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Dedication


For Ann, the most playful friend I ever had. “Cheers!”

For Jon, Maxwell, and Truman. Our 4-pack is my

favorite thing in the whole wide world, and the inspiration

for it all.
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Introduction
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Playfulness and I go waaaaaay back.

[Insert dreamy, 1970s flashback effect here]

“Merrily.” That was my nickname as a young girl. Merrily we roll along, Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream . . . you get the picture.

Merrily is a mash-up of Meredith and Lee, the first and middle monikers on my birth certificate. I don’t recall many folks calling me Meredith when I was little, except my prim and proper grandmother on my dad’s side, and my parents when I was in deep shih tzu.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “merrily” as an adverb, meaning “in a cheerful manner, without giving consideration to possible problems or future implications” (a sentiment that also happens to be a part of the definition of play . . . the state of being happily lost in an experience, with no cares about what comes next).

Clueless as I was to the word’s meaning, I fully embodied this lively nickname. When people from my childhood describe how they remember me, the words “happy” and “playful” often show up. I was the fun and sunshiny one, even when my world was in turmoil. I was the little girl who made friends easily, who loved to romp in the mud, sing myself to sleep, and frolic in the woods, the creek, or around any sports field on which my two older brothers got to play. Pre–Title IX meant holding my own with the boys on soccer and Little League teams. And I was totally down with that. We were called tomboys back then. Thankfully, athletic, adventurous girls who enjoy playing in the dirt, climbing trees, and throwing an occasional fastball are now just called girls.

Growing up in a small western Pennsylvania town in the 1970s and ’80s, where everyone knew everyone and everything was a bike ride away, we had tremendous freedom to roam and play with our pals until the streetlights flickered, our banana-seat bikes blew a tire, or we heard our mom’s distant yet powerful voice cutting through dusk like a siren, letting us know it was time to hustle home. We didn’t have followers and we weren’t fueled by “likes,” and our social networks consisted of the five friends whose phone numbers we had memorized. And yet we managed to create deeply connected and influential friendships, and there was always someone with whom to play.

After high school graduation, I ran headfirst into becoming an elementary school teacher. And I was in a hurry, graduating from college in three years with honors. I had found my happy place, a challenging yet cheerful and playful profession, and I simply couldn’t wait to marry my high school sweetheart and get life started. I taught for several years, got a master’s degree, led classes at the Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh, and worked as an educational consultant at a PBS station in Pittsburgh (right above Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood!). We eventually moved to Chicago for my husband Jon’s dream producing job with the Oprah Winfrey Show. We were adventurous and young and very playful indeed.

As I set up life in Chicago, started having children, and held down the fort while Jon made his long and very time-intensive climb up the TV producer ladder, there came a slow-growing but definite shift in my adventurous and playful spirit. It didn’t happen right away or all at once, but it happened nonetheless.

With the birth of our first son, I started to become anxious and worrisome. I suddenly needed to control everything. It was a gradual shift from my former happy-go-lucky self and only accelerated with the birth of our second son four years later. I adored raising our two young boys. I wanted to be home with them, and I knew I was blessed to have that choice, but with my husband’s demanding work schedule, I was going it alone most of the time. I was downright exhausted and made no time for anything resembling play.

I began to focus on managing the chaos of life instead of enjoying any part of it. I was that “Quiet down,” “Did you wash your hands long enough?,” “This house is a pigsty!,” “BE CAREFUL!” kind of mom. Constantly. I suddenly loathed messes and disorder, and loud and unruly play.

Where had Merrily run off to?

Around this time, I began doing this new thing called “blogging” as a way of expressing what I was working through in my stay-at-home mom days. I also attended my first blogging conference called BlissDom. It was there that I had my epiphany.

A man named Kevin Carroll, author of Rules of the Red Rubber Ball, was the keynote speaker. Through story after delightful story, Mr. Carroll explained how creativity, passion, and, most important, playfulness had changed his life for the better. I wept in my seat as I listened, and knew I had discovered the cause of my unhappiness. I had completely forgotten how to be playful. I realized I was actually jealous of my kids, and that’s why their in-my-face, unabashed, joyous playfulness was actually pissing me off. Children are often a shiny reflection of what we’re doing well and not so well in our lives, aren’t they?

It was time for me to make a shift.

When I got home from the conference, I began devouring every book I could find on play research, and focused my writing and website on the pursuit of a more play-FULL life. I visited the National Museum of Play, did many talks on the importance of playfulness in our parenting lives at conferences and for parenting groups, started writing a playful column for Chicago Parent magazine, and began doing TV segments on playful living both locally and nationally on the Today show. It’s been a yellow brick road of realization.

Here are a few things I’ve learned along the way:

       *   We are born knowing how to play.

       *   Playfulness is innate, God-given, and everlasting.

       *   Being well played, while seeming a bit frivolous, is in fact quite vital to a happy and healthy physical, emotional, and mental state.

       *   Play is the primary way we discover and make sense of the world as children.

       *   The game-changing goodness we experience from play as children is available to us and just as beneficial throughout our entire lives.

       *   We can run, but we can’t hide. Our primal desire for play never flags. It’s the best seeker ever, and it will always find you.

[image: Images]

“Play is the work of children,” as Mr. Rogers said. But even though we may not need play to learn as much as we once did, we never, ever outgrow the need or desire to get swept up in a playful experience. And we are always better for it.

Philosophers from Plato to Jean Piaget to Friedrich Schiller have all acknowledged that play is the catalyst for all art, invention, new connections, and innovation. Play ignites our minds in ways only it can. It’s a whole cerebral cortex/prefrontal lobe of the brain kind of thing. Not to get all scientific on you, but that portion of our noggin gets all bossy when it comes to things like complex cognitive behavior, personality expression, decision making, planning, judgment, and moderating social behavior. It basically orchestrates our thoughts and actions. (No biggie.)

And when our prefrontal cortex is all “Let’s play!,” it’s like fireworks on the Fourth of July . . . Ka-boom! Mind blown. Playful folks tend to be more cognitively flexible, adaptable, and sharp. Bam!

In his book Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul, Dr. Stuart Brown (one of my favorite play gurus) explains that the opposite of play is not in fact work, as you might suspect, but rather depression. DEPRESSION, people!

In his research, Dr. Brown has found that when denied play for long periods of time, our emotional well-being is “compromised.” (I’m totally not cool with a compromised well-being, how about you?)

He’s discovered that if we go without play for too long we become “anhedonic,” or incapable of experiencing sustained pleasure. I mean . . . who the HECK wants that? In Dr. Brown’s words, “To miss out on play is to miss the harvest of a well-lived life.” Amen and amen.

With modern families busier and more high-strung than ever, it’s quite easy to succumb to the notion that there is simply no time or necessity to “play around.” But guess what? There are some nasty effects of a little something called play deprivation. And they ain’t pretty. Seriously, Google it. We’re talking all sorts of bad.

Purposeful, intentional, and childlike playfulness either with others or on our own unlocks our ability to get drenched in what makes our hearts and minds sing, and who we truly are under all of our hard work’s achievements, titles, and responsibilities.

Bottom line: Being playful is a key component in making us happier, healthier, more present and connected in all of our relationships. With our kids, our partners, our family members, our friends, our workmates, and our own often overlooked play-deprived selves. 1,000% Truth.

One of my favorite quotes is, “You can discover more about a person in one hour of play than you can in a year of conversation.” Preach.

Playing together requires trust and acceptance, letting down our guard. There is very little, if any, ego allowed in playfulness.

And let’s be honest: we often perceive people more truly and clearly during a game of bocce than over a bottle of Beaujolais. We need to shut down the devices, check our egos at the door, and allow our inner eight-year-olds to come barreling through.

Just as we are urged to be well fed, well hydrated, well educated, well connected, well trained . . . we must also give ourselves permission to be well played. It’s a matter of health, happiness, and good clean fun.

I hope you use this book as your permission slip.

Here, I’ll even sign it for you:







	[image: ]
[Your name here]

	has my permission to stop working so hard and start playing a little harder.





Seriously,

[image: Images]

“Merrily”





Your Playground
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Are you the “obsessively neat and tidy” type?

Are you that parent who hovers over your young scribes, cleaning up their playful “mess-terpieces” as they are literally mid–glue sticking, LEGO building, or dress-upping? Does the thought of finger paint make your throat begin to close? Does every one of your board games still have all of its pieces and its own alphabetically arranged spot on the designated board game shelf? Do you pride yourself on how perfectly perfect it all looks? All the time? Just in case someone drops by?

And then you go to bed deeply wishing you were enjoying your home more? Yeah, I’ve been that parent.

Or are you the “free to be you and me” type?

Are you that parent encouraging your precious bohemian wildflowers to totally TA-RASH the house on a daily basis in the name of creativity and free play? Does the thought of color-coding or labeling anything, ever, make your skin break out in completely unstructured hives? Does your house always look like Hurricane Toddler just swept through? All the time? And you secretly pray that no one ever just drops by?

And then you go to bed deeply wishing you were enjoying your home more? Yeah, I’ve been that parent too.


 




Picture-Perfect vs. Freakin’ Pigsty—There’s a Better Way




 



After eighteen years of sharing my playground with children, and spending years as an early childhood educator before that, there is one thing I know for sure when it comes to creating, and then sharing, our beloved space with small humans: There is a very happy medium between picture-perfect and a freakin’ pigsty. I call it “playfully designed.” It’s a domestic sweet spot right smack dab in the middle, where playfulness and esthetics hold hands and sing “Kumbaya” around a really ridiculous, yet meaningful, drum circle.

Classroom studies have shown that children don’t really thrive in environments of utter chaos, clutter confusion, and tornadic storms of stuff. I believe this goes for grown-ups too, for aren’t we all those same children underneath? Even during messy activities like finger painting, shaving cream sculptures, and dress-up props upon dress-up props in my preschool classroom, the children enjoyed it much more when there was a picket fence of structure and predictability surrounding it all.

[image: Images]

Alternatively, most of us don’t fully relax and open ourselves up to playful experiences—with or without our kids—when we’re constantly having panic attacks about every disruption in our mess-free force, or dreading how many times we’re going to have to sing that mind-numbing “Clean Up Song” at the end of it all. You know the one, “Clean up, clean up, everybody, everywhere” . . . sticks fork in eye. Glitter is both heaven and hell coming out of that little shaker bottle, isn’t it?

But take a deep breath with me now . . . inhaaaaaale . . . exhaaaaaaale . . .

I’d like to let you in on a little “playfully designed” secret I learned during my days as a teacher in the early childhood classroom.

When I had my first son, Maxwell, I was just coming off my job as a second-grade teacher at a progressive, play-based, laboratory school on the North Shore of Chicago. Lab schools are private schools that are connected to universities or colleges. I went to a university that had a lab school attached to it, which was invaluable in my own teacher preparation because I got amazing hands-on experience just by being next door.

Unlike my previous teaching posts, which were at very traditional public schools where “order in the court” was often valued over creativity in the classroom, Baker Demonstration School had it figured out, and changed me for the better as an educator of young children.

It was there, as a second- and third-grade classroom teacher and then as a teacher in their early childhood program, that I discovered the delicious cocktail of playfulness plus education: the natural desire to play, mixed with a healthy shot of academia and a splash of “order.”

Parents would enter my classroom and see a “mess” of cardboard boxes, construction paper, and other creative debris littering the desks and floor as we worked to construct buildings for our makeshift town, or children using costumes and sets and scripts to act out a significant moment in history, all loud and collaborative and unruly in the best of ways. What they were seeing was an environment that was very carefully, thoughtfully, and playfully designed. It was all on purpose. It was neither picture-perfect nor a freakin’ pigsty. Because none of us really function well in either of those extreme environments, now do we?

As teachers at Baker, we were encouraged to tap into the children’s natural inclination toward play and discovery, while infusing all of the standard curriculum requirements we had to meet. It was in fact messy and seemingly unorganized at times, but never out of control. Our students flourished in this kind of learning playground. And so did we.

We played hard and welcomed big bouts of educational mess-making, and then, out of respect for our beloved space, we equally enjoyed putting things back in order to be ready for our next adventure.

The strategy I used to create a playfully designed environment in my early childhood classroom managing three-, four-, and five-year-olds is the same strategy I’ve used over the last eighteen years with my homeroom of two: my boys, Maxwell and Truman.

When I decided to “stay home” and be the primary caregiver for my kids, I wanted my home to be a playfully designed place of mind-opening, creativity-fostering, inviting spaces, with pops of messy magic sprinkled heavily on top.

If you’re someone who needs a perfectly polished household to feel happy and safe, inviting more playfulness into your home may require a loosening up of the “what will people think” pressure you might be under. Sorry, but you’re probably driving your family crackers too, BTW.

You are.

I’ve gone through periods of severe home-keeping anal retention myself over the years, and it’s just no fun. For you, or anyone with whom you live.

Just remind yourself: NO ONE LIVES IN THE POTTERY BARN CATALOG! THEY’RE SO TOTALLY FAKE, Y’ALL.

You’ve undoubtedly heard it before, but let me say it again.

All the tidying and to-do lists you feel compelled to complete will still be annoyingly waiting for you with bated breath when you’ve finished playing. Seriously, those pesky to-dos NE-VER go away. And honestly, they could really benefit from a little vacay now and again. We give them far too much power, and they are becoming a bit entitled.

In the words of every mom I ever met when my kids were little: “You will one day look back and wish you’d chilled the heck out and played more, rather than managed, and tidied, and perfected more.” And they were so totally right.

Clearly, embracing the concept of a playfully designed home can be a bit harder of a pill to swallow for the severely tidy.

But if your design style can be described best as “eclectic, midcentury, kid crap everywhere,” it’s time to make a slight adjustment as well. Remember, the goal here is somewhere in the middle of these two extremes. A place of spirit-soothing order, style, and beauty, which also invites those who live there, and those who visit, to come out and play as often as possible.

Are you ready to create a really well-played home base?

Then grab your playground balls and let’s go!


 




Inspecting Your Grounds




 



Creating the home of your dreams always begins with a thorough inspection. Before you close on a house or do any of the moving in and decorating, you must first take a really good look around to see what you’re workin’ with. It’s vital to take stock of what needs to be repaired, what needs replacing, and what simply isn’t working for you any longer and needs pitching. We’re going to take the same approach as we strive to create a more energizing and stimulatingly playful space for you and the other humans with whom you dwell.

Use the home inspection checklist (opposite) to help you take stock of how your home is already playfully jammin’, and what bits and baubles need a little TLC. Pencils ready?


 




Place a check mark on the statements that describe the state of your dwelling space.


      [image: Images]  Making it through my kids’ playroom is like an episode of American Ninja Warrior.





      [image: Images]  No one is permitted to truly LIVE in my living room.





      [image: Images]  Finger paint, Play-Doh, and glitter are the devil’s spawn, and not welcome here.





      [image: Images]  The largest design motifs in my bedroom are unfolded laundry and LEGO minefield.





      [image: Images]  If a stranger walked into my kitchen the first question might be “Who’s the president of this fraternity house?”





      [image: Images]  Toys “R” so not Us . . . out of sight, out of mind.





      [image: Images]  A place for everything and everything in its place . . . or someone loses an appendage.





      [image: Images]  The neighbors on my street couldn’t pick me out of a lineup.





      [image: Images]  My dining room table might be mistaken for a Geek Squad gathering.





      [image: Images]  My feng shui leaves little or no space for play.
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Purposeful Pops of Playfulness




 



“If you build it they will come”

I had a strong desire when my boys were very small to create a home that encouraged spontaneous frivolity, yet would still be a place that was enjoyable and not a constant mess-ola. That desire required me to let go and shift my expectations for my family’s space. When my kids were babies and toddlers and preschoolers, our biggest battle was controlling the sheer amount of playthings and equipment amassed during a typical childhood. An even bigger challenge at that age is to allow ourselves to join our kids in their most happy place a little more often. To manage less and engage more. And another challenge is in keeping your space from looking like a Target toy aisle just keeps hurling all over your design scheme.

One of the things my husband came up with early on in our parenthood was to be semi-discerning about the number of toys and other playthings we brought into our home, and the types of playthings we suggested family members purchase as gifts when they asked. One strategy that helped us tremendously was choosing three or four main brands or types of toys to collect, and then building our collection within those brands. For example, the main “sets” we chose when our boys were little were LEGO, PLAYMOBIL, and Thomas the Tank Engine trains. When anyone asked what they could buy our boys for holiday or birthday gifts, we picked a set or accessory from one of those brands. This worked brilliantly to keep the toys from taking over our home, and because we knew the boys already loved these sets, it was a win-win for all. Of course we also received special items to supplement those sets, like a multipurpose art easel, big gym mats for the basement, bikes, ride-ons, Play-Doh, Crayola crayons, craft supplies, instruments, etc. But keeping our brands in mind made it significantly easier to create an organized and simplified play and living space.

As my boys traveled through the elementary, middle, and now high school years, the challenge became more about keeping their playful spirits ignited in the midst of schoolwork, homework, and adult-led extracurricular activities, like organized sports and clubs. I realized that if I wanted to keep our home a playful place, I needed to purposefully lay a playful foundation and then provide creative experiences that were naturally inviting. The minute you try and push anything on your kids, it becomes extremely unappealing. Toddlers and teenagers are our best examples of this. They could teach a freakin’ master class on the art of resistance.

My hope is that, by using some of these simple ideas, you’ll discover something that will help you and your family digitally disconnect to playfully reconnect during the time you spend together. These suggestions aren’t meant to add to the unattainable parental mountaintop that is bento box school lunches that look like scenes from Frozen or those spectacularly designed playrooms that no one has ever been allowed to actually play in, ever. I’m looking at you again, Pottery Barn.

What we are after are intentional nuggets of playful design in our homes, which send the message to everyone who enters that this is a safe place to let your fun self free and your guard way down.

Now it’s time to add those “purposeful pops of playfulness” throughout your home!


 




Always Put Your Oxygen Mask on First




 



Our homes are the ultimate expression of who we are and what we hold dear. Or at least they should be.

Whether you live in an apartment in the city, a farmhouse on a country lane, or Barbie’s Dreamhouse in the burbs, your home should “rise up to greet you when you walk through the door.” I first heard someone say that on an Oprah show years ago when I had young children ruling my roost, and it was an “aha moment” for me as I realized that we should be intentional about that place we call home.

Our homes should RISE UP to greet us. RISE UP!

Imagine . . .

Is your home rising up to greet you when you walk through the door, or barely glancing up from its device to mumble “Oh, you again”? Over the past several years I have been trying to find simple and inexpensive ways to help my house rise up, to playfully greet me throughout the day. I spend a whole lot of time in my home as a writer and blogger, and I was tired of simply looking at my surroundings all the time in terms of what needed cleaning up, organizing, or fixing.

Again, creating a beautifully playful space isn’t about spending a bunch of money, hiring fancy decorators, or making your place Pinterest worthy. Nope, it’s about adding delicious dollops of joy that light you up, make your soul sing, and set fire to your playful spirit, even while you’re washing the dishes.


 




5 Playful Design Nuggets That Are All About ME





Here are five things that I have incorporated into my home that help me tap into my playful spirit when I need it most. They’re simple, but highly effective. I encourage you to identify and lasso up the play-pushin’ things that will help you connect with your own play-full-est self within your own everydayness.

    1. EVERYTHING BUT THE KITCHEN SINK. I keep a pretty tray near my kitchen sink stocked with yummy-smelling dish soaps and hand soaps (Williams-Sonoma’s Spiced Chestnut is my FAVORITE for autumn), whimsical scrubbers and brushes, and a deliciously scented candle. I frequently pop on happy music when I have to spend time at the sink, and as I’m scouring away at that gross gunk caked onto my pots and pans, I take a little time to play in the suds! I also have a window ledge right in front of my sink where I place playful quotes, happy pictures, and other reminders of things that bring me joy—stones from Lake Michigan, air plants, trinkets my boys have made me, etc.

[image: Images]





    2. NO WIRE HANGERS! Okay, so maybe I have a couple of wire hangers in my closet, and it’s never perfectly tidy or magazine worthy. But my closet is playful and fashionably fun. After reading a very popular book on tidying one’s home, I decided that nothing in my closet would be permitted to stay unless it “sparked joy.” So I slashed and burned, thanked stuff for its service, and Goodwilled. Then I turned the back of my closet door into a massive style “look book” collage. Remember ripping out looks from magazines you loved when you were a teenager, and then plastering them on your wall? Yeah, that. Now my inner teenager comes busting through every time I open the door. Call me, and I’ll come over and help you tear up Vogue and InStyle.

[image: Images]





    3. A BRIGHT YELLOW DESK AND A BUBBLE MACHINE. Both of these things can be found in my home office, and both bring me significant joy. Adding a few brightly colored furnishings or accessories, especially where least expected, instantly evokes playfulness and creativity in your home. And it’s impossible to not be amused by bubbles in the air. It’s especially good if you can get away with having these in your workspace. All work and no playfulness makes Meredith a total bee-atch.

[image: Images]





    4. MOOD SWINGS. One of my very favorite things is the swing that hangs in my boys’ bedroom at our Michigan cottage. Their room was built over the garage and has a super-high ceiling with big beams overhead. When we were designing and decorating their space—a room we call the barracks—I knew I had finally found the perfect place for an indoor swing. If you follow me on Instagram, you know I’m a bit of a swingaholic (a tall tree, two lengths of rope, and a butt-length piece of wood—bliss). I found a small but sturdy wooden swing from IKEA and hung it beside the two bunk beds in their room. Some of my best nights are the ones I’ve spent reading the Hardy Boys aloud, or just talking to them about their days and lives, as I swing and swing and swing beside them.

[image: Images]





    5. RUB-A-DUB-DUB, STAY OUT OF MY TUB. Every night, and sometimes each morning, I take a bath, preferably with mounds of bubbles. It’s a thing. I inherited my love for the tub from my mom, who as far back as I can remember took nightly soaks too. I make my tub as inviting as possible, because I like to play in the tub as much as a two-year-old does. To set the scene, I adorn my bath with fun salts that look like ice cream sundaes and root beer floats from a shop called Smitten, I keep pretty grown-up coloring books and watercolor pencils nearby, I still overuse Mr. Bubble bubble bath like I did when I was five, and there may be rubber duckies involved.
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Play Maker 5 WAYS TO KEEP YOUR HOME STYLISH, BEAUTIFUL, AND INVITINGLY PLAYFUL





Nate Berkus, bestselling author and interior designer

    1. Embrace whimsy in design, but be careful not to venture into theme-room territory. A handmade woolen stuffed animal or carved animal figural in a serious room always makes me smile.

    2. Try not to take the design process too seriously; sometimes an impulse buy or an odd, original lamp can make the space seem more sophisticated and less boring.

    3. Use color where it won’t cause you to pawn your car title if you change your mind—a red lampshade or a wild-patterned pillow costs a lot less than a sofa in the “donate” pile.

    4. Break some rules, experiment with your floor plan. The best and most original interiors throughout history are the ones where someone took a risk.

    5. Kill it on Etsy/eBay/your local flea: Nothing changes the feeling of a space more than a GREAT, one-of-a-kind accessory.




 



Jenga as Modern Art

About a year ago we got a new media cabinet for under our TV. As I
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