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As the poet Rainer Maria Rilke inscribed in a book he wrote:

My family, I once gave this book into your hands, and you cared for it as no one had yet done. So I have grown accustomed to think that it belongs to you. Suffer me, therefore, not only in your own book, but in all the books of this edition to write your names; to write:

This book belongs to
My brilliant husband, John Ptak,
and our wise and funny daughters,
Emma and Tess Ptak

You are the ones with whom I want to spend my
thirty-seven days, and for whom these words
were written in the first place.
My loves. I keep you in my heart.



[image: art]




Contents

 

Copyright

Prologue

Introduction

PART ONE:           Inhabit Your Story

CHAPTER 1           Write to remember

CHAPTER 2           Start with “I”

PART TWO:          The Six Practices for Intentional Living

CHAPTER 3           Intensity: Say Yes

Dance in Your Car

Carry a Small Grape

Always Rent the Red Convertible

Celebrate Every Orange Flag

Wear Pink Glasses

Say Wow When You See a Bus

CHAPTER 4           Inclusion: Be Generous

Squeeze in Next to Someone, Arm-to-Arm

Just Wave

Consider the Flea

Redefine Normal

Polish Your Mud Balls

Say Hi to Yaron

CHAPTER 5           Integrity: Speak up

Save Face for Someone Else

Don’t Sell Your Red Books

Roll on the Floor

Let It Be a Barn

Bust Your Toast Rules

Don’t Stop to Wave, You’ll Drown

CHAPTER 6           Intimacy: Love More

Burn Those Jeans

Put Your Own Mask on First

Purge Your Portfolio

Give Free Hugs

Save a Grocery List

Love Unlovable People

CHAPTER 7           Intuition: trust Yourself

Choose Your Seatmates Wisely

Let Go of the Monkey Bars

Write Some Blues

Just Help Them Get Started

Unpack Your Boxes

Dress Up for Ed McMahon

CHAPTER 8           Intention: Slow Down

Follow Your Desire Lines

Go See the Tiny Ninjas

Get Off the Ship

Close the Boardroom Closet

Eat Slowly and Thank the Chef

Signal Your Turns

PART THREE:       Life Is a verb

CHAPTER 9           Become You

Live an Irresistible Obituary

Epilogue

Dive Deeper, read Further

Artists

Permissions

Gratitudes

About the Author



Prologue

WHY 37 DAYS?
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Time only seems to matter when it’s running out. —Peter Strup

At some point in your life, you’ll only have thirty-seven days to live. Maybe that day is today. Maybe not.

Such a day arrived on October 24, 2003, for a 6-foot, 5-inch-tall man with a southern accent, a golfer’s tan, five World War II Bronze Stars, and a forest-green Lincoln Town Car. On that beautiful autumn day, he was diagnosed with lung cancer. He died just thirty-seven days later.

That man was my stepfather, Boyce. I helped him live—and die—in those brief days between diagnosis and death, a process that prompted me to ask, What would I be doing today if I only had thirty-seven days to live?

My mother and I cared for him at home, since he wanted to die there. Never having been around someone dying, I didn’t know what to do. When my father died more than two decades before, I was just twenty and in the intensive care waiting room, not beside him. No one asked if I wanted to be with him as he died; they just asked if I wanted to see him dead after it was all over. It was the beginning of a long realization of how intensively we avoid death in this culture.

Helping Boyce die was at once profound and awkward, as if visiting a place I ought not to be, hearing things I ought not hear, dispensing morphine as if I knew how. He very soon lost the ability to speak, which made it both easier and harder for me. I was scared and anxious all the time, never knowing what was coming next. There was no manual I could find, no prescription for what he was feeling and doing, for how his insides were eating him up. I couldn’t tell, and he couldn’t tell me, either.

Everything I could think to talk to him about was so petty it was painful. Would he like to watch a movie? I’d pantomime the question—then think, What, and chance Hugh Grant being the last thing he sees on earth? The newspaper failed, too, its contents hardly relevant, a mere deflection. But what was appropriate in this important, liminal space—the gap between life and death?


At night I could hear the oxygen machine’s pistons moving in and out, and I waited for it to stop. Finally it did, after his feet started turning blue and that blueness marched all the way up him, thirty-seven days after the awful diagnosis.

The time frame of thirty-seven days made an impression on me. We often live as if we have all the time in the world, but the definite-ness of thirty-seven days was striking. So short a time, as if all the regrets and joys of a life would barely have time to register before it was up.

If I had thirty-seven days left, would I spend my time cleaning the attic, purging computer files, or attending committee meetings? Would I have passed on my stories to my children and friends, or would I spend those days regretting not having time to do so? Am I living fully now, or am I waiting until after the kids leave for college or my annuity matures or the Colts move back to Baltimore? It will be too late then.

I tried to reconcile the fact that this fearful death was happening with the understanding that I needed to make something good out of it. What emerged was a commitment to ask myself this question every morning: What would I be doing today if I only had thirty-seven days to live?

Some days it’s a hard question.

Ten years before, one of my favorite college professors died when he was only forty-six. A brilliant physicist, Sheridan Simon was a man with considerable charm and humor; we had stayed in touch since my graduation more than a decade earlier. Sheridan’s doctors told him he had a year to live. “Do whatever you want in that year,” they said. And so he did.

His friend and fellow professor Jonathan Malino eulogized Sheridan at his death: “He continued to live the very life he had been leading before his illness. This was his life. His account of his days, his heart of wisdom, lay in the very passions and commitments which he embodied daily. Day by day, this determination not to run away from his life took more and more courage. The pain increased. The exhaustion mounted. And yet, just three nights before his death, Sheridan was still in the classroom, still reaching out to others, still using every bit of his energy to make the lives of others better.”

I got a last letter from Sheridan just eight days before he died; he closed it with these words: “Be in touch, OK? Love, Sheridan.”

Journalist Marjorie Williams died of liver cancer three days after turning forty-seven. As an “act of mourning,” her husband compiled her final essays in a book titled The Woman at the Washington Zoo: “Having found myself faced with that old bull-session question (What would you do if you found out you had a year to live?), I learned that a woman with children has the privilege or duty of bypassing the existential. What you do, if you have little kids, is lead as normal a life as possible, only with more pancakes.”

Like Sheridan Simon and Marjorie Williams, my answer to that bull-session question wasn’t about uprooting my family to take a world tour. It wasn’t about climbing Mount Everest or learning Urdu once and for all or seeking enlightenment in a faraway land. Instead it was about living each individual, glorious day with more intention. It was simply about saying yes, being generous, speaking up, loving more, trusting myself, and slowing down. It was about more fully inhabiting the life I have, not creating a new one. It was about leading my everyday life with a lot more (chocolate chip) pancakes.

One thing did become clear as I pondered my last thirty-seven days: I needed to leave some greater part of myself behind for my two young daughters. I knew if today were day one of my last thirty-seven days, I would write like hell and leave as much of myself behind for Emma and Tess as I could. I would let them know and see me as a real person, not just a mother. I’d leave with them for safekeeping my thoughts and memories, fears and dreams, the histories of what I am and who my people are.

I would explore what living really means and leave them with a notebook of challenges, an instruction manual to guide them as they live their lives without me. Not where to get their hair cut or how to steam artichokes or combat static cling or change a tire or book the cheapest airfare, but the deeper things—how to know what to care about, how to treat others around them (and themselves), what to question, how to love, what to stand up for, and why they should tell stories and listen to the stories of others. This book is that guidebook.

Writing my stories for them, teaching my daughters to live fully—and learning how to live fully myself in the process—that’s what I’d do with my thirty-seven days.

I’m beginning here.


Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.

—Steve Jobs
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Introduction

ALWAYS CARRY A PENCIL; OR, HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
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Reading without reflecting is like eating without digestion. —Edmund Burke

When writer Vladimir Nabokov was asked, “Who is your ideal reader?” he said, “My ideal reader is someone who reads with a dictionary and a pencil.” In a similar way, poet Billy Collins suggests our pencil acts as a kind of seismograph to register the mental tremors we’re feeling as we read. “Such jottings are a sign of our presence, and the book we hold in our hands becomes not just The Heart of Darkness, but my reading of The Heart of Darkness—the silent communication and conversation that took place between me and Joseph Conrad,” Collins said in a recent commencement address.

Marginalia is a way of carrying on a larger, broader conversation. It’s a physical record of our encounter with a text, scrawled or jotted in margins and on endpapers and flyleaves. And so, too, with this book. I hope you will find yourself in the margins, between and beneath the words and perhaps if I’ve done my job, in them.

One of Darwin’s most famous notations was handwritten in the margins where a rudimentary drawing of his evolutionary tree from 1870 rests under two simple words: “I think.” And history’s most famous marginal note is probably Fermat’s last theorem: In 1637 this seventeenth-century mathematician wrote in his copy of Diophantus’s Arithmetica, “I have a truly marvelous proof of this proposition which this margin is too narrow to contain.” Pity the narrow margin: It took mathematicians 357 years to find that proof.

Instead of a book, what if we’re actually writing (or not writing) in the margins of our lives? What if our lives are books? What is the sign of our presence? Are we pressing into the margins our interpretations and questions? Are we circling offending verbs and drawing furious arrows to the margin where we scrawl “irony,” “frustration,” “voiceless,” “unfair!” Or do we simply turn the pages, passively receiving what’s given, furiously disagreeing but remaining silent about it?

I read Tennyson’s In Memoriam while at Guilford College, shortly after my father’s death in 1980. Notes upon notes live in those margins, some embarrassing, some naive, some illustrative of my own state of mind, the river of sorrow I was then on: “love/grief are one,” “cycle moves on,” “he’s gone,” and, of course, like every good undergrad, “man vs. nature.” All in a goofy, loopy, messy hand, a record of a young woman reading her own life, too, missing her own Hallam. At “He is not here; but far away / The noise of life begins again,” I’ve penned in the margin: “A vanish’d life, it will forever rain … me too.”

Taking pen or pencil to our books isn’t mutilation, it is conversation. As British author Hester Thrale Piozzi put it in 1790, “I have a Trick of writing in the Margins of my Books, it is not a good Trick, but one longs to say something.” One longs to say something.

I’ve come to realize that this book is my marginalia, the seismograph of my life, my longing to say something, to catch a ride into the future on a vessel more lasting than myself. Perhaps you, too, long to say something. These wide margins are here just for that reason.

The Design of This Book

I can’t read those small paperbacks in airport shops—the thick, stubby ones that buckle when you open them, the texture pebbly, the typography unremarkable and running straight to the edge of the page, clamoring into tiny margins hardly big enough to justify the name. I need a page that doesn’t catch my fingers, typefaces that draw me to them, and blank space—a generosity of breathing room, a place to reflect and interact and just “be”—when I’m reading a book. We’ve tried to create that experience in these pages, for you.

My hope is that you will engage with this book as you engage with life. When I meet you in Des Moines or Ojai or Copenhagen or Stellenbosch, my greatest wish is that you’ll show me your dog-eared copy, pages turned down, furious scribblings in the margins to show agreement, disagreement, engagement, those mental tremors you’re feeling. Inhabit this book. Put something of yourself into the blank spaces by way of understanding.

Six Practices for Intentional Living

As I wrote these stories for my daughters, patterns and through-lines started appearing, one after another. Finally I stepped back to see the whole: Six practices for living more intentionally emerged from my three-year exploration. This “guidebook for living” outlines those six practices—intensity, inclusion, integrity, intimacy, intuition, and intention—challenging us to live them now, before it’s too late.

You’ll find more detail about those practices in the coming chapters; first, let me explain the structure of the book. Each practice is illustrated by six stories because, as chapter 1 reveals, we make sense of our lives through story. Writer Flannery O’Connor said, “A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any other way, and it takes every word in the story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a statement would be inadequate.”

From Story to Challenge

Each story is followed by two challenges: One that can be done immediately (Action) and one to do over time (Movement). Both are described below.

Ernest Hemingway warned: “Never confuse action with movement.” The more immediate Action Challenges may start the process of change, but without an ongoing practice they can’t create enough momentum for real movement—that only happens over time. As you approach the Movement Challenges, think of movement as in a watch or clock—a mechanism that produces or transmits action—those tick-tocks that make up our thirty-seven days, a change over time.

A note about altering the challenges: The challenges I’ve suggested are just that—suggestions. Each reader will have a different take on what the story means to them and, therefore, a different way of incorporating that meaning into their life. Also, to my friends who have disabilities: You are in a far more informed position to know what changes to these challenges are needed for you to participate fully. My hope is that each challenge is doable in some form—using a voice recorder instead of typing, for example—and I would welcome hearing ways in which you’ve adapted and changed the challenges to fit your needs, whether because of a disability, or simply because of a preference.


Action Challenges—Do It Now

These are designed as quick, immediate reinforcements of the story preceding them. Many, but not all, of the Action Challenges are ten-minute writing exercises for which you’ll need a few pieces of simple equipment: A notebook, a pen you enjoy holding (or a computer with the screen turned off—I’ll explain why in a moment), and a timer with a bell. I recommend buying an eighty-nine-cent notebook at the Piggly Wiggly for these exercises, not a twenty-dollar embossed and gold-edged one—you’ll just worry about messing that one up and feel pressured to fill it only with Great Thoughts. No, go for the eighty-nine-cent version in which you can be achingly boring and dull and human. You’ll also want something like an inexpensive egg timer with a bell so you don’t have to interrupt your flow of thought by looking at a watch or clock. And I can’t imagine living life without a big wad of 3-by-5-inch index cards for capturing ideas, so pick up a pack of those, too.




What is a focused free-write?

Each writing prompt is for a “focused free-write” session. Focused free-writes involve writing quickly off the top of your head with no judgment. They tap into a deeper well than the place we usually stay—that nice and tidy place where we punctuate correctly, always abide by grammar rules, and spell accommodation with the proper numbers of m’s. None of that matters in a focused free-write and, in fact, is a deflection rather than a help. Stop thinking and write. Time your free-writing session. A time limit pushes your right brain to produce. If you are really engaged, you can always ignore your timer, but strive for a minimum of a ten-minute session.


TO PRACTICE MEANS TO PERFORM, IN THE FACE OF ALL OBSTACLES, SOME ACT OF VISION, OF FAITH, OF DESIRE. PRACTICE IS A MEANS OF INVITING THE PERFECTION DESIRED.

—Martha Graham



Write in longhand (preferred) or on the computer with the screen turned off if you cannot write in longhand (if neither is possible, use a recorder to capture your ideas). Don’t correct grammar or punctuation, and don’t lift your pen from the page. If you’re using a computer, turning the screen off keeps you from stumbling over your mistakes, since you can’t see them. Just set a timer for the time specified in the Action Challenge and write whatever comes to mind. If you run out of things to say, just write “stuck” repeatedly until words come back to you. Keep your pen (or fingers on a keyboard) moving. You don’t need to speed-write and be physically tense; just don’t stop at all. Never stop, make judgments, or correct your writing. The movement of the pen will help. This doesn’t need to make sense or be seen by anyone else. At the end of the designated time, read what you have written. Then circle a “hot spot”—a word or phrase that stands out for you. Set the timer again and write about that hot spot for three more minutes. This will take you into a deeper dive. When the timer rings, put your notebook aside for the next writing challenge.

Most, but not all, of the Action Challenges are writing exercises. Some require observation, engagement with others, creating something, or reflection of a different kind. They will be described in detail at the close of each story. Each should only take around ten minutes to complete.


We create stories and stories create us. It is a rondo.

—Chinua Achebe





Movement Challenges—Do It for 37 Days

At a recent conference, those of us gathered were asked to participate in a movement exercise. “Sit on the ground,” we were told. “Now change your position.” We moved into odd, awkward, funny positions, trying to outdo the next person. “Now consider whether this position is sustainable and for how long,” the speaker said. We laughed, most of us realizing we had contorted into shapes and positions that looked great, but couldn’t be sustained. So, too, it is with intentional living. This book isn’t about contortions, or awkward, funny positions, or shape-shifting that doesn’t feel like you. It isn’t about competing with others. It’s about sustainable attentiveness.



To live deeper, more meaningful lives, we have to practice. The Movement Challenges are designed to be things you can dip into, come back to later, try out, practice over time.

More specifically, they are things to practice over thirty-seven days. You might choose the one provided, or create one of your own after reading and reflecting on the story. The key is practice.

Doing these challenges all at once would be overwhelming. Choose one or two at a time to focus on, practice them for thirty-seven days, and then dip back into the book for more challenges as you complete the first ones.


FURIOUS ACTIVITY IS NO SUBSTITUTE FOR UNDERSTANDING. —H.H. Williams
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The first few times

Being lost was frightening

Stark, pregnant

With the drama of change

Then, I didn’t know

That everywhere is nowhere

Like the feeling when an ocean wave

Boils you in the sand

But as time goes by

Each occurrence of lostness is quieter

Falling from notice

Like the sound of trains

When you live near the tracks

Until one day

When a friend asks

“How often do you get lost?”

And I strain to recall a single instance

It was then that I realized

Being lost only has meaning

When contrasted with

Knowing where you are

A presumption that slipped out of my life

As quietly as smoke up a chimney

For now I live in a less anchored place

Where being lost is irrelevant

For now, only when there is a need

Do I discover where I am

No alarm, no fear

Just an unconscious check-in

Like glancing in the rear-view mirror.

—David Hollies, “Lost and Found”





[image: art]


Every man’s memory is his private literature. —Aldous Huxley
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“Lost and Found,” the poem opening this chapter, was written by a man who began losing his grip on memory when he was fifty years old. The author, David Hollies, prefaced the poem with this note: “I must have written this sometime last year. I found it on my desk. Another in a series of writings about my journey with dementia.”

I must have written this sometime last year. I found it on my desk. A world of information in fourteen words. As if Mr. Hollies is straddling a chasm between knowing and not knowing, between recognizing and being surprised, between being himself and watching himself. “Being lost,” as he wrote, “only has meaning when contrasted with knowing where you are.”

“For the last seven years,” Mr. Hollies recently e-mailed, “I’ve been rediscovering who I am again and again, as an unexplained neurological disorder unravels most of the fabric of a life once so rich in doings and connections that I can hardly even imagine it now.”

In a family prone to Alzheimer’s, I have watched this process of unraveling up close. It is one of the reasons I feel the urgency of writing to remember. We all need mechanisms for storying our lives in order to remember them, learn from them, and leave them behind for others.


My Sissy was a proud woman, always immaculately dressed, coiffed, and with a beautiful coral ring perched high in a golden filigree throne on her right hand. She seemed like royalty to me. My mother’s sister, older than Mama by seventeen years, she raised my mother as her own after their mother died too young.

A furniture store owner’s wife, Sissy attended to every detail of showroom beauty with the sensibility of a small-town decorator with a subscription to House Beautiful: plastic rings of fruit engulfing large candles under glass, and light-imbued pastoral landscapes the exact length of sofas. Henredon and Drexel furniture companies awarded them both a dozen Christian Tours around the world, so Sissy had adventures from which I was the awestruck recipient of treasures like grass skirts and plastic leis, Chinese dolls with intricately embroidered silk dresses, exotic carvings of wild animals—my first introduction to the world outside.

As she slid into Alzheimer’s, Sissy tried fearfully to cling to her regal self. It was that middle state that fascinated, frightened, and horrified me—that knowing while sliding. A few years before she fell irretrievably into herself, I visited. Walking into her small kitchen, I was immobilized by dozens of calendars—on the door to the basement, the refrigerator, the painted cabinets above the sink. Every available surface was covered with a calendar—from large pictorial versions to those little tear-off paper ones that insurance agents give away.


IN THE DEGREE THAT WE REMEMBER AND RETELL OUR STORIES AND CREATE NEW ONES WE BECOME THE AUTHORS, THE AUTHORITIES, OF OUR OWN LIVES.

—Sam Keen



On each was a tumbled nest of dark black lines across the squares of days passed, a furious marking, a heavy series of X’s across the blocks, the unique and horrible signature of a woman desperately trying to keep track of where she was in time, knowing that she didn’t know and couldn’t remember, creating strategies for tracking, for knowing, for pretending to know, for convincing herself and others that she did know, for saving face. But she didn’t know. As soon as she turned away from each calendar, the day fell from her mind, a problem she solved by ensuring that in every direction her head could turn, there she would find solace, the date, that very one. The person who could help best was gone. When his Alzheimer’s turned his generous sweetness mean, her husband and my PaPa had been taken away to play with an Elmo doll at Autumn Care Rest Home.



To be a person is to have a story to tell.

—Isak Dinesen



We took the Morganton News Herald to her daily, believing contact with the outside world would help in some way. Puzzled at the untouched piles we found around the house, we finally understood there was one newspaper, next to her bed, that she read and re-read, dozens of times each day, week after week, month after month. And until we took the battery from her car while she slept, she drove slowly each day the three blocks to the Winn-Dixie where she had shopped for decades, and bought her daily Hellman’s may-onnaise and toothpicks. Watchful teenage bag boys surreptitiously trailed her slow, queenly processional back home in their own cars, guiding her gently back to her rosebushes and calendars when she got lost.

In her bedroom were Post-it notes, hundreds of them, many with the same information repeated over and over again. Twenty-three 1-inch by 1-inch yellow Post-its perched precariously on the phone alone, with my mother’s phone number and the beautician’s. We knew she had lost the battle when she started wearing only sweatpants with elastic waists and—most importantly—when she stopped getting her hair done.

And then, one weekend when my older daughter visited my mother and stepfather, they took her to see sweet Sissy, as Emma called her. It was on that visit they realized Sissy had finally left for good. Sitting proudly in a straight chair in the living room, she had—it quickly became obvious—sat there for days, a phone next to her, not able to move even to go to the bathroom, unable to call for help since it wasn’t the phone with the Post-it notes. Covered in her own excrement, she did what she had always done when greeting guests as they entered the room: She briefly touched her now shaky and liver-spotted hand to her hair, as if to adjust the curls. She was lifted gently from the chair, her hair carefully brushed, and then swept away in an ambulance, never to return to her home of more than sixty years with its perfectly matched living room suite, decorative sconces, pewter collection, and one hundred rosebushes in the yard. It is among the worst ways to die, uncoiffed, unremembering, and not yet dead. Ensconced at the Autumn Care Rest Home, she even began forgetting to chew.

Like Sissy, and like David Hollies, we are all only one step away from losing the stories of our lives. I write to remember. It is a strategy not unlike the multitude of calendars, a phalanx of Post-its. It is also a strategy for learning. And for determining who and what we are—and who and what we yearn to be.


One morning not too long ago, I heard a plaintive voice near my head. “Mama?” “Mama!” “MAMA!” I reached for my happy red plastic bifocals and looked at the clock: 5:56 a.m.

“Mama?” four-year-old Tess asked, peering at me from her eye level an inch above the mattress on which—until oh so very recently—I had been sweetly dreaming of a small glass house in which to write southern gothic novels and bake honeydew cupcakes topped with white chocolate-cardamom butter cream and chiffonade of mint.

“Yes, honey?” I answered, not knowing where I was, but knowing full-on that it wasn’t a small glass house in which to write southern gothic novels and chiffonade some mint.

“Mama? Mama? What makes you you?”

Good Lord. I usually need at least one cup of strong, black, free-trade coffee and the corner of an organic spelt scone before we start a conversation about quiddity.

In philosophy, quiddity is identity or “whatness,” something’s “what it is.” It comes from the medieval Latin term quidditas, “essence,” from quid, “what.” Quiddity describes properties that a particular substance—like a person—shares with others of its kind. Quiddity is also a word that stops looking like itself once you write it a few times. Such were my thoughts at 5:56 a.m.

I leaned up on one elbow. “Tessie, do you remember where I keep you when I go away on an airplane?”

“You keep me in your heart,” she said, pointing at my chest, smiling.

“And where do you keep me?” I asked.

“Always in my heart.” She pointed to her own chest.

“Everything that we keep in our hearts,” I said. “That’s what makes you you.”

I walked downstairs with her hand in mine. “Hi, Worldie,” she said as we passed the window on the stair landing.

“Let’s make a huge big old pot of wonderful, hot coffee when we get to the kitchen,” I said. “Want to?”

It is our stories of ourselves and of each other we keep in our hearts. That’s what makes us us.

“Who are you?” someone asks. “I am the story of my self,” comes the answer. —M. Scott Momaday
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No revolution in outer things is possible without prior revolution in one’s inner way of being. Whatever change you aspire to … must be preceded by a change in heart.

—I Ching Hexagram 49
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I recently stepped back from the past three years of writing and, like a passenger on a Boeing 777 in an exit-row window seat, I could suddenly see patterns of colors, lines, contexts, and meaning that never existed while on the ground. Suddenly, silos became orbs punctuating green exclamations of corn, lakes became mirrors for plane shadows, and these stories revealed themselves to have some kind of internal logic that holds them together and explains their proximity to one another.

Perhaps patterns keep emerging because we keep not seeing them, like Bill Murray in Groundhog Day, all of us playing that weatherman searching for Punxsutawney Phil and awakening every morning to the sounds of Sonny and Cher on the clock radio. Or perhaps we don’t have to keep repeating our mistakes until we get them right, as he did, but can break the pattern so new worlds can emerge. Perhaps we can recognize our way out of patterns rather than repeat our way out of them.

Seneca said, “The way is long if one follows precepts, but short if one follows patterns.” So, I started following the patterns. What emerged surprised me, and also didn’t. What would it take for me to live a more intentional life, one I more intensely inhabited? It turned out there were six main ingredients for that fuller, richer life, all starting with the letter I, just as all change starts with I, the individual. For each of the six practices that emerged, simple actions stood out:


When patterns are broken, new worlds emerge.

—Tuli Kupferberg



Intensity: Say yes

Inclusion: Be generous

Integrity: Speak up

Intimacy: Love more

Intuition: Trust yourself

Intention: Slow down

Another pattern also emerged. These words not only start with I, but start with I followed by n: In. Involved, inhabiting, intense, integrated. The six practices are explored in greater detail in the chapters to follow; what is important now is the understanding that the I (namely, you) is vital to each.

What does it take to fully inhabit your life? It takes realizing how important the I that is you is to the equation. This is not about other people, it’s not about changing the world in big ways, it’s not even about doing great things—rather, it is about doing small things that give you life, bring you joy, help you inhabit the stories of your days—and, by extension, help change the world and the lives of others around you. To fully live, you must be present in the biggest way possible.

I not They

It’s so tempting to start with They instead. If only They would let me. If only They would see my value. If only They would stop expecting so much (or so little) of me.

Stop.

As David Bayles and Ted Orland wrote in Art and Fear, “The American Revolution was not financed with matching grants from the Crown.” It wasn’t in King George III’s best interests to fund that uprising. Great change does not come when we present our case to the king and believe he will all of a sudden “get it,” or when we leave it to His Majesty to give us what we want or need. It won’t happen. Matching grants, permission, change—whatever you want to call it—doesn’t come to us when we sit and wait for it, or when we ask for official sanction.

Martin Luther King Jr. didn’t wait for a grant before marching from Selma. If Rosa Parks had waited to pull together a National Bipartisan Task Force on Bus Seating or for funding to do a multiyear research study, she’d still be standing at a bus stop, and so would a lot of other people. Great change doesn’t come with official endorsement. It just never has. Gauguin, Picasso, Van Gogh, and Uccello (and all those revolutionary women artists whose names we sadly don’t know) all changed the face of art, for example, and all were ridiculed. Change occurs at the edges, without permission.

The same is as true for individuals changing their lives as it is for societal change.


HAPPINESS IS NOT SOMETHING READY MADE. IT COMES FROM YOUR OWN ACTIONS.

—the Dalai Lama



Many years ago an organization focusing on diversity issues asked me to do some work to find out what was wrong … what the diversity issues were with the staff.

I dutifully did just that. People had their share of gripes. Sometimes they directly related to diversity issues—barriers they felt kept them from succeeding in the organization, ways in which they were minimized or held back or disregarded.
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In some cases there was more than a little vitriol launched at the people in charge, the They we hear so much about: They don’t recognize our value; They act like we don’t matter; They took away our holiday party; They call us all “kiddo”; They create fires for us to put out; They expect us to work late, but they go out for three-hour lunches; They treat the vice presidents better than us; They promote their friends, not the best people for the job; They don’t listen to us; They take the corner offices and give us tiny cubicles; They give themselves big pay raises and give us nothing; They lie to make themselves look good. Roiling waves of resentment. Significant complaints.

And many raised the issue of The Chairs.

Each level in the organization got a different set of accoutrements: If you were an administrative assistant, your cubicle was 6 feet by 6 feet with 34-inch-tall walls (they knew the exact dimensions). Program assistants got a cubicle that was 6 by 8 with 54-inch-tall walls. Managers’ cubicles were 8 by 8 with 72-inch walls, and they got a visitor chair. Directors got all that plus a clock. And vice presidents in offices with windows got all that … and they got visitor chairs with arms. Those chairs were the straw that broke the camel’s back.

Those chairs with arms were only a tangible symptom of a larger, invisible disregard, a deeper disdain, the stuff under the tip of the iceberg, below the water. It wasn’t the chairs. It was what the chairs represented.


There were harsh words about lack of leadership, of favoritism, of incompetence rising to the top.

“Well,” I would ask in my sad and tiny voice, “can you suggest some ways out of this hellhole?” I didn’t ask it in quite that way, but the intent was the same.

“They need to do something about it,” I would hear. “They need to make things better.” “They need to change how they hire people, promote people, reward people, show people they matter, and involve people.”

They need to.

They must.

It occurred to me: We give up our power to the very people who took it away from us in the first place.

Why do I step back from participating in my own life? To whom am I giving over the power about my own life? Why am I waiting for permission? Why am I letting other people measure my worth in cubicle wall height? What story am I telling myself about myself? What stories do They tell about me that I’ve started believing? What does it mean to be in the shadow of Their story about me?

Stop saying they.

Yes, we need to work on the systems, the organizations that measure appreciation in cubicle sizes. There’s no doubt work needs to be done there, and there’s no doubt we sometimes don’t have the power to make those changes ourselves. But many times we can’t wait for the systems that created the mess to fix themselves. We can’t wait for the conditions to be right for change. It will take too long. It’s not in Their best interest; things are just dandy from where They sit in their chairs with arms. The crown fits Them.

We cannot give our power away to the people who took it from us in the first place. Put arms on your own chair. If arms are that important to you, then duct tape them on if you must. Find the change you can make and make it. You’ll be funding your own revolution.

Start with I.


To understand is to perceive patterns.

—Isaiah Berlin



[image: art]





[image: art]




 

I asked God if it was okay to be melodramatic

and she said yes

I asked her if it was okay to be short

and she said it sure is

I asked her if I could wear nail polish

or not wear nail polish

and she said honey

she calls me that sometimes

she said you can do just exactly

what you want to

Thanks God I said

And is it even okay if I don’t paragraph

my letters

Sweetcakes God said

who knows where she picked that up

what I’m telling you is

Yes Yes Yes

—Kaylin Haught, “God Says Yes to Me,”

from The Palm of Your Hand (1995)
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