed the “Catapulting Compliments to Increase Sales” section of the company’s training manual.)

Then it was my turn. I was seated in front of a large screen as my photo slideshow was displayed with accompanying background music that, if it had contained lyrics, would have repeated one chorus: “Buy this photo; it flatters you. And while you’re at it, buy this one, too.”

However, I had my defenses up, prepared to hear the empty praises aimed more at my checkbook than the truth. As my pictures began to fade in and fade out, I waited for the trained Flattery Manager to tell me how “beautiful” the expression was on my face, or “what a great hair day” I was having, as I’d heard her say to the previous client. So I was surprised when I heard the particular adjective she had chosen instead to describe my photos. She studied each picture and then thoughtfully turned to me and said, “Your smile is so …” I anticipated the word she was going to select as a sales tactic out of hundreds of potential candidates: pretty, attractive (or even straight or white!). But no, she used the highly underestimated adjective CONTAGIOUS to describe me! “Contagious?” I replied, partly disappointed that I didn’t receive my inflated compliments and partly curious as to why she had chosen that particular description. I thought to myself, “Maybe she meant congenial or considerate, or even consistent!” I asked for clarification. “Contagious?” I inquired once more. Her nod confirmed the trait she had detected in the expressions captured by the camera’s lens. Then another sales woman approached and concurred, “Yes, she is contagious!”

Hmmmmmm, I thought … Well, okay. I’ve got a contagious smile. I can deal with that. It could be worse. Granted, the word did not encourage me to write a bigger check for more photos, but it did get me thinking. Later, I even looked up the word, whose figurative definition is: “likely to spread to or affect others … transmittable … transferable.”

Suddenly, I realized that contagious was indeed a complimentary characterization, even though I’d only heard it used previously in negative terms. In fact, it was one of the most sincere, flattering compliments I’d ever received! I’m glad I’m contagious! Although I didn’t plan to repeat that aloud in a crowded room or elevator, I vowed right then to become even MORE contagious!

Furthermore, I think it would be a nicer world if everyone displayed a smile or an attitude worthy of being branded contagious. I briefly had visions of single-handedly starting an outbreak of a bug the medical profession would call the “Amicable Virus” that would spread like an epidemic and infect millions! It would be a plague transferred through smiles from person to person on airplanes, in traffic jams, in lines at the grocery store …

Though I may have gotten a little carried away with my newfound attribute, I still intend to proudly continue to “infect” everyone I meet with a “contagious” smile and a positive, “communicable” attitude. Practice being contagious more often and witness the profound effect it can have on the people in your world!

“Whoever is happy will make others happy, too.”

—Anne Frank








Filters
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When we look in any direction, we have the opportunity to view hundreds of different objects in various sizes and colors. Yet, we choose only a small percentage of them to fixate on during any moment in time. By using an invisible filter, like a sieve with a million tiny holes, we automatically divide items into two sections: that which we choose to view clearly and that which is in view peripherally—the leftovers.

All of our senses become involved as we filter an immense quantity of random incoming data in order to prevent sensory overload. Using our filters, we create our own world inside the world at large. Naturally, what you choose to create as your world, and what I use to create mine will differ immensely, though we may have the same options from which to choose. We can filter our thoughts. We can filter our memories. We can use filters to determine what is allowed in, which ultimately forms our opinions and our attitudes.

Will your life be better when remembered through a filter? Probably, but does it matter? What harm does it do, as we grow older, to focus on the good, the happy, the joyous, and the cheerful moments of our lives? We don’t have to forget the negative memories. We can just put them in the archived files of our minds … way in the back … under some boxes … in a darkened corner …

Just as we are able to filter how we retrieve what is stored in our memories, we can filter how we perceive reality on a daily basis. Last winter I applied a filter that turned my attitude, and my day, around. A few weeks after experiencing our first white Christmas since the 1800s, we were, according to news reports “paralyzed” by a record-setting snowfall here in Georgia. Not being as equipped for such an onslaught of the white stuff as our neighbors to the north, local businesses, major interstates, colleges, and schools were closed, mail delivery was halted, and all the dismal weather predictions contained the same word: ICE. Our winter storm had arrived at a particularly bad time for me as my company was expecting to receive and send overnight checks and packages and had to cancel a scheduled meeting. Although the beauty of the snowfall was breathtaking, its splendor did not surpass its inconvenience.

After hearing news reports of how the storm had crippled the south, I stepped outside to assess the damages personally. I sneered at the gray clouds and knocked the ice from the deck railing with my fist. It seemed to give me some satisfaction, watching it crack and crash to the ground. It was a crucial week for my business, and this storm would certainly cost me time and money. That afternoon, I’d received e-mail from business associates who were experiencing the same angst over the cessation in productivity. We had plans, a schedule to follow, and deadlines to meet.

Just as I rested my elbows on the deck railing to hold up my aching head, Zachary, the ten-year-old boy who lives next door, came bounding around the corner of the house. Visualizing his face today, I’m not sure I can remember another time when I witnessed a smile that wide. I watched him as he scooted his boots through the snow with determination and designed an intricate series of tunneled tracks through the yard. He shouted with obvious delight and both arms stretched up in the air: “School’s closed tomorrow!” Then he picked up a uniquely shaped sheet of ice from a nearby snowdrift, peered through it as if it were a glass pane, turning it in different directions, and yelled with exuberance: “LOOK at this! Isn’t this GREAT?” He bent to pick up a handful of untouched snow and swallowed it like ice cream. He spoke excitedly about the things he had seen, what he had done, and all that had happened. His eyes were dancing with the thrill of it all.

Initially, I felt what I thought was a curious pang of jealousy. Of course he can afford to be happy, was my initial thought process. He has no deadlines, meetings, or expected packages. He is free to just enjoy. Instantly, I saw the contrast in black and white. I was hit with the honest truth that, though we had both witnessed the same events, I hadn’t seen them unfurl in the same way he had. It was as though we were experiencing different realities, simultaneously. Why hadn’t I just accepted the circumstances I was powerless to change? Why hadn’t I decided to make the best of a situation and relish the fleeting moments, instead of using them to complain? Yes, Zachary, there was fun to be had, and a winter wonderland to absorb. Times like these are few and far between in the South, and the brakes had already been applied to my busy schedule.

I quickly grabbed my hat, scarf, and gloves and walked through the backyard. I threw a ball for my dog and watched her cheerfully romp through the snow. I made an attempt at creating what resulted in a small, oddly shaped snowman with bits of pine straw sticking out from various parts of his head and torso. I strolled slowly as I watched a design emerge on either side of the walkway in response to my lengthy footsteps. I took pictures of the snow sitting ironically upon its unaccustomed hosts, the fronds of our Sable palm. I watched the light glistening off the ice that had formed like crystal spears on the roof’s edge, pointing directly toward the ground. The sight of them brought forth a recollection of stalactites I’d seen in caverns as a child on vacation. Then I smiled as I watched the birds hopping ever so quickly upon the frozen ground in ill attempts to find small, writhing meals atop the ice. I filtered in only the positive, and by doing so, I decided how the event would be experienced and later remembered. I chose to see the world initially, as a child does, through a filter of optimism, which lets in the good, the joyful, and the positive first.

“The truth is, we see in life what we want to see. If you search for ugliness you’ ll find plenty of it. If you want to find fault with other people, your career, or the world in general, you’ ll certainly be able to do so. But the opposite is also true. If you look for the extraordinary in the ordinary, you can train yourself to see it.”

—Richard Carlson, PhD

DAY LABELING  

Your alarm clock didn’t ring on the day of an important meeting, you stubbed your toe on the way to the bathroom, and you stumbled downstairs to make coffee and proceeded to spill it all over yourself. You repeated aloud, “THIS is going to be a bad day.” The way some days begin, you feel like adopting the mantra of Norm from the show Cheers: “It’s a dog-eat-dog world and I’m wearing milk-bone underwear.” Maybe that’s partially true—trouble is inevitable. It’s the misery that’s optional.

It doesn’t have to be a bad day. Start it over. I’m not suggesting that you literally start over by going back to bed, resetting the alarm clock and avoiding the bedpost. I’m simply suggesting it is best not to label the day. Continue your day from this point forward, without the label. When you put a label on a day, either in the morning or midway through, you are setting a tone for the day in your mind. By doing so, you are convincing yourself that, because the day started out in a less than desirable way, it will continue to spiral downward. And it will—if you allow it. However, you can turn it around at any time, using your most effective tool: your attitude. The first step is realizing it was your reaction to each situation, not the situation itself, that created the reasons behind your anticipation of a “bad” day.

I’ve often read the quote, “Every day may not be good, but there is good in every day.” Why can’t every day be good? We are the only ones who can make that choice, based on our reactions to negative stimuli. How far into a previously labeled “bad” day do you begin thinking, “I cannot wait until today is over!” You are wishing away perfectly salvageable hours that you might ultimately yearn to have back someday. By mentally affixing a negative label to the day because of one or more unfortunate events, you help to satisfy a self-fulfilling prophecy. If it turns out in the end to have been a “bad” day, it was because you made it that way through your own interpretation of reality.

Is it time for an attitude inspection? It’s easy to convince ourselves that we are going to have a bad day from the onset. The problem with day labeling is that once we accept the conclusion that a day is not worthy of anticipation or enthusiasm, that attitude can—and often will—sabotage and redirect the rest of the day. It’s comparable to a placebo effect, when a percentage of patients in a study are told that they have been given a pain reducer, though it is nothing more than a sugar pill. Often, they will report feeling a reduced level of pain after taking the medication. They were expecting and anticipating pain relief in their minds from the pill they had swallowed, and in some cases, they received it.

Basically, if you expect bad things to continue to happen, based solely upon the fact that some already have, you are more susceptible to making that scenario a reality. In addition, keeping yourself in that initial mode of negativity may cause you to interpret even the positive as negative, because that is what you’ve decided to expect. Don’t create your own pattern of bad. The result of one minute does not indicate the outcome of the next.

TO BE HAPPY IS NOT A DECISION THAT’S MADE,
BUT RATHER A CHOICE OF JOY OVER SORROW. 

TODAY, YOU CAN CHOOSE TO BE HAPPY, NOT SAD
AND WAKE TO MAKE THE SAME CHOICE TOMORROW. 








Forgive … and Forget?
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The first can be accomplished much easier than the second. Many times we can forgive others easier than we can forgive ourselves.

Other times, we can accept an apology, offer verbal forgiveness, feel that forgiveness in our hearts, but subsequently have a difficult time forgetting the transgression upon us. The question is, should the act of forgiving automatically offer complete absolution, or does it require an important part of the process—forgetting—to be completely executed?

Just how does one forget about bad things that have happened? How do you simply remove something that’s rooted deeply in your mind? It seems the simple act of concentrating on forgetting something results in bringing more focus to what you are attempting to forget.

Someone once told me I should try a visualization type of therapy that would help me eliminate moments of pain, disappointment, and failure from my mind. I was instructed to mentally blow the incident into an imaginary balloon, tie it tightly, and envision the wind carrying it and my troubles far away as it disappeared high into the sky. This didn’t work for me. In my visualization, the balloon hit a telephone wire, and the pain, disappointment, and failure was then transferred directly back to me through fiber optics!

I then tried my own version of “eraser therapy.” When I was younger, I had a favorite toy called an Etch-a-Sketch. It has a red plastic frame with a gray screen in the center. The inside is filled with some type of sand, that as a child, I was convinced that this substance had magical qualities. An ingenious yet simple toy, the knobs on the corners turn in both directions and “draw” images through the sand, which then appear on the screen. Then, when your picture is finished (or, as in my case, when an obnoxious older brother devastates your artistic endeavors), the toy is turned over and shaken. When you flip it back over, the picture has disappeared, and you have a clean slate upon which to create yet another masterpiece.

I tried to mentally draw unpleasant occurrences from my life onto the screen, and then turn the toy over in my mind and shake it to erase them, representing their removal from my memory. I watched them disappear, lost inside the magic sand of the Etch-a-Sketch. However, in my visualization, the knobs starting turning by themselves (apparently as magical as the sand), and my unpleasant memories appeared as clearly as I’d first drawn them.

My friend was not surprised that my attempts had failed. He asked me to visualize a red box representing a blended combination of miscellaneous negative occurrences in my life. Then he asked me to try hard to forget about the red box completely. I tried to use an eraser in my mind to erase it. I tried to mentally burn it. I tried to obliterate it in ten different ways. The more I tried, the more I saw the red box when I closed my eyes. The harder I concentrated on eliminating it from my mind, the stronger the image became. I tried to use diversion therapy, and began purposely thinking of other things to forget about the red box. I thought of an elephant. I thought of the beach. Of course what followed was the thought of an elephant riding the waves toward … what else? … a big red box on the beach. I discovered it was nearly impossible for me to forget something on purpose.

I have heard many inspirational speakers and random professionals talking about how we need to learn from life’s lessons, even the unpleasant ones. In the same breath, they recommend that we leave the past behind us and move on. I started thinking, how is it possible to do both? If we do manage to forget, and thus leave behind an unpleasant incident from which we’ve learned a lesson, aren’t we leaving the valued lesson behind as well? How can we move on with our newly learned lesson in mind while simultaneously forgetting the entire incident from which it was acquired?

I’ve found that the secret is not to attempt to forget the entire incident but to separate it and take only the good parts with you. Take the lesson.

Leave the details of the pain. I fell down the stairs last year on Christmas Eve. Now every time I descend the staircase, I hold the handrail securely. I don’t dwell upon the memory of the broken ankle and relive the entire experience—I hold the handrail. I took the lesson forward and left the negative details behind.

We can do the same with forgiveness. We can forgive and then forget the negative aspects of an unpleasant incident, while holding onto the lesson and bringing it with us as we continue our journey. We can let go of the fault. We can let go of the regret. We can let go of the blame. And we can hold onto the lesson.

REAR VIEW MIRROR 

We all know that dwelling on harsh details is not healthy. Learning to leave the negative aspects of disappointments and failures behind us is important. I like to use this analogy: think of the size of a windshield. You look through a windshield so that you can move ahead, move on, move forward. It is very large. Then imagine the size of a rearview mirror. It is much smaller in size. This is where you should view your past failures and disappointments. Put them behind you as if viewing them from this mirror. See them as distant images that slowly fade, because it is the view from your windshield that is more important … it is your future, awaiting your arrival.








Senses Six and Seven
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We all know about our “five” senses, those that most experts consider the most notable avenues of perception: our sense of hearing, sight, smell, touch, and taste. (Though I have read that there is no certain agreement among neurologists as to the number of senses, because the definition of what constitutes a sense can differ from expert to expert.)

Over the years, we learn to rely heavily on our senses. We are conditioned by our senses. A dog will eat a piece of paper that had been previously wrapped around a cheeseburger because of his senses. I put my hands over a flameless candle recently, and I could have sworn I felt a sensation of warmth.

I’d like to unofficially add two more senses to the top five. The sixth sense I propose is one we use every day, not unlike the original five. This sense is one that deserves more, but receives less, recognition. This sense is that feeling we have in our gut when we choose, or choose not, to do the right thing. The sixth sense is our conscience.

We are confronted daily with the choice between doing what is right or what is wrong, and every decision we make is based on the result of a feelings fight. To do the right thing, we must have this internal argument with our conscience, and we must emerge the victor. We fight feelings of greed, we fight feelings of hatred, we fight feelings of intolerance, all in an effort to do the right thing. Those who claim they never feel the emotions in a feelings fight are not worthy of praise, nor scrutiny because they deny experiencing them—they are worthy of recognition because they have learned to overcome them, to immediately do the right thing without question or hesitancy.

I’ve often wondered how some people can justify certain actions. I’ve come to the conclusion that these actions, which seem unjust and motivated by negative emotions, are often what results from the loss of a feelings fight. Worse yet, never having the internal brawl occur. As you age, your conscience begins to have a voice. A voice that represents the metamorphosis of insightful words from parents, teachers, and advisors through the years into what is today, your voice. It is the voice of who you are, when no one is watching.

I AM FOREVER PRESENT,
RESIDING IN YOUR HEAD
SILENTLY PERSUADING YOU
TO DO THE RIGHT THING, INSTEAD. 








And Sometimes … You Win
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Last month, I decided to take a chance at our weekly lottery drawing. As I stepped up to the kiosk to select a form, I saw a lottery ticket, topped with the silver dust leftover from previously scratched off options. It was apparently a losing ticket someone had left behind. I started filling out my form when I again glanced over at the ticket. I mentally added up the boxes and peeked over at the target number, the total those boxes was intended to exceed, to win. It was higher than the target number. It was a winning ticket. Math not being my strong suit, I added it up again, and again, but it came out a winner every time.

I picked up the ticket and walked around the immediate area with every intention of returning it to its rightful owner. No one was around. I thought about returning it to the Customer Service desk but imagined them announcing, “Whoever lost a winning lottery ticket, please come forward.” I shrugged my shoulders and decided that wasn’t going to be my best option. I then experienced a feelings fight. The “prize” of the ticket had not yet been revealed because obviously the ticket’s owner was not a math genius either. I wrestled with the thought of cashing in the ticket as my own. I walked to the counter, ticket in hand, but I put the ticket in my pocket and turned away. I walked back to the section where the lottery forms are kept and began selecting my numbers to play.

Within a few minutes, an elderly man, assisted by a cane, walked to the automatic lottery ticket-dispensing machine near where I stood. I peered around the corner at him. I couldn’t help but notice he had selected the same ticket game as the one in my pocket, out of about ten or more choices. He slowly made his way to the lottery stand where I was and began to scratch his ticket … in the same spot where I’d found the winning ticket. Maybe I’ve watched too many Law & Order episodes, but from this circumstantial evidence, I’d decided in my heart—this had to be the winning ticket’s owner.

I began a conversation with my fellow gambler and asked, “Do you play scratch-offs often?” He answered curtly: “Yep … all the time.” Through further attempts at niceties, I’d discovered that this was a curmudgeonly man who was in no mood to make cordial conversation. He was obviously on a mission to win money that afternoon. Still, even with his less-than-polite demeanor, and my mere circumstantial evidence, I was determined to return the winning ticket to its rightful owner.

I asked him, with as much false ignorance about the lottery scene as I could muster, how “this” particular game was played. The solution to my dilemma was in his answer. After he had explained the “rules,” I realized he had completely misinterpreted the game. I took the ticket out of my pocket and tried to explain, but he answered quite rudely, “No, no, no. I’ve been playing for years. I know what I’m doing.” At this point, Mother Teresa herself would have cashed the winning ticket. Yet, I kept trying.

“Sir, but doesn’t the total of these numbers have to be greater than this number to win?” I asked. Obviously annoyed, he finally decided to give my idea some thought. “Well,” he answered. “I guess you’re right.” Satisfied with myself, I asked if he had been playing this game earlier today. When he answered yes, I asked if he had left a ticket here at the kiosk. He answered, “I left a ticket there, but it was nothing but a loser.” “Actually, I don’t think it was,” I responded. As innocent as I could appear, I pointed to the numbers on the ticket and added, “Doesn’t this and this and this, add up to nine? And doesn’t that beat the target number?” “Well, I believe it does,” he said as he snatched the ticket from my hand and limped quicker than he had arrived over to the Customer Service desk to redeem his winnings.

I had performed an Act of Kindness, yet it was unusually unfulfilling. I had listened to my conscience and done what I felt was right, but something was nagging at me. Did I expect a show of gratitude? Maybe. Was I curious as to the prize he had won? Possibly. Was I regretting my decision? No.

I began my grocery shopping through the store and there on Aisle 8 was the old man. Walking alongside his wife and holding on to the shopping cart for support, he was wearing a grin from ear to ear. He paused a moment and whispered to me: “My wife says I spend too much money and time on those darn things because I never win. But I tell her it’s not in the winning; it’s in the fun and the thrill of playing. And, sometimes … you win.” With that, he winked and walked away. There. I had it—the take-away from my good deed: the quote that made me smile all week, all month. It was the lesson that justified the loss.
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NO REGRET 

At certain times I’ve envied those
with no uncertainties or doubt—
those who do not miss the guilt
they freely live their lives without—

making hasty, strong decisions
without ever looking back—
believing they are born leaders;
others merely are the pack—

ignoring feelings without care
while en route to their goals—
crossing bridges of success
while others pay their tolls …

for when they finally lose
everything that they have bet,
with an untapped conscience, they play again
with no remorse and no regret.

THE SEVENTH SENSE 

The seventh sense I’d like to propose adding to the main list is a sense of humor. It would be the one sense that everyone uses and benefits from, albeit in vastly different ways. It is defined as amusement provoked from a particular cognitive experience, but it is so much more than that. Perhaps it was omitted from the chosen five because some people appear to have been born without it? However, since this sense becomes apparent on different levels, dictated by personal taste, it may only appear to be lacking in some, because that which one finds funny, another may deem strange, distasteful, or irrational.

People of all ages and cultures respond to humor. It is said that laughing can lower your blood pressure, reduce stress, and trigger the release of endorphins, our natural tranquilizers and pain relievers. Laughter is a vital source in our body’s never-ending goal to reach and maintain an overall sense of well-being. Therefore, I would label it as the sense that makes the most sense.

Sometimes our body begins to laugh without us, without our knowledge or approval. These are the most satisfying laughs to experience. I remember an incident involving my father, who had a temper, attempting to lift a BBQ grill from a deck that was about four feet in height. He was trying, from on the ground, to reach up, grasp, and carry a grill that had been sitting all winter, to a lower deck so that it could be cleaned. I watched, bewildered, from the backyard as the top of the grill began to teeter like a seesaw, spilling its disgusting contents over the top on either side. I thought silently, this could end in disaster … and yet, I said nothing. When I look back, I wonder if I stayed silent in fear or in anticipation of the greatest laugh of my life.

I stood watching the event unfold and can recall the moment in detail in my mind. The thought of it still makes me laugh to this day. Just as the tray, which carried months’ worth of nasty, stagnant liquids, tipped and cascaded over my father’s head, I ran backward about twenty feet to ensure that I was safely removed from the scene. Initially, I stood shocked and motionless. I heard words in the distance I’m not sure I’ve learned the meaning of since. There may have been fumes of anger emanating from my father’s ears, but

I couldn’t see through my tears. I fell to the ground holding my stomach, laughing. I choked. I cried. I coughed. I can still remember the feeling in my stomach as it laughed uncontrollably, as if it were a separate entity not connected to my body. Though my sympathy for my father’s situation was great, I simply could not hold back the laughter. I wasn’t happy that it had happened to him, and I didn’t really think the situation was funny, per se. But, knowing him well, and seeing him flailing his arms, cursing, and spitting because of an act he himself had committed, involving consequences he hadn’t thought out fully, just tickled my funny bone like nothing ever had. My apparent disregard for his circumstance did not help the situation at all. It only made him angrier, which only served to make me laugh harder. However, I was only able to laugh because I knew my father was a person who could laugh at himself, and would … after his shower. I will never forget that day or retelling the story with him by my side during the thirty years that followed.

SILLY PEOPLE 

Millions of people take themselves and their lives too seriously. They refuse to acknowledge the absurdities found too easily in everyday life. Being able to laugh at yourself means you have a priceless ability to put things into proper perspective. I am by nature a Silly Person. It’s been a struggle for me to find the fine line between professionalism and silliness in my business, because through the pomp and circumstance and legalities, inside, I’m often laughing. I add humor to e-mails, speeches, conference calls. I’ve reached the point in my life at which I’d rather try being myself, even though at times it may appear that I am less experienced or less knowledgeable simply because I have a tendency to prefer fun and try to find the lighter side of most situations.

I also prefer to spend time with Silly People. They laugh more. They ignore more of life’s inconveniences. They criticize others less. They are typically friendlier people. I love when, by happenstance, I am seated next to a fellow Silly Person on a plane or at a function. Silly People have an instant connection, like smokers or football fans. There are instant attributes one Silly Person knows another Silly will possess. The boundaries of conversation are more lax, and there is an instant feeling of relaxed comfort and ease. Stress of the unknown is reduced between strangers the sooner they realize they are both Silly People. In addition, we Sillies are easily recognizable. We are usually wearing a particular item referred to as a smile, and we proudly try to exude an aura of good-natured feelings.

LIGHTEN UP 

I despise the word immature. More than once, I’ve seen the fear of being branded by this word stop folks from experiencing the times of their lives. When I think of the people in my life, both currently and those with whom I have crossed paths during my journey, my favorites are those who some might consider “immature”; those who refuse to allow their ages to dictate their attitudes. I call them the Old Kids.

We “immature” people are those who add salt to life. On my daughter’s eighth birthday, I enlisted the assistance of a neighbor’s daughter. We bought more than seventy-five balloons and some helium tanks, filled every balloon, added different lengths of string, and tied each to a separate weight. Balloons filled both sides of the street on either side of my home shortly before the arrival of the school bus. We had literally created a wall of greetings to welcome my daughter home from school on her special day. Though it didn’t thrill the school bus driver when he had executed the turn onto our street, my daughter was beaming when she stepped off the bus. It is a moment neither of us will ever forget.

My favorite line from any movie is from Dudley Moore’s Arthur, when he inquires enthusiastically: “Isn’t fun the BEST thing to have?” Are you having fun regularly in your life now? Do you spend your time wishing, planning, and dreaming of how and when to have fun again? You don’t always have to plan fun. You can find ways to infuse bits of fun into even the most mundane situations. For instance, when someone asks you what time it is at five after three, answer with, “It’s 2:65.”

Being free to have fun is fun itself. Set yourself free. Stage a mid-life crisis, if applicable, no matter what your age. If you have had one, have another! Those who perish younger than the “average” estimated old age are denied a mid-life crisis. We never really know where the middle is, do we?


“If we weren’t all crazy, we would go insane.”

—Jimmy Buffett



Ask yourself this question: How old would you be if you didn’t know how old you are? Do you let your changing appearance dictate your attitude? If looking older is casting its spell over your feelings and actions, think of a dog. Dogs act like puppies as long as they possibly can … until only their body rejects their behavior. Stay as young in your mind as you feel in your heart. Don’t let your age always dictate your actions. Don’t let practicality always win over frivolity. When was the last time you had fun? If you took more than a few seconds to answer, it’s been too long.

The entire year I had turned forty-five, I thought I was forty-six. I still don’t know how this happened. I suppose monitoring the ages of my kids, spouse, friends, dogs, and cats caused me to lose track of my own. I discovered that there is a profound difference in the psyche of those two ages. Turning from age forty-five into forty-six (in my mind) was as much a milestone as turning from twenty-nine into thirty. Looking back now, I can see that I had begun to experience a change in mentality. I lived that year like I was four years from fifty, when in actuality I was six years from thirty-nine. I let the number dictate my actions. I cut my hair shorter and I began to think and act differently.

Marketers and advertisers prey on our weakest reality—that life and youth are temporary things. We are victims of a constant bombardment of advertisements and products that focus primarily on preserving our youth and hiding our age. From hair dye to wrinkle remover, they slowly try to view aging as not only undesirable, but unattractive. Many people believe there is life after death. I’ll settle for life after youth.

GRAVY BOAT 

“Paper or plastic, ma’am?” I glanced around in back of me to my left. I glanced around in back of me to my right. I was searching for the older woman to whom this young gentleman bagging my groceries must be referring. I shrugged my shoulders and swiped my ATM card and he repeated, “Paper or plastic, ma’am?” Obviously, the poor woman he was trying to catch the attention of had a hearing impairment as well. Because the only other female within a six-foot circumference of the checkout area was the cashier, I discretely scanned her attributes to determine her level of maturity and decide if she was indeed worthy of the label,” ma’am.”

Like a boulder falling from a cliff, it hit me. This young gentleman was speaking to me!! “Paper!” I replied indignantly. (I usually choose plastic, but suddenly I wanted to display my defiance.) THAT would show him!

The many “milestones” like this that occur during life’s journey serve as unintentional awakenings. We may coast through our forties and fifties with the same youthful mindset, while the shell that hosts and houses that mindset moves on with time. Those with whom we cross paths infrequently (and those who apparently don’t seem to care whether or not they receive a sizeable tip) have only a brief opportunity to view our outward appearance. I’ve often wished, therefore, that there was a way to turn myself inside out. (Though, a visualization of the metaphor in this instance is rather grotesque, the analogy is definitely worthy of consideration.)

The most memorable age-awareness moment for me had been sitting still, patiently waiting to strike, on a shelf in my pantry. I was busy moving items around to put dishes away when I spotted it and stood motionless for what seemed like an eternity. It was a gravy boat. I stood there staring up at it intently. It was as though it was staring back. I asked myself, when … when did I become a gravy-boat owner? When did this happen? Grandmas own gravy boats. Do I even know how to make gravy? While I was reevaluating my life, my existence, and all that was me, I tried to think of where the time had gone. At what point did the responsibility of gravy-boat ownership become mine? When did I grow up?

There are much more significant, obvious indications of maturity, such as marriage, buying a home, having children, etc. However, these rites of passage that occur as we proceed from decade to decade, though smaller in stature, can have a similar, substantial impact on your consciousness. For some, it can be the realization that Froot Loops and Cocoa Puffs cereals no longer excite their palette. For others, it might be the first polite offer from a young person offering an available senior discount. For many, it is the discouraging awareness that silliness has slowly, surreptitiously been replaced by responsibility. For me, it was the gravy boat.

[image: ]

FOREVER YOUNG 

Though I’ d planned to grow old beautifully
with grace, dignity, and finesse,
as my brain remains suspended in time,
my body continues to progress!

I felt somewhat separated
and psychologically detached
when I realized I’ d surpassed the age
when my mind and body matched!

The years that have advanced
with a slow, predictable rhythm
apparently left my mind behind,
but took my body with ’em!

As my heartless mirror reflects the years,
I’ve come to the realization …
that my attitude has opted
to join a younger generation!

Is this due to a lack of maturity?
Could I be completely wrong …
to think my body went and aged
without bringing me along?

It’s like my age and my maturity
have been running a race,
and if the latter could accelerate,
it would still be in last place.

Though they used to run together
and were the best of friends,
I guess in the middle of middle age,
is where this courtship ends.

I admit my youth has faded;
it just seems as though time took it,
but I do not intend to act my age …
just because I suddenly look it!




End of sample
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