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I did not come to mindfulness easily. For most of my life, I was deeply skeptical of anything involving words like 'inner peace' or 'presence.' I was a linguist, an academic, a person who trusted evidence and argument. The idea of sitting quietly and paying attention to my breath seemed, frankly, like something I did not have time for. And then I ran out of other options.

The restlessness that had been with me for years, the constant mental noise, the difficulty being still, and the habit of living mostly in the future or the past eventually became impossible to ignore. By a visit to a psychologist, some reluctant reading, and a gradual, experiment with slowing down, what I found surprised me. 

It was not complicated, and did not require hours of silence, a particular cushion, or a retreat in the mountains. It required something much simpler and much more difficult: a genuine willingness to pause, to notice, and to come back to the present moment again and again and again without judging myself for having left.

This book is a collection of thirty practices, each designed to take five minutes or less. Some are breathing exercises, some are reflections, and some are very small acts of attention that can happen anywhere: on the train, at your desk, in the middle of a busy afternoon.

They draw on Western psychology, ancient Persian wisdom, and the mindfulness traditions of several cultures. I have tried, tested, and lived with all of them. None of them will transform your life in a single session. All of them, practiced consistently, will change something.

You do not need to do all thirty, and you do not need to do them in order. Open the book anywhere, try one practice, and see how it feels.

That is enough. That is, in fact, the whole point.

"A rushing river makes the most noise. Still water runs the deepest."


— Persian proverb
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Each of the thirty practices in this book is designed to take five minutes or less. Some will take two, and a few might expand naturally into ten if you let them, and that is perfectly fine.

The Basic Structure

Each practice has three parts:

1. A brief introduction: what the practice is and why it works.

2. The practice itself: clear, simple instructions.

3.  A reflection: a question or thought to carry with you.

A Few Suggestions

Start with one. The temptation with any new book is to read everything and begin nothing. Choose one practice and try it today. That is more valuable than reading the entire book and trying nothing.

Be consistent, not intense. Five minutes every day will do more for you than an hour once a week. Consistency is the whole mechanism. Small and regular pauses teach your nervous system that it is safe to slow down.

Do not evaluate too quickly. Some practices will feel awkward or pointless the first time. This is normal. The mind resists unfamiliar things. Give each practice at least three attempts before deciding it is not for you.

Use this book in the gaps. On the bus. Before a meeting. During lunch. In the two minutes before you fall asleep. These practices were designed for real life, not for ideal conditions that never arrive.

Be kind to yourself. Mindfulness is not about doing it perfectly. It is about doing it at all, and coming back gently when you drift, which you will, which everyone does, which is entirely the point.

A Note on the Practices

Some of these practices come from classical mindfulness and meditation traditions. Some are grounded in cognitive psychology and neuroscience. Several are drawn from Persian wisdom, the poetry of Rumi, Hafez, and Khayyam, and the proverbs that have guided people through difficult inner terrain for centuries.

All of them work. I have seen it. I have lived it. And I offer them to you with genuine care.

PART ONE

Breathing & the Body

Practices 1–10

The breath is always with you. It does not require good weather, an internet connection, or a quiet room. It is the most portable mindfulness tool in existence, and most of us have never been properly introduced to it.

The ten practices in this section use breath and body awareness to interrupt the autopilot of a busy mind and return you to the present moment.

The Two-Minute Breath

The simplest practice in this book. Also, perhaps, the most powerful.

Why It Works

When we are anxious or overwhelmed, our breathing becomes shallow and rapid, which signals the nervous system to stay alert, and to keep the stress response running. The moment we consciously slow and deepen the breath, we interrupt that signal. We tell the body: the emergency is over. It is safe to rest.

Two minutes of conscious breathing is enough to measurably reduce cortisol levels, slow the heart rate, and shift the brain from threat-detection mode into a calmer state. 

The Practice

◆ Find somewhere to sit. It does not need to be quiet or special.

Set a timer for two minutes.

Close your eyes, or soften your gaze downward.

Take a slow breath in through your nose — four counts.

Hold gently — two counts.

Breathe out slowly through your mouth — six counts.

Repeat. That is all.

When your mind wanders, bring it back to the breath without frustration. The return is the practice.

Reflection

"The present moment is the only moment available to us, and it is the door to all moments." — Thich Nhat Hanh

The Body Scan

A five-minute journey from head to foot.

Why It Works

We spend most of our lives from the neck up. The body carries tension, emotion, and information that the thinking mind consistently overlooks until the body can no longer be ignored. A body scan is a way of checking in with yourself below the level of thought.

The Practice

◆ Sit or lie down comfortably. Close your eyes.

Begin at the top of your head. Simply notice. Is there tension there? Warmth? Nothing at all?

Move slowly down: your forehead, jaw, neck, shoulders.

Most people carry significant tension in the jaw and shoulders without knowing it. You do not need to fix it. Just notice.

Continue down: chest, stomach, hands, lower back, legs, feet.

Spend about twenty seconds on each area. Five minutes total.

End with three slow breaths.

Reflection

The body often knows what the mind is not yet ready to admit. What did you find?

"Your body is always in the present moment. It is only your mind that travels."

4-7-8 Breathing

A breath pattern that activates the body's natural calm.

Why It Works

Developed from ancient pranayama traditions and validated by modern research, the 4-7-8 breath deliberately activates the parasympathetic nervous system that is the body's rest-and-digest response. It is one of the fastest known methods for interrupting an anxiety response.

The Practice

◆ Sit upright. Place the tip of your tongue gently behind your upper teeth.

Exhale completely through your mouth.

Close your mouth. Inhale through your nose — count of 4.

Hold your breath — count of 7.

Exhale completely through your mouth — count of 8.

That is one cycle. Repeat four times.

The ratio matters more than the speed. If 7 feels too long, slow down the count.

When to Use This

Before a difficult conversation. Before a presentation. When you feel anger or anxiety rising. In the moment just before sleep. This practice travels well, and it can be done invisibly, with eyes open, on public transport.

The Five Senses Reset

Come back to the room you are actually in

Why It Works

Anxiety lives in the future. Depression often lives in the past. The five senses exist only in the present. When we deliberately engage them, we interrupt the mental time-travel that drives most of our distress.

This practice which is sometimes called the 5-4-3-2-1 technique, is used widely in clinical psychology for grounding and anxiety management. It is simple enough to do in any situation and effective enough to change the trajectory of a bad moment.

The Practice

◆ Wherever you are, pause. Look around you.

Name 5 things you can see. Not in your head, say them quietly, or write them down.

Name 4 things you can physically feel: the weight of your clothes, the temperature of the air, the texture of a surface under your hand.

Name 3 things you can hear right now.

Name 2 things you can smell or two things you could smell if you leaned toward them.

Name 1 thing you can taste.

Breathe. You are here. This is where you are.

Reflection

The world you just described, the sounds, the textures, and the light were there all along. You simply stopped long enough to notice it. 

Box Breathing

The technique used by surgeons, and athletes under pressure.

Why It Works

Box breathing which is equal counts of inhale, hold, exhale, and hold, creates a physiological pattern of stability. It regulates the CO₂ and O₂ balance in the bloodstream, calms the amygdala (the brain's alarm center), and restores focus. It is used in high-stakes professional environments precisely because it works quickly and reliably.

The Practice

◆ Sit with your back straight. Imagine tracing a square — one side per breath phase.

Inhale slowly — count of 4. (Trace the first side of the box.)

Hold — count of 4. (Trace the second side.)

Exhale slowly — count of 4. (Trace the third side.)

Hold — count of 4. (Trace the fourth side.)

Repeat for four to five cycles — about four minutes.

Visualizing the box gives the restless mind something to do while the body calms.

Reflection

"Between stimulus and response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response."


— Viktor Frankl



The Counting Breath

An ancient practice for a
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"Worry does not empty tomorrow of its sorrow. It empties today of its strength."— Corrie ten Boom
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Prompts for Days When Nothing Comes
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Persian Proverbs for Reflection
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