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To change a habit, make a conscious decision, then act out the new behavior.

~Dr. Maxwell Maltz



It was January first and it was freezing in rural Pennsylvania, made worse by the strong winds. It was snowing too. But we had signed up for a class on medicinal teas and we had to walk outside to get to the building where the workshop was being held.

My husband had given me four days at this wellness resort as a Christmas gift. We had signed up for all kinds of indoor and outdoor activities, determined to try lots of new experiences. What a fun way to start the new year, with a focus on good food, exercise, and learning.

Normally, we were such wusses. Freezing temperatures, high winds, and snowing? We wouldn’t even ski in those conditions. But we did it; we pushed through the wind to the little classroom building and were none the worse for wear.

As we walked back to the main lodge after the class, we talked about how we normally avoided that kind of weather and there was no reason for it. We had all the right clothing with us: ski jackets, scarves, mittens, snow boots. We resolved to do every single activity we had signed up for.

That was the foundation for the best New Year’s resolutions that we ever made. That night at the sparkling wine class that we took after dinner we talked about how it wasn’t really that bad to be outside in that weather.

I saw an opening for something I’d wanted to do for a while, and that was to make some joint resolutions. In the past, the only times I ever achieved my weight loss or fitness goals were when I had someone to answer to: an accountability partner. The prior times it had been a friend, or my daughter, or one of the trainers at the gym. But the partner I really wanted was my husband.

Bolstered by the sparkling wine, I tentatively proposed a whole list of resolutions that we could do together:


	Eat better

	Stop playing with our cuticles (bad habit for both of us)

	Exercise four times a week for at least half an hour

	Stretch four times a week for at least half an hour

	And… new idea… walk outside for at least half an hour once a week during the winter months no matter how bad the weather



My husband agreed. We got to work right away, walking miles outside every day for the rest of that vacation, including outdoor animal tracking and photography classes where we were the only attendees who showed up. The weather never changed. It was freezing, windy, and snowing for all four days.

The second night of our stay, after dinner, we attended a class about bourbon, whiskey, and rye, complete with tastings. I learned I do not like those brown liquors at all. But then, ironically, on the third day of our vacation, a New York Times article came out about the health risks of alcohol, just in time for our afternoon wine and chocolate pairing class. I love wine, but that was the last hurrah. I added another item to the resolutions list:


	Drink less alcohol



When we got home, I typed up our resolutions. Each week, I printed out a fresh list that we kept in the kitchen. We checked off our half hours of exercising and stretching as we did them. It was amazing how diligent we were. When March rolled around and the weather in Connecticut got better, we increased the outdoor walks to twice a week.

We loved having our lists to check off. Keeping them on the kitchen desk where we could see each other’s progress helped motivate us. We were so proud of ourselves for sticking to it, and we could also see a big difference in our fitness, particularly in our flexibility.

These were undoubtedly the most successful New Year’s resolutions I’ve ever made and I believe it’s all because of having my husband as my accountability partner. I know that, for some people, accountability can come from a journal or keeping track in a calendar. For others, posting on social media, to everyone, gives them a big wide world of accountability partners. For me, answering to another person is what works best. We all need some way to make ourselves accountable as we try to drop bad habits and develop new, good ones.

We’re going back to the same resort again this New Year’s Day to do the same four-day healthy start to the new year. This time, no wine tastings. In fact, no food or alcohol classes this time.

We’re both terrible artists, with no natural talent at all. And we’re both truly afraid of trying to make art. So I’m going to sign us up for painting and crafts classes and see what happens.

— Amy Newmark —
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Love yourself first and everything else falls into line. You really have to love yourself to get anything done in this world.

~Lucille Ball



A year ago, if you’d seen me, you might have thought I had it all together. Picture-perfect suburban life, right out of a Pinterest board: a lovely home, a supportive husband, a happy son, and a life that ticked all the boxes. But inside? Inside, I felt like I was drowning. I was stuck in a life that felt like it wasn’t really mine. Somewhere between the school runs, endless grocery shopping, and trying to keep up appearances, I’d lost touch with myself. I’d become the woman who did everything for everyone else but had forgotten to care for herself.

I remember lying in bed one night thinking, Is this it? Is this all my life amounts to? I loved my family deeply, but part of me longed for something more. I missed the version of myself that had hobbies, passions, and dreams beyond laundry and meal planning. I was in a rut, dreaming of all the things I wanted to do — like getting in shape, writing again, or picking up a new hobby. But I never actually took the steps to make them happen.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t tried. I had bought the self-help books, made lists of goals, and downloaded apps that promised to keep me on track. But somehow, by the end of each day, I’d find myself on the couch, with a cup of decaf tea in one hand and my phone in the other, scrolling through social media while this nagging sense of dissatisfaction hung over me like a storm cloud. I wanted to change, but I didn’t know where to begin.

Then, one evening, while mindlessly scrolling through videos, I came across the 5-4-3-2-1 method. The concept was simple. When you feel like procrastinating, just count down from five and then “do the thing.” It sounded a little ridiculous, but I figured, Why not? What have I got to lose?

The next morning, I put it to the test. When the alarm went off, instead of hitting the snooze button, I counted down in my mind: 5-4-3-2-1. And I got up! That was my first tiny victory. It felt good, and it made me wonder, What if I could apply this to other parts of my life?

I didn’t try to reinvent myself overnight. I started small. My plan wasn’t to become a superhuman with an endless list of new habits. Instead, I gave myself what I called the “15-Minute Win.” Every day, I would dedicate just fifteen minutes to something that made me feel more like me. No pressure, no perfection — just fifteen minutes. It felt manageable, doable, and like a commitment I could keep.

First on my list was exercise. I had a stationary bike that had been gathering dust in the corner of my bedroom for years. It had become a glorified coat rack, but I dusted it off and decided to hop on for fifteen minutes. That first ride on level 1? It was brutal. My legs burned, and my body rebelled against me the entire time. But I pushed through it by listening to dance music on my phone. The next day, I did it again. Little by little, it got easier. Four weeks later, I was riding 3.5 miles at level 4. It wasn’t world-class, but it was progress, and that progress felt amazing.

Once I had the bike routine down, I added a fifteen-minute upper-body workout using a pair of five-pound weights. I did my morning workout in my pajamas at first, but eventually, I started putting on workout clothes. Another four weeks passed, and I upgraded to eight-pound weights. I felt stronger — not just physically but mentally.

It wasn’t just my body that needed attention, though. My creative side had been neglected for years, and I missed writing. So, I set aside fifteen minutes a day to write. It wasn’t about producing perfect work; it was just about getting words on a page. At first, it was hard to get back into the flow. But, before long, I found myself enjoying it again. I had lost that creative spark, and it started to flicker back to life.

And then came pickleball. Yes, pickleball. I signed up for lessons, and it turned out to be one of the best decisions I had ever made. It was fun, and it gave me a chance to connect with others and step out of my routine. It was something just for me, and it felt incredible.

Over time, these little changes started to snowball. They weren’t grand, sweeping transformations, but they were steps in the right direction. And with every small victory, I felt more like myself again. The 5-4-3-2-1 method became a go-to whenever I felt tempted to procrastinate or give up. It was my mental reset button.

The biggest lesson I learned was that change doesn’t have to be overwhelming. It can start with something as simple as dedicating fifteen minutes a day to something that lights up your soul. You don’t have to transform your entire life at once to feel better — you just need to start.

Breaking my bad habits wasn’t easy. I didn’t approach it as an all-or-nothing game. I realized that the key to building better habits was to break them down into manageable steps. Instead of trying to fix everything at once, I focused on one area at a time: fitness, then creativity, then fun. For me, it worked. Slowly, my stress levels dropped, my energy increased, and I felt more connected to myself and the things that made me happy. There are still tough days when I want to skip my workout or sleep in, but I’m more resilient now. I’ve rebuilt my habits, and in doing so, I’ve rebuilt me. I now know that change doesn’t have to be hard or impossible. It starts with one step, one countdown, and a fifteen-minute commitment to myself that I’m worth the effort.

— Emma Cohan —
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There’s only one way to start a winning streak. That’s winning the first one.

~Juan Soto



My favorite habit is streaking. No, not that kind of streaking. Becoming a streaker has, by far, been the best catalyst for change in my life. I’m not referring to running around naked in public, for which my neighbors are no doubt grateful. I’m referring to implementing habitual behaviors into my daily life that support the version of myself I most want to be.

As someone who has struggled with depression since childhood, I often found myself in the endless doom loop of having a goal, not having the energy to complete it, and then beating myself up over my failure. The inertia that comes with depression often felt insurmountable, even for the smallest and simplest tasks. I couldn’t see a way out of my cycle of failure and had long since resigned myself to the fact that I’d always be scrabbling uphill by my fingernails, never making much progress.

Then, I was given a book called Streaking by Jeffery and Jami Downs. Streaking is a methodology for self-improvement that takes baby steps and builds them into the realization of any life goal. It has only three laws: make the streak laughably simple, keep a record, and find a community. As a lifelong lover of lists and routines, this was right up my alley. To start a streak, you first make a “be statement” of what you want to be. Then, you identify a behavior that, when done consistently, will lead you to achieving your “be statement.”

My first “be statement” was a no-brainer: I wanted to be happy and healthy. I was tired of losing whole days to being too depressed to move and then hating myself for it. I decided that a laughably simple behavior would be to walk at least five minutes each day. It could be outside, indoors, on a treadmill, or wherever. I just had to move for five consecutive minutes.

The streak was simple, but it wasn’t effortless. During my frequent depressive episodes, I often struggled to even get out of bed. But as my streak lengthened, it became more important for me to maintain it and not lose my progress. Almost without exception, my five minutes of walking would lead to continued activity and more productive days. Being more productive made me happier and reversed my doom loop into a virtuous cycle. Even on my worst days when all I could do was grudgingly walk for the mandatory five minutes, I had at least one accomplishment to my credit for the day.

One of the things I love most about streaking is that it is positive in nature. I already have my depression constantly reminding me of everything I’m not and everything I haven’t done. I don’t need any help beating myself up, thank you very much. Rather than focusing on stopping bad behaviors, streaking directs my focus to good behaviors that I want to keep doing. My last action every night is to update my streaks in the app before going to sleep.

One of the best side effects of completing my streaks is that they naturally edge out bad behaviors because I simply don’t have time to do both. The positive impact on my mental health has been immeasurable.

Streaking has worked so well for me that I now have several “be statements” and more than a dozen supporting streaks. Some are daily, like walking, and others are weekly or even monthly. I’ve read at least a paragraph in a book each day for 1,538 days to be a lifelong learner. I recently rode horses in the ocean to complete my fortieth month of sharing a new adventure with my husband to build a happy and lasting marriage. Writing the words you’re reading now brings my daily writing streak to 1,155 days. Writing only one sentence each day seems too inconsequential to matter, but more than a thousand sentences is a lot of writing!

The Book of Mormon says it best: “By small and simple things are great things brought to pass.” A good streak is small and simple. Done religiously, these baby steps will turn into miles and miles of progress. If you’re ready to take control of your life and destiny, give yourself permission to become a streaker. Whether or not you do it naked is up to you.

— Heather Webb —
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The secret of change is to focus all your energy not on fighting the old but on building the new.

~Dan Millman



I’ve never faced a “diet” with more trepidation than I did when it came to a coffee diet. For years, I denied that I needed to do it. And yet, my health said otherwise.

My gut, my brain, my nervous system… they were all telling me this diet was one I needed to begin before I made things worse.

In my opinion, there had never been a more incredible invention than the coffee machine. And even more substantial, the ability to set up the coffee maker the night before. Wake up to comfort? Wake up to a beautiful aroma? Wake up to my machine essentially handing me a warm blanket with a hug?

Yeah, that was coffee to me.

But when I started to realize that I could overdo a good thing, my infatuation with coffee waned. My thirty-year relationship with coffee wasn’t what I thought it was.

I felt like my world was shattering. I had been living a lie. Coffee didn’t love me like I loved it. It was only using me, and I knew this because of several incidents I couldn’t shake.


	My brain fog wasn’t going away with every cup I drank. It was just getting worse.

	The onset of an autoimmune disease came in full throttle and didn’t want to back down.

	My sleep pattern shifted so that I spent more of my time tossing and turning than sleeping.

	My anxiety was at an all-time high.



You’d think that a rational person would see these things happening. That I was consuming more coffee than was good for me. That the whole cause-and-effect scenario would be obvious.

But you’d be wrong. I blamed my circumstances, the kids’ schedules, my schedule, and doing too many things at once. I looked at everything other than what I was putting into my body.

So, I sat down one day and tallied up my average coffee-drinking day. It came to about six cups a day. It wasn’t a horrible amount, but it sure wasn’t good. I didn’t start out drinking six cups a day. No, this was decades of drinking the stimulant and then having it become such a part of me that I became dependent on it. Now, it was causing health problems. Something had to give.

“This is it,” I said to myself and my coffeemaker. “I can’t keep doing this. I’ll see you next year.”

And so, for one year, I gave up caffeine.

It wasn’t fun. It was horrible, in fact.

Giving up coffee was pure insanity for the first few weeks. I tried to taper down my caffeine intake so that I didn’t get splitting headaches, but I didn’t taper off slowly enough. I’ve never had headaches the way I had them while I weaned myself from caffeine. The headaches settled into the back quadrant of my head and stayed there for weeks. It was unreal.

And it also showed me how addicted I was.

Not drinking coffee felt like my life as I knew it was over. If this sounds exaggerated, it isn’t. My life revolved around coffee — the first thing in the morning, the refills, the first thing in the afternoon as a pick-me-up — and then it suddenly didn’t. I felt like I was living someone else’s life.

Who was I if I couldn’t even have the comfort of coffee?

My comfort, because that’s what coffee had become, was no longer my comfort. Everything I had known for thirty years (my coffee routine) had to change. But slowly, and very clearly, I began to see a subtle shift in other areas of my life.


	My brain fog began to dissipate. Not wholly, but it alleviated it. The caffeine had not helped to clear my morning fog but only added to it!

	My gut began to feel better. My autoimmune disease slowed.

	Sleep returned to me. My nights were spent sleeping!

	My anxiety lightened.



The first six months of no caffeine were hard. Not having that hot brown liquid to start my day felt strange. But, after becoming a slave to it, I knew I had to find an alternative.

So, I drank hot water. Even hot water with half-and-half in it at times, just to fill that “hot drink” need in the morning. And you know what?

It worked.

Sure, it didn’t taste like coffee. Not even close. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that I replaced the caffeine with no caffeine. And it was working miracles in my body. I didn’t have to be dependent on caffeine anymore! That hot water made me feel like I was still being handed a warm blanket and a hug every morning.

Six months into my caffeine-free coffee diet, I added decaf coffee. For coffee purists like myself, there is a distinct flavor difference between regular and decaffeinated coffees.

But sick people can’t be picky!

So, I put up with the decaf and lived without the caffeine for six months. Decaf at home, decaf at the coffee shop, and decaf with my parents at Saturday morning coffee meets. It was a long time, but after one year, I knew I could live without caffeine.

I brought regular coffee back into my life after one year, but on a lesser scale. I had healed my gut, restored my sleep, and brought back peace, and there was no way I was going to allow my toxic relationship with coffee to reverse my progress.

Today, I drink no more than two small cups of coffee a day. (Occasionally, I’ll add a small third cup of decaf.)

Now that I know what it’s like not to be dependent on coffee, I don’t want to ever be that dependent — and sick — again.

Sure, I miss the carefree days of drinking as much coffee as I wanted. But knowing that it made me sick changed my relationship with coffee.

I broke up with coffee the way I once knew it.

And I’m all the better for it.

— Heather Spiva —
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A goal without a plan is just a wish.

~Antoine de Saint-Exupéry



As I entered my sixties, I stopped making New Year’s resolutions, to avoid the stress of implementing them. The stats indicated that 80 percent of people give up on their resolutions by February. I decided to come up with a different idea to make each month more meaningful and bring more joy.

My new plan was to pick twelve themes, one for each month. I wrote the chosen themes on paper, cut them into strips, and placed them in my pink glass cookie jar. At the beginning of each month, I randomly picked a theme, letting it take me in any direction.

With a January birthday, I chose a non-negotiable theme to start the new year: Take Care of Myself. Why? December tends to be the month for giving and doing for others. However, come January, I was ready to hide my introverted self away for a while. So, I would ask myself if I was doing something for myself or others. I would continue to do it without guilt if it was for myself. I contemplated the value of doing it and what I would sacrifice if it were for someone else. I reminded myself that this month’s theme centred on my well-being.

I was more relaxed in February and looked forward to my next theme. It was a fun surprise when things happened that coincided with my theme for the month.

Some of the themes (in no particular order) that I’ve used over the years include:

Learning: Watching YouTube videos helped me learn more about technology, including my computer and cell-phone applications. I read more non-fiction books, such as The Saskatchewan Secret: Folk Healers, Diviners, and Mystics of the Prairies by Jacqueline Moore, Becoming by Michelle Obama, Under My Skin: Volume One of My Autobiography to 1949 by Doris Lessing, and An Enneagram Guide: A Spirituality of Love in Brokenness by Eilis Bergin and Eddie Fitzgerald. I watched classes about cooking, exercise, health and wellness, and the craft of writing. I viewed webinars and documentaries in MasterClass. (I had a one-year subscription.) I learned while watching online webinars from the Arthritis Society Canada and the Alzheimer Society of Saskatchewan. It was a month of discovery.

Laughter: I sought out comical movies or sitcoms such as Corner Gas, Seinfeld, and Frasier reruns. I read humorous books such as The 100-Year-Old Man Who Climbed Out the Window and Disappeared by Jonas Jonasson. I wrote funny stories about my life events or quirky poems to share with others. I also asked family and friends to tell me jokes.

Silence: I tried to speak less, listen more, and live in the moment instead of thinking about the next thing I had to do. I spent less time socializing and more time alone — walking, meditating, praying, and being still. I read Thomas Moore’s Care of the Soul: A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life and found it helpful.

Financial: I examined our finances and budget to determine our financial status. I was more conscious of each purchase I made and questioned whether it was necessary. (Yes, sometimes chocolate is just required.) I took no-longer-needed treasures and placed them on Kijiji or Marketplace to sell them and make a bit of money. I took our empty bottles to SARCAN to be recycled.

Writing: I committed to writing more stories and poems. One day, I hope to realize my dream of publishing the book of poetry I’ve been working on over the years. I’m in several writing groups and listened for suggestions on markets or contests where I could submit my poems or stories. I polished off and edited some of my pieces and submitted them.

Giving: I researched charitable organizations and then did some soul-searching to decide which ones I wished to support. I baked and cooked more than we needed and surprised friends and neighbours with a porch-dropped treat. It was also an excellent month to declutter our home and donate boxes of treasures to charities or non-profit thrift stores. I donated our cans and bottles to children’s groups. I spent more time helping friends who needed assistance.

Decluttering: Although this happens year-round, I made more of an effort to gather unused or unwanted treasures. I sold them on Marketplace and Kijiji, donated them to charitable or non-profit thrift stores, gave items to friends who wanted them or, as a last resort, threw them away. I believe that donating or purging is always a win/win.

Spiritual: I devoted more time to reading the Bible and other inspirational books by Joyce Meyer, Thomas Moore, Rainer Maria Rilke, Rachel Naomi Remen, etc. I also engaged family and friends in discussions concerning spiritual beliefs and philosophies.

Creativity: I looked for new creative outlets, such as making vision boards, sketching, painting, baking something I’ve never made before, writing edgy poetry, or even rearranging the furniture in our home.

Nutrition: I became more interested in nutritious foods and tried new recipes from different cultures. I also researched how our bodies respond to different foods and introduced more nutritious meals into my diet. It was a month to step away from chips, Cheezies, candy, pop, etc. (Notice I did not add chocolate to this list.)

Socializing: I enjoyed getting together with family and friends for tea, lunch or just to walk and talk. I made an extra effort to meet with the friends I see only once a year. I also emailed or texted people to check in and see how they were doing. Since I’m an introvert, this month took a bit more of my energy.

Fitness: I re-examined my exercise routine, which included stretching, strengthening, deep breathing and maintaining my mobility. For several years, I have done daily stretches and also attended a gym three mornings a week. I took longer walks and went mall walking when winter sidewalks were slippery.

As each year came to an end, I found my life more interesting and learned new things about myself. I reflected on the upcoming year to determine which themes I should repeat or discard, and whether new themes would be implemented.

I could never decide if chocolate should be one of my themes. Maybe next year.

— Cathy Langdon —
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Giving up smoking is the easiest thing in the world. I should know. I’ve done it thousands of times.

~Mark Twain



“Daddy, why are you a drug dealer?” This was not a question I expected from my four-year-old son. I told him that I wasn’t a drug dealer, but he replied, “Yes, you are! You smoke, and bad people smoke, and drug dealers are bad people!” Wow! That line of reasoning really set me back mentally. And it made me realize that I needed to quit smoking.

At age eighteen, I made the second biggest mistake of my life. I started smoking. I was out on my own, and it was part of my new “maturity.”

My parents had smoked. Mom quit while pregnant with me. Dad was a three-pack-a-day lover of Lucky Strikes. But I remember when he sat at the kitchen table one day and opened a new pack. He lit one, took a drag, and put it out. Then, he said, “That’s it! I quit!” He never smoked again. He carried that pack of cigarettes with him until it fell apart.

I smoked for a couple of years and then quit. No problem. It was easy.

Eight years later, I made the biggest mistake of my life. I was bored and bummed a smoke. An hour later, I bought a pack. I was immediately re-hooked.

I didn’t smoke much. I only smoked while doing certain events or tasks, such as while driving, fishing, or at my Thursday night poker game. I averaged about half a pack a day.

I was also running during this period, anywhere from three to ten miles, four to five times a week. I participated in frequent road races. I often smoked right before or after a run.

Then, my son dropped his accusation about me being a drug dealer, and I decided to quit. But while my son was an incentive, it wasn’t quite enough, and I continued to smoke. Then, the diagnosis of bladder cancer pushed me closer toward a serious attempt at quitting. When the urologist urged me to quit, I laughingly assured him that I had never inhaled “down there.”

A change of job titles meant a lot of travel, driving, and hotel rooms. These situations greatly increased my smoking. I went from half a pack a day to two and maybe three.

Then, a diagnosis of COPD finally decided my destiny. I had to give up the coffin nails.

But there was still a gap. I simply enjoyed smoking too much to just walk away. I needed a special, personal incentive. And so, I decided to play a game with myself.

I called this game JUST ONE MORE CIGARETTE! I was basically trying to psych myself into quitting. To accomplish this, I had to accept three ideas. The first was that cancer will kill you. The second was that cigarettes can cause cancer. These two were very easy to accept. The third was the real challenge.

Imagine this: You are blindfolded and walking toward a cliff. You don’t know how far away the cliff is, but you know that if you fall off the edge, you will die. So, how many steps toward the precipice are you willing to take?

That is very similar to the game I played. Accepting that smoking can cause cancer that can kill you, I imagined all the cigarettes that I had smoked in the past and all I would smoke in the future as being in a long chain. I doubted that a single cigarette would likely kill me, but I accepted that somewhere within that long chain was THE ONE CIGARETTE that would trigger the process of forming cancer that would kill me. Again, consider that life-ending step off the cliff and incorporate that into the process of smoking.

So, the third premise that made this work was that I had to believe that the next cigarette I smoked would be the silver bullet that would lead to my death. Now, I had to consider that, if I knew the next cigarette would kill me, WOULD I SMOKE IT? What was more important? A puff of nicotine or seeing my son grow up? Living to retire? Growing old with my wife?

It wasn’t the easiest thing to stick with at first. The first day of “The Game,” I had a three-hour drive to my work site and left home very early. An early morning smoke was among my favorite ways to start the day, and smoking and driving were a perfect combination. In my mind, I had to remind myself constantly that I was fighting for my life. I struggled through the day.

What if the next cigarette would kill me?

But that night was when The Game became a true challenge. I was spending the week away from home, and the loneliness of a motel room on a night when there was nothing worth watching on television made the absence of a cigarette nearly painful. I read. I took long walks. I took a long shower. I went to bed early and then tossed and turned. Three times, I nearly broke and almost bought a pack. I actually got dressed and drove to a store but did not get out of my car.

I made it through Day One.

This is where the second part of The Game came into play. I kept score by the number of days I had completed. Whenever I was tempted to give in, I’d remember that I had suffered through one day, and if I lit up, I’d have to start over at Day One again. A week became a victory. A month was a miracle. The temptation was still raging, but it weakened as each day passed. Constantly, the thought of having to start over again kept me on the straight and narrow.

What if the next cigarette would kill me?

Every occasion when I used to smoke added to the challenge of not smoking. I took some plastic drinking straws and cut them to the size of a cigarette. I held them with my fingers or lips to act as substitutes. It looked weird, and I received some disparaging comments because of them. But they helped me to continue toward my goal.

What if the next cigarette would kill me?

My mother once asked me for a cigarette and then quickly recanted. She said that if she smoked one, she would start up again. At the time, I laughed at how silly that sounded. She hadn’t smoked in over twenty years, and I thought it was ludicrous that nicotine could control her so strongly. But it’s been over thirty years since I last filled my lungs with that poisonous smoke, and I still occasionally wish for a cigarette. And my health has suffered because of those long-ago cigarettes. But happily, I never smoked that certain one — the cigarette that would’ve killed me!

— Chip Kirkpatrick —





[image: Story 7] 75 Hard


When we strive to become better than we are, everything around us becomes better too.

~Paulo Coelho



It began as a dinner with some girlfriends. It ended up being much more, because as the conversation flowed, an interesting topic arose: 75 Hard.

“When we were in Florida last year, the whole family did it together!” one woman said.

“Hey! Why don’t we do it?” said another of the ladies.

“We can start tomorrow!” replied someone else.

“Wait!” I chimed in. “Can I have a couple of days to research it?”

“Nope! What’s the difference? Let’s just start in the morning.”

After a cursory Google search right there at our table, I convinced myself that I could do something that was for a set number of days, seventy-five to be exact.

That evening, I did a deeper dive to see what I had gotten myself into.

I downloaded the app, opened it up, and was greeted by entrepreneur Andy Frisella’s voice telling me that, if I was looking for a fitness regime, “This is not it.”

He went on to explain that, by following this program, I was taking control, staying in charge, and being the boss of myself while increasing my confidence, self-esteem, self-worth, self-belief, fortitude, and grit.

My interest was piqued.

“What have I got to lose except self-doubt?” I asked myself.

So, on October 22, 2024, I began.

Frisella described 75 Hard as “a transformative mental toughness program…. Think of this as an Ironman for your brain.”

And why was 75 the “magic” number?

According to what I read from the National Library of Medicine, people can expect habit formation (based on daily repetition) to take around ten weeks. Clever! Ten weeks, at seven days per week, equals seventy days. Then, throw in an extra five days to cement the new practice.

When participating in 75 Hard, the following tasks must be completed every single day for seventy-five days. Below are the nitty-gritty details and my approach to conquering each mission:

Drink a gallon of water every day.

What? I barely ever drank a pint (except, of course, on pickleball days)!

With this kind of shock to my system, would my body even be able to process that much liquid in a twenty-four-hour period?

As it turns out, I became familiar with where to find the ladies’ room at all my “haunts” — grocery stores, department stores, workout facilities, schools that I visited for author talks, restaurants, etc.

I learned that it was a terrible idea to meet the water requirement into the evening so I checked off that challenge as early in the day as possible.

Choose a diet regimen and stick to it.

I knew myself well enough to realize that, if I committed to removing something from my diet for seventy-five days, I would crave it.

For example, I rather detest lima beans, but if I made the decision to eliminate them from my life for seventy-five days, I would hunger for them.

Instead of removing certain elements from my food intake, I decided to log my meals, snacks, and exercise on the MyFitnessPal app. It works a bit like a bank account, except that the currency is consumption and movement. The twice-daily exercise increased my calorie allotment so I knew how much I had left to spend (in this case, eat) each day.

No alcohol.

Can I just tell you how relieved I was that the words “ice cream” did not follow the word “no”?

This was a fairly easy trial as I don’t consume alcohol with any regularity. The only difficulty I had with this task was saying no to a margarita when we went to our neighborhood Mexican restaurant. At least I knew where the bathroom was, though!

Read ten pages, each day, in a self-help book.

I had to remind myself that this was both a physical and a mental challenge. Perhaps I might glean some important insight by picking up a book that, on an average day in my life, I would eschew.

You Can Heal Your Life, by Louise Hay, Tiny Buddha’s Inner Strength Journal, by Lori Deschene, and 5 Steps to Better Health and Happiness, by Bonnie Groessl, became my constant companions.

While I was hesitant to “buy in” to this part of the overall program, I realized that my mindset needed to change. If I was going to take this challenge seriously, it was a “package deal” rather than one in which I could pick and choose what to follow.

Not only did these books provide information, they also offered opportunities for engagement, whether it was writing, meditation, introspection, or positive self-talk.

By reading and engaging in these activities, I was guided into taking a closer look at myself — where I held responsibility for things that, perhaps, I wished were different about me, my life, and even those around me.

At the outset, I was skeptical about spending part of my day conquering self-help books, but I concluded that, like with any other undertaking, there is always a gem or two to uncover if we look “hard” enough and keep an open mind.

Take progress photos.

I did… very strategically!

The upside to this task is that I learned how to use the photo-timer mechanism on my iPhone so that I could maintain my privacy while I donned a skort and sports bra in order to take and then upload those pics to the 75 Hard app, where they will safely stay and never see the light of day! The whole idea here is to note one’s progress and stay motivated.

As long as my scantily clad self was confined to my eyes only, I could be both horrified and proud at the same time!

Here’s where things got a bit dicey…

Complete a forty-five-minute workout indoors.

For someone whose daily routine did not include spending time at the gym, this was a real threat to my successful participation in 75 Hard!

The easy days were those in which I played pickleball at Creve Coeur Racquet Club. It counted as exercising inside. I could check off that little “Indoor Workout” box with no problem!

Yet, how would I meet this goal on the other five days of the week?

Instead of letting my gym membership continue to lie dormant, I incorporated it into my world. Upper-body work on the machines, using free weights, and pedaling away on the stationary bike and/or elliptical contraption became my go-to activities.

When the number of hours in a day did not increase from twenty-four to, say, twenty-six, I felt a sense of panic rising in my chest. There were many times that I had back-to-back appointments, and I was up against the clock. How would I do forty-five minutes of exercise indoors?

Enter YouTube and Zumba! In the privacy of my bedroom, with the help of the on-screen instructors, I danced forty-five minutes at a time.

While I aspired to move like the dance experts, I took solace in the fact that I could check off another box on my app. I decided that, with enough practice, I might gain a semblance of fluidity and rhythm, although I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: There is a good reason why my parents didn’t name me Grace.

Complete a forty-five-minute workout outdoors.

Most days were a piece of cake (although I ate very little cake for seventy-five days)! With creativity being one of my strengths, I found ways to work around the weather.

Walking was my outdoor exercise of choice. When I went longer than my required forty-five minutes, usually by accident, I prided myself on being an overachiever. Such a great feeling! Unfortunately, it didn’t mean that I could get away with only a forty-minute outside activity the next day!

I didn’t mind walking in light rain or snow. I simply dressed for the occasion.

There were some hiccups, though. One particularly rainy day found me bundled up in a long, hooded raincoat doing yard work. Another stormy day left me no option other than to follow a video of chair yoga on my front porch. Chair yoga! I hadn’t thought I’d reached that point in my life yet, but it was a means to an end: checking off that little box on my app!

I had to do it, because here is the final rule:

If you miss any daily task, you must start the whole program over again from Day 1.

This may have been solely responsible for my forging ahead on those days in which the bathroom called too many times, when I had to brave the cold, or even if I simply didn’t feel like giving it my all that day.

January 4, 2025, was my last day of 75 Hard. My calendar had been marked since Day 1.

In my mind, I had a multitude of celebrations planned: Have that margarita! Eat ice cream! Sit around and do nothing because I finally could!

None of that happened.

A winter storm descended upon us on Sunday January 5.

“Whew!” I thought.

The timing was perfect because now I wasn’t bound by any parameters or little boxes that might go unchecked. I could do (or not do!) anything I wanted.

As the snow fell, I grabbed my coat, snow boots, gloves, and hat and set out for a walk in the whiteness of a winter’s day — not because I had to but because, after seventy-five days of practiced, intentional activities, I’d developed a few new habits!

— Sheri Block Glantz —
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Start writing, no matter what. The water does not flow until the faucet is turned on.

~Louis L’Amour



I don’t remember who in my group of writer friends originally had the idea to write a poem a day for a year, but when I heard it, I was all-in. I have always been a sucker for a challenge and have joined many: a poem a day for a month, writing a novel in a month, writing a short story with a certain word count, writing a poem with the most outrageous prompts I could think up, even writing a poem every hour for twelve hours — overnight! I had conquered the other challenges, and I was excited about a new one.

On January 1, 2024, I opened my computer and navigated to the shared drive where we pledged to write every day. Three of us were going to write, and we each picked a color. My color was blue; all my poems would be typed in the drive in blue.

The first week of poem writing was fun. I looked forward to reading what my cohorts wrote and receiving their input on my verses. Those first few poems were long, well-thought-out observations about life and feelings and emotions. I tapped into the most outward-facing parts of daily living. I was able to maintain my momentum even into some late-night writing.

I didn’t think that February would be hard, but it’s funny how our minds work. Mine seemed to be circling back to the same topics over and over. That wouldn’t work for the whole year! I started to look to the topics of the other writers’ poems for inspiration. My poems started to lose some originality, but the process was becoming part of my daily routine.

The first and probably most dynamic thing that I noticed was that our voices were starting to change. I had known these women for nearly fifteen years, and I was intimately familiar with the way that they wrote. I could hear their voices in their written words, and they could hear mine. Sixty days into the challenge, though, I started to notice some stylistic growth. We were beginning to explore poetry in different and more creative ways. The sound of our voices started to ebb and flow and twist around each other like braided hair. If it weren’t for the three different colors, the poems that emerged in March would have been less distinguishable by poet. Going back to read my own poetry, there were times when I was confused, thinking that someone else had used my color.

By the time we approached summer, we were all shamefully falling behind. I was writing two or three poems some days to catch up. The kids were out of school, the sun was shining, and beaches and swimming pools were calling to us. There were days when I didn’t feel well, or the kids didn’t feel well, or the house needed to be cleaned, or laundry needed to be washed. I sometimes went days without writing a word and then tried to catch up by writing in feverish sprints.

Being in the challenge was drawing the three of us closer. We started talking on the phone several times a week. Sometimes, we talked about the poetry challenge. Other times, we just talked about life. Poems that echoed the ups and downs of our days triggered calls between the three of us. “Just checking on you…” “Hey, congratulations…” “Everything okay over there?” We were more in tune with one another. More aware of our own situations. Writing a poem a day was starting to become a poetic diary that we shared. We wrote about family, work, dirty dishes, sideways glances, and bad attitudes. We wrote about dreams, wishes and disappointments, things that were lost and things that were found. There were verses written through tear-filled eyes and screaming rants. We wrote poems of jubilee. Writing a poem a day was healing. It became therapeutic.

Holidays came and went, along with a writers’ retreat, brunches and lunches, late nights and early mornings. In November, I was over thirty days behind. I don’t know if it was because I hadn’t truly developed a habit or if the habit was so intellectually and emotionally intense that it was hard to keep up. What I did know was that I had to finish what I started. So, on the first of December, I doubled-down. My excitement was revived. I could see the finish line. I wrote every morning and afternoon. I wrote before bed and sometimes in the middle of the night. I wrote good poems and I wrote bad ones. I wrote sonnets of rhymes and rhythm-driven free verse. I wrote silly haiku and played with untapped poetic styles. I even made up my own poetic style.

Then, on New Year’s Eve, with one poem to go, I completed the challenge. It wasn’t a poem a day, but it was 365 poems in a year. Proud that it was done and amazed at the pages and pages of writing, I was glad that I hadn’t given up. The reward was in the doing, no matter how many days I missed.

Those poems showed me how much I matured. And when I hurt, they showed me how I healed. I’m able to revisit the days when I rejoiced and relive simple moments of joy. Writing every day made me take account of everything around me. I miss writing those poems and maybe I’ll try again sometime, but this year I’m writing a short story a month. I do love a challenge.

— Ginger M. Galloway —
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There comes a time in your life when you have to choose to turn the page, write another book, or simply close it.

~Shannon L. Alder



When my husband passed away unexpectedly, my world crumbled. In an instant, the life that I knew vanished, leaving me enveloped in a fog of grief. Days blurred into nights, and the routines that once brought structure disappeared. No husband. No friends. No job. My life suddenly felt empty and meaningless. I was merely surviving, going through the motions with no sense of direction or purpose.

In those early months, I sat alone in my quiet apartment, staring into the abyss of the years ahead. The future stretched before me, filled with emptiness, loneliness, and loss. It was as if I was looking into a void, a life without meaning.

I played the victim in my head. No one was reaching out. The funeral was over. People had moved on. Then, a realization hit me hard: Thousands of people every day in the United States lose their spouses, just like I had. I began thinking about the walking zombie population that must exist — people, like me, stumbling through life, numbed by grief.

I began to look at everyone with deeper compassion for what they were enduring. I realized that I never wanted to see myself as a victim of my circumstances. I had choices to make and the privilege of a life where I could make them. I’ve always needed to be in control of my life, but losing a spouse unexpectedly is a brutal reminder of how little control we actually have.

I always prided myself on being strong and self-sufficient, but this loss made me question everything. I had to find a way to rebuild my life, not just for survival but to reclaim some sense of purpose in a world that felt so completely out of my control.

I made a conscious decision to face the pain head-on rather than let it define me. I began to write again, something I hadn’t done in years. Writing became my lifeline, a way to process the overwhelming emotions and thoughts that swirled within me. Through this process, I started to reconnect with the person I once was and imagine a future that, while different from what I had planned, could still hold meaning and purpose.

As I moved forward in my journey, I took concrete steps to transform my pain into purpose. I founded Centaur Courses LLC, a business dedicated to providing support and education to widows and widowers. This venture became a way to channel my grief into something constructive and meaningful. I started by offering one-on-one coaching to another widow who was struggling to find her way, helping her navigate the emotional minefield that comes with losing a spouse. This work was deeply fulfilling, as it allowed me to use my experience to guide others through their darkest hours.

Recognizing the importance of understanding death from different perspectives, I
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