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			Dedicated to the things that really matter,

			which are rarely ever things,

			but count for everything.

		

	
		
			
				I didn’t do the thing today.

				I didn’t rise before seven. I didn’t change.

				I didn’t pen lines of stream of consciousness.

				I didn’t take my time with a purposeful ritual.

				I didn’t diligently complete my tasks.

				I didn’t move stridently around the park.

				I didn’t write. I didn’t start; I didn’t finish.

				I didn’t achieve; I didn’t progress.

				And it didn’t matter. For doing the thing today

				Isn’t the measure of a day.
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			The Thing About Advice

			Perhaps it seems odd to open a book like this one, which explores topics such as productivity, balance, and self-discipline, and discover that the author doesn’t proclaim to have sorted out these things in life completely. I don’t know the key to how to be better, to improve, to change, to fix. I don’t think there is a secret hack, a right move to make that will cure the wobbly, messy, imperfect aspects of being human. Instead of fixating on changing these things about ourselves, I think they are the very things that are important to embrace as we maneuver through our days.

			So rather than definitive advice, this book is the culmination of the lessons, thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and insights I took from a project I started back in 2014, called Extraordinary Routines. It was a labor of love I began when I had just graduated with my degree and had no idea how to make a start—in my career in journalism but also in building the kind of creative life I wanted. So I started speaking with friends about their days, and then to friends of friends, and ultimately to people I admired from afar who I never dreamed I’d have the opportunity to speak with.

			Without the funding, rigor, or expertise of a formal research project, it was something I picked up and put down over the years as my time and curiosity allowed. I spoke with who I could, when I could, where I could—mostly in my home city of Melbourne but also in New York City when I visited. The project over the years became a place I went to explore questions and sort through my own bumps with things like productivity guilt, comparison, and perfection, through conversations, experiments, and my own musings.

			And that’s the place from which this book sets out. In many ways, it is the very definition of self-help: I wrote it to wonder aloud, to sort through the archive of conversations I had curated, to help myself through my own days, to help me see my own contradictions, mistakes, limitations, and to try to work with them as I came to understand myself better and find my own way. While some lessons can be generalized, what is presented here is me, the person I am, the people I was drawn to speaking to, the lessons I heard, the interpretations I made, the gaps I missed, the blind spots I had, the opinions I held at the time that might now have shifted. What might have inspired or motivated me, or provided meaning to me, may seem unworkable or even dull to you, because my perspective, my stumbles, my experiences will no doubt be different from yours. So by all means be discerning, pull the discussion apart, curate your own conversations. Take from this book what appeals to you, and put to the side what might not—and know that I’m figuring it out alongside you, too.

			And so with a gentle nudge, dear reader, I encourage you to explore what works for you and what doesn’t as you dip in and out of the chapters, to get up close to your own contradictions, your changing wants, your mistakes and limitations, and to give yourself the advice you need in this moment. And give yourself permission to change your own mind as your days change, too.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			At the Start of the Day

		

	
		
			1

			The Narrowing of Productivity

			
				We are great fools. “He has passed his life in idleness,” say we: “I have done nothing to-day.” What? have you not lived? that is not only the fundamental, but the most illustrious, of your occupations.

				—Michel de Montaigne, “Of Experience”

			

			There will be days like these. Days that aren’t our day. Days we don’t seize. Days when we wished to accomplish more. Days that blur in bitsy errands. Days that get derailed. Days when there is something we should be doing that we’re not doing. Days when we worry about all that will be stacked onto tomorrow. Days when we’re convinced everyone else is having a better day.

			Such days can leave us feeling deflated. While I don’t know the particular shape your days take, there are things we all stumble over as we try to navigate modern life. Whether you work nine-to-five in an office or you’re a freelancer, a manager or a shift worker, or you might be a stay-at-home parent or a retiree, each of us is entangled in a culture that measures our value through productivity—how much we do, how well we do it, who we do it for. For many of us, our days have become containers for internalized capitalism, or the pervading sense that what we do is tied to our worth.

			When we conflate productivity with worthiness, what we do is never enough. We can always do more, and there is always more to do. There’s the laundry thing, the catch-up thing, the replying to a text thing, the grocery shopping thing, the cooking thing, the cleaning thing, the creative thing, the exercise thing, the work thing, the medical thing, the thing we ought to do, the thing we don’t want to do, the thing we’ve put off despite it being the one important thing.

			With this pile of undone things often comes an undercurrent of guilt, anxiety, or shame. Instead of being alive to the variances of what is done in a day—sometimes a little, sometimes a lot—we spiral in a slew of “if onlys”: if only I were more productive, if only I were more efficient, if only I were better, if only I were more like that person . . . then I could do it right, do enough, be enough.

			So much of what we are trying to achieve in our days is bound to the idea that we can optimize things to the point of perfection. Surrounded by promises that if only we adopt this life hack or follow that morning routine we will finally get it all done, we look to this new thing to remedy our days like these. There can be a juicy pleasure in trying the latest hack, with its promise of improvement. I’ve made a hobby of it: I’ve eaten the frog, put butter in my morning coffee, bought the new planner, tried the miracle morning routine, set up rewards for good habits. These popular systems can be useful, and may even change your life, but I’ve found they can also create another thing to stumble over in our days.

			When tomorrow arrives and we find that this new thing didn’t fix us or we don’t perfectly adhere to the system, we’re right back at the beginning of the “if only” spiral. Feeling like we’re the only one who isn’t getting it right, who keeps messing it up, we turn to the next thing in our hot pursuit of this better version of ourselves. We search again for a key to optimize our days and stumble again, only to be met with self-blame.

			We’re running just to stand still, and we’re missing the point. We’re doing all this work to improve ourselves, only to go on judging ourselves for being imperfect. Yet such a pursuit is a fool’s errand. The English word perfect comes from the Latin verb perficio, which means “to finish, complete, carry out, or achieve.” When we pursue perfection in our days and in ourselves, we’re creating an impossible standard. We’ve taken what’s incomplete as proof there is something wrong with us, when in fact being imperfect is an inevitable part of being human. We blame ourselves for not being exactly where we think we should be. We berate ourselves for inactivity. We shrink in our self-comparison to others. We doubt our decisions. We become so stifled by the pressure of being productive that we sometimes don’t do anything at all.

			Rather than making us better, this “doing obsession” leaves us feeling overwhelmed, burned out, dissatisfied, inadequate, and alone. When others wear what they do as a badge of honor—talking in terms of busyness, of having a packed schedule, of accolades and accomplishments—we feel inadequate by comparison, yet under pressure to do the same. Doing, doing, doing, all just to keep up, to prove we are worthwhile—yet we never quite feel that we get there.

			In the swirl of it all, it’s difficult to see that we’re being set up to fail. We’re told to work hard in a society that undervalues our labor. We’re being told to self-optimize in a culture that also tells us we’ll never be enough. Instead, we need to buy, pursue, or do this thing if we’re to have any hope of reaching contentment—all the while, we’re chasing a shadow. If we aren’t benefiting from our overwork, overdoing, overachieving, why do we insist on fastening our self-worth to how productive we are?

			Perhaps we remain fixated on this optical illusion because this doing obsession can be easy to spot but difficult to resolve. In fact, it’s seemingly impossible on our own to curtail productivity pressure and the subsequent anxiety, guilt, or shame we experience. Even the countercalls to take a break, reduce stress, or create self-care rituals become yet another thing to add to the to-do list.

			As Cal Newport, who popularized the concept of “deep work”—meaning the ability to focus on tasks without distraction—wrote in a New Yorker essay called “The Rise and Fall of Getting Things Done,” no tips, hacks, or techniques directly address the fundamental problem: the insidiously haphazard way that work unfolds at the organizational level. We must, Newport says, “acknowledge the futility of trying to tame our frenzied work lives all on our own, and instead ask, collectively, whether there’s a better way to get things done.”

			We may recognize that the pursuit of productivity is making us miserable and yet have no idea how to fill our days instead. Even as we live through the global health, social, and climate crises of our time, many of us still feel bad for not doing enough or doing it right—and so pile another layer of guilt on ourselves.

			For many of us, this has been amplified during the COVID-19 pandemic, amid the impacts and ripple effects it has had on our daily lives. For some, the change may have been minimal. For others, days have been emptied by job loss, crowded by additional pressures, or hollowed out by grief. For some, it was the first time their days became their own to construct. No fixed start or finish times, no boss or team to be accountable to in person. For many of us, without the doing, we felt adrift.

			The pandemic has shaken up our days in varying ways, but one thing it has taught many of us is that we are always more adrift than we think. In our obsession with doing, we can overlook that life has a way of intervening in our plans for a productive day: distractions come to the fore, things fall through, responsibilities arise unexpectedly, and our minds and bodies don’t always cooperate with our expectations.

			When we don’t meet the high standard of productivity we set for ourselves, we feel bad—overlooking the fact that the benchmark was out of reach to begin with. It’s a pity, really, to get to the end of a day and then focus on only what was left undone. There is more texture and variance to find and appreciate in any day than a checked-off to-do list can offer. There are myriad things that might have happened despite what we did or didn’t do. There is far more life and vibrancy to discover in days that ebb and flow than in streamlined, optimized days. We forget we want the symphonies produced by the orchestra, not one flat note.

			Just as recognizing that happiness is one of many emotional states that ebb and flow, we can recognize that our days and how productive we are within them vary. We have bursts of productivity just as we have bursts of happiness. The ideal days where everything seems to fall into place are something we fall into, just as we can moments of happiness.

			What if, instead of trying to optimize our days to do more, we allowed the days to unfold just as they are? We crowd our days with doing, ignoring how many extraneous components can take up the day, too. Going for a thirty-minute run is rarely a neat thirty minutes: it can take hours by the time we finally ready ourselves to head out the door or attend to some more pressing task first, not to mention shower and get dressed afterward. Maybe the perfectly optimized among us don’t dillydally or become distracted, but I’ve yet to encounter such a person. If I did, I suspect they’d have sufficient resources—meaning money, support, or perhaps a treadmill in their at-home gym—so that their errands, the dashing back and forth, and the bits and pieces added to the day don’t get in the way. But for the most part, being a fallible human means we need to recognize our own tendency to dawdle, to dash, to buffer the doing, whether out of necessity or habit—and maybe we don’t need to add a layer of guilt, anxiety, or shame to that. Perhaps, instead of trying to optimize, we can learn to reroute the guilt, anxiety, and shame we encounter on days like these and accept ourselves as imperfect people simply experiencing the day.

			Whether it’s happiness, productivity, or the ideal day, when we chase, grasp, and expect, we inevitably fall short. We won’t find the thing, the hack, the productivity tip that will magically make us feel whole and complete—because becoming whole and complete is an illusion. Instead, when we create space for our own imperfection, for the messiness in our days, we might just get the best out of them.

			There’s no doubt that on the days we do the thing, we feel good. There’s a shimmer to those days when we’ve done something we’ve been putting off, and we wonder why we didn’t do it sooner. Committing ourselves to do the thing can be the biggest hurdle, and the smug feeling that follows making a start or sustaining our effort is well earned. Doing can imbue the day with meaning. It can provide a focus, a challenge, and a reprieve. It provides a forward motion to the day, to our lives. If we don’t do anything, we don’t enact change for ourselves and the world around us. Doing is walking the talk, it is action, it is putting ourselves into the world. So we don’t want to forgo the doing, or give up the joy we feel on the days we did do the thing, but rather see that what we do in each day will look different.

			We’ve mistaken doing things—being “productive”—as the measure of a day well spent, when really that’s just one of many by-products of living well. It’s the way we define our lives by doing that needs a reshuffle: how we use doing to determine our worth, doing as a signpost for how much we matter, doing as a substitute for character—or not-doing as a mark of shame.

			Being productive is difficult to define, after all. Is it about how long you work? Is it the quality of the work? Is it keeping busy at prescribed times? Is it efficiency? Is it significance? Is it the outcome? Is a productive day one when you hustled relentlessly, or is it one when you did something menial yet important? Productive work is not merely what makes us money, either. It also refers to the things that bring us emotional satisfaction or a sense of achievement—renovating a home, cooking for people we love, studying. Being unproductive is equally amorphous, especially as it can be the moments of idleness or rest that yield insight, meaning, and satisfaction, too.

			If the root meaning of the word productivity is to “lead something forward,” then by this definition, we are placed in a state of perpetual lurching—a checked-off to-do list that will fill up again the next day. Rather than trying to “catch up” to something that is ceaselessly moving ahead of us, we must define our own version of “enough.” We can find ways to untether from valuing our lives by how efficient, effective, or ordered they are.

			Perhaps we don’t want to be more productive in our days, but more fecund—that is, more capable of producing new growth, but not always in producing mode. Seen in this light, our days are like fertile gardens: a place to plant, to sow, to weed, to prune, to pick, to compost, depending on the season. A fecund day will look different at different times: some days we did the thing, some days we didn’t. There will be some fruits ripening, but there will also be weeds—distractions, unexpected calls, delays.

			To be fecund, we need to be nourished. This view shifts the emphasis away from the things we accomplish and toward the things that feed us: how well we have slept, how dedicated we are to something, how kind, how assertive, how generous, how well we treat the people we love, how much we learn, how resilient we are. We so often overlook these parts of the day, but it’s the very mulch that we need to yield growth.

			Our days don’t need to be optimized but simply occupied—that is, lived in, tended to, renewed. The scramble of everyday life can render every discretionary hour as one to seize, but there inevitably will be moments we fail to grasp. My hunch is that we all have moments we procrastinate and flounder—it’s just so rare for people to admit that they do, too.

			But even in the uneventful days, when instead of doing the thing we set out to, we puttered or tooled around, we can find something worthwhile nestled in the hours. Maybe it didn’t make us money or progress our career, but it, too, can imbue the day with meaning—a thought, a conversation with a friend, a new recipe to try, a walk outside, a smile from a stranger, taking a nap. Sometimes even a hangover can be a sign of a fun night with friends. Why can’t these small things be counted among the doing in our days, too?

			Even though individual circumstances can be different, removing the judgment when a day—or even an hour—goes off-track is something we can each practice. We can try to see that so often it’s the unexpected, the unproductive, the imperfect that refreshes our days. Some days it’s the thing we didn’t think we’d have time for that turns out to be the very thing we needed. Some days might go by when we didn’t do the thing, but we did that other thing that turns out to be just as important. Some days we do things and we’re not quite sure why, only for it to all make sense at some future time.

			Of course, on some days doing the thing is non-negotiable. It feels like a struggle just to keep up—either making us feel stifled by overwhelm or on the road to burnout. But whether we resent all that we have to do or lament what we haven’t done, perhaps there’s room for each of us to reshape how we measure the day. We need to dig up the stifling standards and instead plant something that is far more fitting in a world that requires empathy, flexibility, and action. We need to find small, defiant acts against the idea that productivity is the sole measure of our worth. We need to inspire a gentler, more accepting approach to the ebb and flow of our days. We need to find our own way.

			How We Spend Our Days Is How We Spend Our Lives Slowly Figure Out How to Navigate Our Lives

			From the outside looking in, it can appear as if everyone else has it figured out, everyone else is doing more, doing better, and coping just fine. So why can’t we do the thing?

			Mystified by how other people seemed to effortlessly go about their days, in 2014 I set about asking people I admired what they did, how they did it, and when they did it. I published the results on my labor of love, a blog called Extraordinary Routines, and later on my podcast, Routines & Ruts. The interview project was an attempt to find the remarkable in the everyday, a collection of hints to enable my own pursuit to do exceptional things amid the chaos of daily life. Speaking to those who seemed to have things figured out offered me a chance, I thought, to peek behind the highlight reel and receive guidance on how I, too, could become more productive, more successful, more prolific—how I could do more and be more. Such conversations even led me to devise experiments for myself—from testing out morning routines to switching off my devices.

			But despite all my probing, I didn’t arrive at a perfect recipe for getting things done. After more than half a decade of interviews and experiments, I still didn’t feel like I was doing enough, doing it right, doing it well. With hindsight, I can see I kept falling into “if only” spirals because I was looking in the wrong direction for the answer. By requesting someone else’s how-to manual, I was overlooking the need for me to navigate my own life.

			It’s not an exercise I lament, however. It took asking people about the everyday reality of their lives for me to realize we can’t expect to re-create the same recipe when we don’t have same ingredients. We each have our own capabilities, energy, aptitudes, privileges, and available hours in the day, and these just don’t look the same for everyone. The ability to optimize your day varies greatly if you’re a freelancer, unemployed, a gig worker, executive assistant, student, or working parent. The minutiae of our daily lives differ for each of us, yet we often compare ourselves with others—and wind up feeling worse.

			It would be remiss of me not to acknowledge how much my investigating people’s daily routines may perpetuate this very pedestaling of getting things done. A written profile and a podcast conversation can only reveal so much and certainly not all the foibles of a life. But for me, these conversations reaffirmed that there is a plethora of ways we can go about our days—and the most important way is one that is our own that we can adjust accordingly.

			I started out asking how people do what they do, but what became more interesting to me was hearing about the stumbles. If there was a resounding insight I gained after sifting through people’s days, it’s that nobody has all the answers; nobody knows what they’re doing; and everybody is looking at everybody else, trying to keep up, adjusting where necessary. We all stumble; we all make mistakes; we all have days where we didn’t do the thing.

			For me, these imperfect fragments of people’s days began to form a mosaic—a reminder that the mess and the muck look different for everyone. This book is a celebration of those fragments, of the days we stumble but find something to appreciate all the same. It’s a collection of my own notes from those conversations, the moments of insight, and words from books, commencement speeches, films, and people that have helped me navigate the obstacles of productivity guilt, and what’s helped me let go. It’s written as I keep stumbling, keep learning, keep guessing, and keep asking questions, and even keep changing my answers. I’m fumbling through, too, and I want to share what I’ve learned along the way.

			That’s another important note: as an interviewer, I bring myself and my own lens to each conversation. This is obvious from the people I interviewed, the questions I asked, the topics I was drawn to. The project itself is not an exhaustive survey of daily life—it was a passion project I did on the side of paid employment when I could, where I could, with people I had the chance to speak to. It was approached in fits and starts when I had the time, space, and inclination. Throughout the endeavor, I have brought my own limited view and privileged circumstances—the privilege of education, of being able to determine my own career, of saving for travel, of choosing to work less and live frugally so I can follow my creative endeavors, of benefiting from the very capitalist structures I stumble over.

			The answers I collected reflect where I was with my own relationship to doing. I was fascinated in particular by creative people, those I saw constructing the day for themselves either as freelancers, artists, or entrepreneurs. I asked questions where I was hoping to see myself reflected in the answers. At different times I was navigating a full-time job, freelance work, or part-time work, trying to figure out a way to swing into my own days that wasn’t tethered to productivity or output, and sometimes swinging right back, depending on my circumstances.

			Instead of gleaning directions for doing things, over time I began to see shared feelings in my interviewees—many felt they weren’t doing enough or felt uncertain, unsure if they’d ever get there. Seeing these feelings in others has helped me feel less alone as I navigate this doing-obsessed world, and I hope you, too, might find similar comfort among the pages of this book.

			In this way, this book is not science-backed, but rather feeling-backed. The ideas, circumstances, or insights I share may not be one-to-one translations of your experience, but I know I’ve found lessons from people different from me to be meaningful nevertheless. There can be solace in finding something to share with others, in broadening our perspective. We can be interested in what it’s like to be someone else and often find parts of ourselves in them, too.

			Each chapter explores a stumbling block of productivity that we can tumble over in our days. This is not to denounce these aspects of our lives, but rather to unravel the feelings of self-blame we can have when we encounter them. As stand-alone components of a day, we may not find something like ambition or balance to be negative, but when we pursue them rigidly, we can find ourselves hurled into the “if only” spiral. We may also find that these stumbles can have a chain-reaction effect: our ambitions for the future can make us busier in the present, so we long for a sense of balance that’s unattainable or fleeting, or we add expectations to the day that will only leave us disappointed.

			Rather than offering up an answer or formula to smooth over the missteps in your days, I hope this book might serve as a companion as you experience the “if only” spiral and guide you to your own thinking, your own feeling, your own way. Each chapter can be a place you dip in and dip out of, depending on your daily tumbles. Perhaps it might serve as a reminder that a tumble doesn’t have to be painful—it can be playful. We can learn, we can inspect what we’re feeling, and we might even find ourselves enjoying the somersault.

			Reader, I cannot promise that you will do more in your day after reading this book, but I hope it might encourage you to embrace your own way of doing things rather than follow another prescription that only sets you up to fail. I hope it means you continue to relish the days you did the thing but also to find something to celebrate on the days you didn’t—because you will continue to experience both as your life ebbs and flows.

			While we can look to others for inspiration, we are the only ones who live our days. How we navigate our days is how we learn to navigate our lives. It takes us a long time to figure out how to realize our wants, to find our own recipe for a day, and to be okay when that looks different from somebody else’s. Sometimes, without the bumpers of someone else’s instructions, we can feel we are cutting corners, stumbling without directions, or going off-track, but that’s where we can find our own way. That’s how we get to know all sides of the fallible, messy, imperfect human we are—instead of waiting to be told what to do, we make it up as we go along and keep reshaping the parts of our day.

			If the conversations I’ve had have taught me one thing, it’s that our cracks are what make us far more relatable and interesting and form the most beautiful mosaic. The part that doesn’t always get things done. The part that wants to change. The part that’s trying to untangle itself from always needing to change something. The part that is still figuring things out. They’re the parts that remind us there is so much more to the day than doing.

		

	
		
			2

			The Expansion of Creativity

			
				So, from my point of view . . . I see your life as already artful, waiting, just waiting and ready for you to make it art.

				—Toni Morrison, commencement address to the Wellesley College class of 2004

			

			If our days have become crowded containers for what we did or did not do, perhaps we do not need to pursue more ways to be productive, but rather shake up the contents.

			I’ve had too many days to count that have been flattened by productivity guilt. They follow a pattern: there is the thing I should be doing, but for whatever reason I find myself not doing the thing at this time, so instead I don’t do anything. Instead of turning my attention to something else that can be done, the day seems to evaporate as I sit, stifled by the taunt I didn’t do the thing today, I didn’t do the thing today. Wouldn’t it be more satisfying to at least try to enjoy the day for what it did bring, instead of washing it away with guilt?

			Productivity is too narrow a lens for our days. It flattens the day to a plan, an order, an outcome. When the day takes a different shape, we find ourselves coiled in a spiral, narrowing in on ourselves and our shortcomings.

			Productivity tells us to live sequentially, but our days rarely unfold in perfect order. Not only does each day vary, but we also vary within them. We are constantly shifting, creating, and re-creating parts of ourselves. I have come to see the value in being more flexible with the order and shape of things: I can see what I have done, or what I can do differently, or what can still be done later. I can find ways to expand my day beyond a certain kind of doing and define my own process and try to untether from the linear expectations of productivity.

			If productivity narrows our days, creativity expands them. Creativity doesn’t follow a plan but has its own ebb and flow. Instead of confining a day to doing, it enlivens us to the ways we can do it differently.

			Creativity can be the antidote to the anxiety, guilt, and shame we can encounter because it responds to what arises in our day rather than prescribes it. The creative process itself reflects this. In his book The Art of Thought, British psychologist Graham Wallas outlined the four stages of the creative process. There’s the preparation stage, where we gather inspiration and research; the incubation stage, where we step away and allow connections to simmer; the illumination stage, where a solution often spontaneously arrives in an “aha” moment; and the verification stage, where we take necessary action and do the thing.

			There are no checkboxes for the creative process, but rather a constant oscillation among these various stages—and arguably many others. In this nonlinear cycle of gathering, stepping away, arriving, and doing, we can take away our self-judgment about where we are and allow for a natural ebb and flow. Instead of rushing to the part when we are “done” or discarding fragments of our day just because there isn’t a clear link to output, creativity can help us embrace what is not yet done. In place of the guilt, anxiety, or shame we might feel when we didn’t do the thing, we have a more malleable, flexible, and open guide for our days.

			With the creative process in mind, we can listen to the call of what needs to be done during the different phases, regardless of whether the thing we need to do is considered creative or not. This allows us to cultivate curiosity as we gather, to be comfortable with uncertainty as we step away, to be patient as we await a solution, and to show up when there is something that must be done.

			Even if we’re not doing the thing we’re meant to be doing, this doesn’t mean we’re not doing the important work of preparing to do the thing. In this, we can see the importance of getting away from the desk and into the world. Whereas a productivity lens may mean that waiting in line at a supermarket looks like time spent inefficiently, a creativity lens can reveal the importance of cultivating patience, tolerance, and curiosity in all the in-between moments of our days.

			Often a solution can’t be rushed or planned for; instead, the best ideas and connections may catch us by surprise. When we are stuck on a thing, instead of spiraling, we can give ourselves permission to turn to something else. We can see that doing the thing is just one part of the process—and it often follows its own timeline. There will be times when we want to rush to do the thing as if it’s a new romance; at other times, we are going to fall out of love and perhaps even hate the thing. There is always a part in the creative process when we wish to give up entirely—but that part is integral if we want to create something worthwhile. It’s only by tumbling through this love and this hate of a thing that we can engage with all its parts and transform it into something new.

			Living creatively, then, means to live flexibly and openly, not sequentially. It means embracing creative tension because it’s the very thing that makes the orchestra so captivating—varying notes, voices, sounds. It means being creative with all that we encounter, including our stumbles.

			We Can Each Be Day Artists

			You don’t need to be a “creative” to live a creative life. Applying the creative process as a lens to our lives simply means a day doesn’t have to be narrowed by productivity, but rather observed and shaped depending on what’s in front of us—much like a potter at a wheel.

			Being creative, I think, has less to do with your job title or some artistic pursuit and everything to do with how you shape your own life—how you turn your attention to another thing, instead of lamenting the thing you didn’t do. Spending the better part of a decade interviewing artists, designers, musicians, and thinkers about their creative processes hasn’t rendered me artistically prolific by any stretch—I can’t recall the last time I picked up a paintbrush—but just because I’m not a painter, that doesn’t mean I can’t live like one. Creativity isn’t reserved for a select few—we all have access to this innately human trait. It’s a great loss to us all, in fact, to confine it to a particular subset of people who have had access to certain education or the means—in time, money, or luck—to follow their passions and purpose. We might not even know what our passions and purpose are, but we can still see creativity as a human aspiration accessible to us all.

			Creativity is present in the ways we get to know ourselves, express ourselves, question what we believe in, discover what we want—it’s in how we live our lives. As novelist Henry Miller put it, “To make living itself an art, that is the goal.”

			We live our lives as if they are a script, but we can improvise—we can go with the moment, we can find something new, we can be curious about what’s right in front of us. We seem to forget that we can be creative with at least part of our schedules, our careers, our conversations, our definitions of balance, ambition, and enjoyment.

			We don’t have to make grand creative gestures to find poetry in our daily lives—we can simply try something new or see something anew. It can be appreciating something in the day that already exists or reshaping it to suit us. To borrow a quote attributed to actress Helena Bonham Carter, everything in life is art: “What you do. How you dress. The way you love someone, and how you talk. Your smile and your personality. What you believe in, and all your dreams. The way you drink your tea. How you decorate your home. Or party. Your grocery list. The food you make. How your writing looks. And the way you feel. Life is art.”

			Each of us creates our day through how we interact with the world, with ourselves, with other people. If we see creativity as a way of being rather than of doing, we can attempt to live each day as if our life itself is a work of art—we can be what I like to call “day artists.” To me, being a day artist affirms that creativity isn’t just something we do—it’s how we live our lives. When I first put the words day and artist together, it made me chuckle because it
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