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FOR GRANDMA RED AND G-DAD


Introduction

WE SHOULD RESPECT the earth. We should live responsibly. We should change our light bulbs, try composting, eat local organic food, and build more bike lanes.

When it comes to the green movement, everyone from politicians to musicians talks about what should be done. But no one seems to be talking about what all this doing actually entails.

Yes, of course, let’s all start composting—but can anybody explain how, exactly, one stores a tub of rotting Chinese take-out, shredded newspaper, and worms in an open-concept kitchen in a seven-hundred-square-foot apartment? Yes, it’s important to buy local and organic, but what do you do when your choice at the grocery store is between a pesticide-coated Royal Gala from just a few miles away and an organic Granny Smith flown in from New Zealand? There are so many “Top 10 Ways to Go Green” lists floating around in magazines and on websites and talk shows these days that most people could recite them by heart, starting with the obvious “Switch to Compact Fluorescent Light Bulbs!”

But what of the sickly glow they give off? And what if half the light fixtures in your house are wired for halogens? And what about all that plastic packaging they come wrapped in? So much of the green dialogue comes to a grinding halt with a list of redundant tips; empty reassurances about how easy, fun, and chic it is to be green; or finger-pointing at corporations, governments, and the general public about whose responsibility it is to save the planet and whether we’re all doomed.



Enough already. It’s time people stopped talking so much and started doing something—anything.

I realized this in February 2007 and decided that doing something, in my case, would begin with a resignation letter. No more sitting in a cubicle, eating cafeteria food, and staring at a computer screen. I was going to quit my job as an arts reporter at the National Post and move to an exotic destination like Cambodia or Sri Lanka, where I could work for a charity, preferably an elephant orphanage or some cushier branch of the World Wildlife Fund.

Unfortunately, it didn’t take long before I realized that such organizations were more in need of a “Project Manager, experience required,” than a “Bitter Ex-Journalist, experience limited to CuteOverload.com.” And although I was sure that, with some time, I could manage a project—I had, after all, paid close attention to the first two seasons of The Apprentice—it might not have been so easy to convince others of this. So I forgot about animals.

Instead, I turned to food. Maybe I could go work on an organic vegetable farm in northern Ontario, planting, tilling, and harvesting in exchange for room and board. I might not effect massive change, but at least I’d be living as simply as possible, learning about sustainable agri-business and ethical eating.

But even then, to be a farmhand requires knowing the difference between kale and Swiss chard, being willing to trade a morning latte for a shovel, and knowing some basics of soil maintenance—and, well, considering I can barely maintain a rosemary bush on my balcony, I figured I’d only be a burden.

Eventually, I came up with a more practical idea:

What if I didn’t quit my job? I was already a reporter at a national newspaper and what more powerful tool for communicating the importance of environmental issues than the media? Even better, the National Post is renowned for its decidedly conservative, antigreen bent—we routinely run editorials calling environmentalists “eco-fascists” and the “Green Gestapo” and have one columnist who, despite riding a bike on weekends and avoiding Styrofoam 
containers at lunch, seems to have made it his life mission to prove Al Gore wrong. If, then, I could somehow convince my editors to give me a column, perhaps just some space on the Post’s website in which I could write about this topic, I might be able to make a difference. In fact, providing all went according to plan, maybe I could lay claim to single-handedly greening the most un-green newspaper in the country. I knew nothing about the science of climate change, the technology behind solar panels, or why #2 plastics were superior to #5 plastics in the waste hierarchy, but I did know that I planned on investing in a few tote bags and using public transit more often. And yet, I remained uncertain as to whether I could actually turn these armchair-environmentalist ambitions into meaningful journalism, or at least into something people would actually read.

This is when the proverbial compact fluorescent light bulb above my head lit up. As I lay in bed one night, tossing and turning with the carbon guilt of driving to work and back that day without carpooling, I started to think about the cycle of cynicism and the cycle of hope, both of which I’d just read about in The Better World Handbook: Small Changes That Make a Big Difference. The cycle of cynicism goes something like this:


	Finding out about a problem


	Wanting to do something to help


	Not seeing how you can help


	Not doing anything about it


	Feeling sad, powerless, angry


	Deciding that nothing can be done


	Beginning to shut down


	Wanting to know less about problems

(Repeat until apathy results.)





(Aside: This is pretty much me, in an eight-step nutshell.)

Then there’s the cycle of hope, which, for whatever reason, has two fewer steps (those optimists are always looking for shortcuts), and goes like this:




	Taking personal responsibility for being a good person


	Creating a vision of a better world based on your values


	Seeking out quality information about the world’s problems


	Discovering practical options for actions


	Acting in line with your values


	Recognizing you can’t do everything

(Repeat until a better world results.)




Then it came to me: if I could do one small thing every day for a year—small changes, like the tote bags, but maybe some big changes too, like overhauling my diet and restricting my consumerism—I’d see which things were easy, which were hard; which ideas would apply only to a single woman like me, living with her cat in the city, and which ones might also apply to a family of four living in a suburb; which changes we should all be doing and which are best left to the hardcore hippies. It’s like that Chinese proverb; The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. I would take 365 of them.

But I’d need some company. If the Post didn’t agree to a column, I’d need another outlet. My former colleague Kelly used to keep up a theater blog, and my friend Meghan had just started a nutrition blog—I couldn’t even say the word blog without feeling as though I’d suddenly joined a Star Trek fan club and bought high-waisted Dockers, but it really would be the perfect medium. This meant I could do something every day and then write about it immediately. And, if I kept my skepticism in high gear—making every effort not to be preachy, schmaltzy, or self-righteous—I might attract more readers. The greater the following the blog had, the more committed I’d have to be, both to the supporters and the dissenters. After all, I couldn’t quit with everyone watching.

This was my sincere, ambitious, and in hindsight ridiculously naive line of thinking as I went about setting up the blog, soliciting input, thinking up my first few green changes, and e-mailing the Post’s editor in chief about this Pulitzer Prize-winning idea.



A week went by.

He didn’t write back.

No problem, I thought, he’s probably busy doing important editor business. So, a week later when everything was more or less ready to go, I wrote to our managing editor, who was big into all things Internet-related but still learning that it wasn’t cool to use the term “Information Superhighway,” and I forwarded along my URL, asking if he could maybe link to it on the Post’s homepage or give me some feedback.

Two weeks went by this time, but then he wrote back.

“Why don’t you write a film blog?” he said.

Okay, so it was going to be harder than I thought. But still, I rationalized, if I could cultivate a steady readership and build up enough daily hits, my superiors—most of whom had only just figured out what RSS feeds and tag clouds actually were—would surely come knocking at my cubicle at some point down the road, right? And even if they didn’t, was that any reason not to go about my green year, showing at the very least my family, friends, and some fellow blogging nerds that being environmentally conscious isn’t such a daunting prospect after all? Furthermore, it took me an entire weekend to set up that damn website, so frankly, whether or not anyone was listening, I was going ahead with it for the sake of Mother Earth, and the compost was hitting the wind turbine on March 1, 2007.

Because it felt somewhat like coming out of the environmental closet, the first people to hear about this venture were those who’d have no choice but to support me, people who’d have to love me even if I reeked of hemp oil and started growing dreadlocks from my armpits: my parents.

“It’s not like I’ll be doing anything crazy,” I explained to the two furrowed brows, one tilted head, and a half-opened mouth that formed their combined expression of concern. We were out for dinner, the day before my green challenge began, which as I 
explained to them would involve saving the planet in 365 simple steps and tracking my progress online.

“Day one will be switching to recycled paper towels,” I said. “Day two could be something like not using my electric heating pad anymore. Easy stuff.”

Yes, I admitted, there’s a chance I may have seen An Inconvenient Truth at some point in the past few weeks, and yes, I may have been influenced by that computer-generated drowning polar bear. But the point of this is to stay far away from politics, to prove that being environmentally friendly doesn’t require protest demonstrations or wearing Guatemalan pants. After all, I pointed out, they knew more than anyone that their firstborn daughter was the kind of girl who likes her heat turned up high and her incandescent lights dimmed low, who enjoys blowing her month’s savings on a bottle of pink Veuve Clicquot and pairing it with back-to-back reruns of America’s Next Top Model. They knew full well that I held a British passport and thus kept my sense of humor as dry as week-old lint—I wasn’t a serious eco-warrior who threw around words like permaculture and refused to shut up about the health benefits of wheatgrass. Please.

“So you see,” I said, “if I can be good to the environment without compromising my need for flattering lighting, overpriced champagne, and reality TV, then anyone can do it. Right? Tell me I’m right.”

“My little activist daughter,” cooed my mother eventually, with 90 percent encouragement and 10 percent sarcasm, over the remains of her filet mignon. I wondered if it was factory-farmed meat, then wondered if I really cared.

“And what’s day three?” my father asked.

“Day three?” I said. “Well, I haven’t planned that far off . . .”



march






	1

	Switch to recycled paper towels




	2

	No more electric heating pad




	3

	Ban all Styrofoam




	4

	Switch to an eco-friendly toothbrush




	5

	Turn down my thermostat




	6

	No more bottled water




	7

	Switch to an organic conditioner




	8

	Use natural (pumice or felt) lint removers rather than tape




	9

	Eat locally (within the United States and Canada)




	10

	Switch to electronic billing




	11

	Check the tire pressure




	12

	Don’t buy a microwave




	13

	Switch to a natural, biodegradable hand wash with a recyclable container




	14

	Switch to phosphate-free dish detergent




	15

	Forgo electronic gym equipment




	16

	Use tote bags




	17

	Switch to recycled toilet paper




	18

	Cancel cable




	19

	Switch to corn-based, biodegradable cat litter




	20

	Use handkerchiefs instead of tissues




	21

	Use natural, organic body lotion




	22

	No more aerosol cans




	23

	Use natural glass cleaners




	24

	Sign up with local Freecycle network




	25

	Turn off all lights before leaving home




	26

	Switch to natural body wash




	27

	Use chemical-free, reusable static-cling sheets in the dryer




	28

	Unplug electronics and appliances when not in use




	29

	No more disposable cutlery and plates




	30

	No car on the weekends




	31

	Put away humidifer








 


  MARCH 1, DAY 1



  Switch to recycled paper towels


Asinine. A word I learned in Ms. Carrier’s eleventh-grade English class and one that I think works perfectly in the following sentence: 
Thinking up 365 ways to green my life and writing about it every single day for an entire year probably qualifies as the most asinine idea I’ve come up with in twenty-eight years of otherwise uneventful neurological activity. In fact, the only thought running through my head right now is that, surely, if I had a boyfriend and a better social life, this would never have happened. Since when do I care about recycling and public transport? Or compost? Or blogs? I wish I’d never seen An Inconvenient Truth. You know what’s really inconvenient? Thinking up 365 ways to green my life and writing about it every single day for an entire year.

What have I done?

This mixture of regret, confusion, bitterness, and pure embarrassment curdled in my stomach as I sat waiting for the replies to come in from friends and colleagues, all of whom I had just emailed about my challenge using as many self-deprecating adjectives as possible. See, whereas some people suffer post-Send-button anxiety after writing an overly effusive e-mail to an ex after a few too many glasses of wine, in my case it was simply because I had confessed something—and it was a confession that could very well jeopardize my nonchalant-pseudo-hipster cool status. I may as well have gotten down on my knees and said, “Forgive me, friends, for I have sinned: I’ve not only converted to environmentalism, I’ve started blogging about it, too.”

Is it worse to be a blogger or a hippie? I don’t even know.

In came the first response, from a friend who lives in Paris and works for the Associated Press. Matt eats food I can’t pronounce, listens to obscure West African hip-hop, and basically attained cool status the day he was born; I’m pretty sure the only three R’s he knows are Refined, Rioja, and Roquefort. Oddly, he’s also a huge computer geek, and was on to me almost before I hit SEND.

According to an e-mail in my inbox, Matt had left a comment on my first post.

“Speechless, really,” it said.



That was it, other than some quip about how the foie gras he was  eating was most definitely “bio,” which I think is what the French say when they mean natural, organic, environmentally friendly, or just hippie-approved in general, which is ironic because I’m pretty sure the last thing any hippie would be caught noshing on is foie gras. In fact, forcing a tube of lard down a bird’s throat is more like a faux pas.

Then came an e-mail from my friend Jacob, who lives halfway across the world in Ramallah, Palestine, where he’s starting up a nonprofit organization called Souktel, which uses text-messaging to connect employers with job hunters over their mobile phones. I wasn’t sure what the specifics of it were beyond that—all I knew was that he put in fourteen-hour days in a conflict-plagued region, and most likely did not have time for blogs.

“Christ,” began his e-mail, “you know, if it was anyone else, I would launch into my usual anti-blog tirade. But in this case, something tells me I’ll soon end up adding you to my Twitter or Flickr or whatever, so that I can hang on your every enviro-word each time it comes into my inbox. I also vote for some live-blogging, or maybe vlogging, although I’m not quite sure what that entails.”

Half-sarcastic, half-sincere. This was classic Jacob.

But within the hour, there came a wave of support, especially from my girlfriends. Most wrote to cheer me on, offer suggestions, and even reveal their own inner yearnings to stop wasting so much paper at the office or start bringing their lunches in Tupperware containers. One of my colleagues, Maryam, even wrote back, “I’ll see your blog, and raise you a MySpace,” boldly stepping out of the tech-nerd closet.

And yet, this didn’t make it any easier. Now everyone knew: my family, my friends, my coworkers, and an already increasing number of environmentalists with enough time on their hands to putter around what my editors like to call “the online community,” seeking out new green blogs. And who was this Lori V. anyway? She’d 
already left two comments on my site, and I knew nothing about her other than the fact that she also liked recycled paper towels. Either way, enough people were in on my challenge now that there was clearly no turning back—besides, no matter how ridiculous I may look with all this online journal-keeping and my amateur enviro-pursuits, in the end, I’ll probably look even more foolish if I bail on it within the first twenty-four hours.

“Okay, just stop for a second,” I told myself. “Here’s what needs to happen: I need to take a deep breath, close my eyes, and just mentally dive into this green pool, headfirst. If I start drowning in compost, choking on all the crunchy granola, or otherwise find myself getting in way over my head, I can pull myself over to the edge, let the blog drown, and climb out soggy and smelly but otherwise unharmed.”

Fortunately, I used to be a lifeguard.

Unfortunately, this was one deep pool.

But, as the Buddhists always say—and who can you trust, if not a Buddhist?—it’s important to live in the present. So, I’m going to remind myself that today, all I’m doing is switching from regular paper towels to recycled paper towels.

Actually, they’re 100 percent postconsumer recycled, unbleached paper towels produced with 80 percent less water than the industry average and dried with natural gas, the specifics of which I feel the need to relate because I’m already worried the imaginary Al Gore who’s suddenly appeared on my shoulder will start reprimanding me for not abandoning disposable paper towels altogether and opting for reusable tea towels instead—or better yet, tea towels made from reclaimed wool that’s been knit at a fair-trade establishment within one hundred miles of my apartment and shipped without packaging via bicycle.

But what can I say? I’m a soft-core environmentalist. When my cat, Sophie, decides to relieve her bowels on the floor instead of in her litter-box, there’s no way in hell I’m picking it up with anything 
I can’t promptly toss in the garbage afterward. I thought about using those Bounty Select-a-Size ones, which let you tear away smaller pieces, but after further mulling, and a lot more spilling, I decided to resist the comfort of the brand and go for the unfamiliar but promising-sounding Cascades. The name Cascades made me think of waterfalls, rolling hills, and to a lesser extent a posh rehab clinic. I figured the beige color nicely complements my fake hardwood floors and while the towels may not be as strong or durable as the so-called quicker picker-uppers, I’m not exactly planning on soaking them in blue liquid and trying to carry large, heavy objects with them as the commercials always like to demonstrate.

So that’s the first change done. On the pain scale of one to ten, I’d give it a two. Easy.

Now, I just have another 364 to go.

 


  MARCH 3, DAY 3



  Ban all Styrofoam


My friend Meghan, whom I met on the first day of high school and who lives just a few blocks west of me now, will probably turn out to be one of my greatest supporters in this challenge. This doesn’t surprise me. We do a lot of geeky things together and then talk about how great said geeky things are. For example, we’ll tie on matching aprons and cook organic, gluten-free soup and roasted vegetables at her place and trade halfsies for lunch the following week. We also download yoga podcasts and do the routines together. We rode our bikes over four hundred miles from Toronto to Montreal to raise money for a local charity helping people with AIDS. And of course, most recently, we both started up blogs—hers is called the Healthy Cookie and revolves around holistic nutrition; she used to be in advertising but then ongoing digestive problems led to a sudden change in career and now she’s back at school learning about the enzyme properties of sprouted lentils.

The funny thing is, even when Meghan and I don’t intentionally 
try to do things together, we usually end up together anyway; I’ll be at a play and run into her, she’ll be in the produce aisle at the supermarket and run into me, and so on. So it came as no surprise when, recently, I split up with my boyfriend and she became single, too.

At any given bar, we tend to be each other’s good luck charms. Most likely, it has something to do with the fact that, physically, we’re complete opposites—I’m tall and fair-skinned, she’s petite and tanned; I have long, light brown hair parted on the side, she has short dark hair with a fringe; I drink red wine, she doesn’t drink; I do the strong, silent bit, she works the cute, giggly thing. We cover all the demographics. There’s something for everyone.

So when I found out about this anti-Styrofoam party—yes, an anti-Styrofoam party—I begged Meghan to come with me. It was being held by Get It to Go Green, an organization making life difficult for takeout restaurants as they try to convince municipal governments to ban polystyrene and replace it with something like the NaturoPack, which looks and feels the same but is made from corn, sugar cane, and potatoes and is completely biodegradable. Apparently, when they aren’t fighting the evils of CFCs, these guys also like to get down. The party was held at a nearby hotel bar, popular with the West End indie set, so we figured there might be some cute boys in thrift store denim and ironic T-shirts who were into the green thing and would offer to buy us a round of locally brewed hemp beer or something.

Well, here’s what we concluded within half an hour of arriving: within the urban hipster community, there is really a whole subdemographic, best described as the eco-hipster. These guys look more or less the same as any other ironic-sunglasses-wearing, Broken Social Scene listening hipster but are in fact an entirely different breed. In place of that espresso and cigarette smell, they’re more redolent of beet juice and pot, and unfortunately, they often lack the cynicism chromosome. This can sometimes be endearing, especially if they’re trying to pedal a stationary bike that’s hooked up 
to a generator powering a string of LED Christmas lights on the ceiling, or cheering on an environmentally aware rap group without the faintest glimmer of embarrassment, but they have their fair share of problems, too.

See, the eco-hipster set can subsequently be divided even further, into the eager beavers and the serious activists. If you were to, say, make a joke about the vegan community, the serious activist would be offended, whereas the eager beaver simply wouldn’t get it. While neither would be caught dead sitting in front of a television set on a Wednesday night rating the fierceness of Tyra Banks and her top-models-in-training, the serious activist’s reason is because he has more important things to do; the eager beaver just thinks mean people suck and has a badge sewn on his backpack to prove it. The activists in particular, though, seem to lack not just a sense of cynicism but a sense of humor altogether, and while their intense gaze can draw you in, it’s usually the case that they’re less intent on getting your phone number than they are on debating the efficacy of bio-fuels. Not much of a turn-on.

But Meghan and I tried. We signed their petition, ordered an organic beer and a glass of water, and attempted to zero in on a few of the cutest boys in the crowd.

“What do you think of him?” I asked, pointing my bottle in the direction of a guy who looked as though he might, at one point, have been offered a walk-on role in a romantic comedy starring Matthew McConaughey, Jennifer Aniston, and a manic but ultimately endearing puppy, then at the last minute decided acting was too shallow a career path and followed the green movement instead.

“Meh,” replied Meghan. “I’m not so into that sweater. It makes me think of Bill Cosby. What about that guy over there?”

I looked to where she was pointing.

“Kind of potato-faced,” I said.

This is typical of our conversations about men. Obviously, we’re 
both hypercritical, to the point where we’re dismissing some poor guy over such a trivial thing as the mosaic pattern on his sweater or the starchiness of his visage. But first impressions do count, and we never argue the other’s verdict. Besides, it took only about twenty minutes before we’d settled on some mutually approved prospects.

As a girl took the stage wearing a HOTTER THAN I SHOULD BE T-shirt—a climate change joke—and muttered something about why we were all there, I leaned in and asked my guy, with as much eyelash batting as possible, if he’d heard what the host just said because I could barely hear over all the bike-pedaling.

“She’s introducing the first act,” he deadpanned, and faced the front again. I shuffled closer, but as soon as the group launched into their enviro-rap, which sounded like something a kindergarten class might perform for their teacher as an Earth Day project, he suddenly got really into it, jumping around, pumping his fist in the air, and hollering encouraging remarks at the stage. A serious activist. With no rhythm. And even less self-awareness.

Forget that.

I turned around to see how Meghan was doing with her boy, the ticket collector and hand stamper at the door. Within seconds, she was back at my side.

“Brutal,” she said. “I asked him if he knew when the headlining act would be playing because their CD was sitting on the table and it looked cool.”

“And?” I said.

“And he told me, ‘Oh yeah, they’re on next—but you could just buy the CD and go home to listen to it.’ I mean, he basically told me to leave!”

Maybe we were overanalyzing things and not being aggressive enough; perhaps our expectations from two hours at an anti-Styrofoam party were too high. Either way, we decided to take the ticket collector’s advice and call it a night.



 


  MARCH 5, DAY 5



  Turn down my thermostat


Farch, as its name denotes, is not a pretty time of year. It’s the general season encompassing February and March when it’s no longer winter but not quite spring. There’s no blanket of freshly fallen snow, nor are the birds chirping or the trees budding; instead, there’s just gray skies, gray streets, gray slush, and in my particular case, gray moods. So I thought maybe if I took some initiative by shoving my salt-stained boots and snot-encrusted scarf in the back of the closet, buying a fresh bouquet of tulips and turning down my thermostat, Nature would get the hint and follow suit with some sun and warm weather.

This last part especially, switching off my heat, seemed like it would make for another easy green change. Granted, I may need a few more layers and some extra cups of hot chocolate on particularly dismal nights, but it wouldn’t be for long. Besides, I was already eating salads for lunch and letting my old friend Visa treat me to a new pair of sunglasses—magical thinking or not, I could feel spring right there.

Sometimes, however, I forget that my circulation has been on strike since ’79 and the union that is my blood pressure and heart rate is not willing to compromise. My fingers and toes are rarely any color besides red, purple, or sometimes white—even in the summer, if I walk into an air-conditioned room, they show signs of frostbite. Within days, then, I found myself going to bed with three pairs of wool socks, mismatched flannel pajamas, gloves, two extra blankets, and a hot-water bottle tucked into my pillow, all the while hoping that Sophie might sit on top of me for yet another layer of warmth. During one especially frigid night, I switched my alarm-clock radio over to a station that was playing some calming music, hoping to soothe my hypothermic self to sleep.

The next morning, as I woke up to the easy-listening sounds of Kenny G, spooning the pillow with my hot-water bottle, onto 
which my nose and salivary glands had evidently been leaking all night, it occurred to me that none of this would have happened if a) I’d left my thermostat alone, b) I lived in one of the hundreds of perfectly nice cities below the 49th parallel, or c) I had a boyfriend in bed with me to heat things up.

 


  MARCH 6, DAY 6



  No more bottled water


My favorite stand-up comedian, Jim Gaffigan, has a line in his routine about the bottled water phenomenon. It comes somewhere in between his bit about the redundancy of Mexican food and the appeal of the manatee. He asks, “How did we ever get to the point where we’re paying for bottled water? When they first brought it out, I thought it was so stupid . . . Then I tried it and thought, ‘Yeah, this is good. This is more watery than water. This has a water kick to it.’”

Somehow, this laughable prospect of paying for water became a reality, and I’ll admit to being sucked into it. I’ve become a bit of a water snob, too. I mean, I’ve always been a bit of a snob about most things, but when it comes to bottled water, I know my Evian from my Volvic, my San Pellegrino from my San Benedetto, and I’m not about to spend good money on tap water that’s gone through reverse osmosis and had three kinds of salt added to it by the fine people at Coca-Cola when I could be drinking natural spring water purified by equatorial winds and bottled at the source of a primitive rainforest in Fiji. On the other hand, I am old enough to remember when bottled water first hit the market and became a craze, and part of me knows that the entire concept of bottled water—at least in a developed country—is, as Gaffigan points out, completely ridiculous, not to mention a huge waste of plastic and unnecessary shipping.

So for my next green change I’m going back to drinking plain old tap water. I have a Brita filter, which means at least it won’t taste so metallic, and I can carry around a Nalgene bottle if I’m going to be out all day. Although this accessory is hardly cool—in fact, 
I’m pretty sure most stores have a policy against bringing any dogs, outside food, or lame water bottles inside—it does bring back memories of being at camp and twisting my hair into symmetrical braids, paddling a dilapidated canoe out on Big Hawk Lake, and working on my Teva tan as I slapped the occasional mosquito, sang Kenny Rogers tunes (out of tune, admittedly), and sipped warm water from my sixteen-ounce loop-top Nalgene.

Recently, I’ve been reading all these articles about how certain polycarbonate plastic bottles have been shown to leach bisphenol-A, an estrogenic hormone, as well as create a breeding ground for nasty bacteria if not properly washed. But I figure, I clean mine every day with dish soap, and what’s a little top-up of estrogen really going to do anyway? I might have less chance of getting knocked up and fewer zits.

In my world, that’s called a bonus.

 


  MARCH 9, DAY 9



  Eat locally (within the United States and Canada)


I’ve started to face some problems in the grocery store, particularly in the produce section. To begin with, I usually find myself standing, basket in hand, by the rows of apples, unable to choose between an organic one from the United States or a pesticide-sprayed one grown locally here in Ontario. The organic American ones don’t look as shiny, but maybe apples aren’t supposed to be that shiny; I could always clean the pesticide off the local ones at home with a special fruit and vegetable wash, but that just requires more product consumption. I often turn to ask that mini Al Gore who popped up on my shoulder when I switched to recycled paper towels, but my imaginary friend can be pretty flaky when it comes to making tough decisions.

If Meghan accompanied me on these grocery trips, I know she’d say that my health is more important than the planet’s and that organic produce has been shown in numerous studies to have more 
nutrients, so I should just support the farmers who are trying to do things the natural way and get the American one. But I also know that humans have been relying on their senses for centuries to gauge what’s good for them and what’s not—which is why the sight and smell of rotting food sends yuck signals to our brains—and those Ontario Royal Galas usually look pretty darn good. They’re also guaranteed to be fresher, which means they’re probably better tasting, and because they didn’t require days on the highway bumping about in an eighteen-wheeler, I’m willing to bet they’re just as nutritious. Still, does buying the local apples mean I’m creating a demand for and thus encouraging the use of pesticides?

The last time I encountered this dilemma, I stood around, staring at the apples for at least five minutes, which doesn’t seem that long but in grocery-shopping time almost demands a call to security over the intercom. Of course, it would be perfect if I could eat food that’s both local and organic, but it seems that just about the only people able to do so are Californians—other climates are either too wet, too dry, too hot, too cold, too dark, or too sunny. For the rest of us, there will always be that little bit of stress here in the produce aisle. As the best-selling food author Michael Pollan has pointed out numerous times, our collective knowledge about what to eat has fallen by the wayside, leaving us with food pyramids, dieticians, fat camps, and entire books devoted to deconstructing the Twinkie—a treat, by the way, that contains over ninety ingredients, most of which are man-made, one of which includes beef extract.

I’m convinced, ecologically speaking, that buying local is more important than buying organic, but I’m not about to restrict myself to the borders of Ontario—at least not yet, unless my doctor prescribes me a locally procured antidote to scurvy. I will, however, only buy food that comes from within Canada and the United States. This means, right off the bat, that mangoes, avocados, and bananas are outlawed until the end of the challenge. Lemons and limes are also out, but only until summer, when California grabs the citrus reins back from Mexico.



Alcohol, however, will remain unrestricted, at least until I find a local wine that doesn’t taste like Welch’s grape juice.

 


  MARCH 14, DAY 14



  Switch to phosphate-free dish detergent


I don’t think there’s anything more toxic-looking in the cleaning supplies aisle than those tiny plastic pouches of neon goo and white powder, otherwise known as Cascade 2-in-1 ActionPacs. But the fact is, when it comes to dishwashing detergent, they really get the job done, and who doesn’t love that steaming hot, bleachy-clean smell that wafts up when you open the dishwasher? My favorite kind is the one that comes with extra bleach and a “Fresh Rapids” scent. While I’m not exactly sure what rapids smell like—let alone how fresh rapids might differ from stale rapids—I do like the idea of turning on my dishwasher, hearing that familiar buzz; and picturing an enormous wave rolling about inside, crashing gently but effectively against all my plates and bowls until they’re invigorated, gleaming and gunk-free.

Sadly, the other day, I popped my last pouch and had to go looking for a safer, more natural alternative.

“Why don’t you try using baking soda and vinegar?” asked the imaginary Gore, who now chose to make an appearance as I stood in the aisle at Whole Foods. Can I fire an imaginary friend? Either way, he started to explain the benefits of simple, homemade detergents and disinfectants, and I did actually consider it, but baking soda and vinegar always make me think of those elementary school science experiments, where things froth up and start to smell funky, which is not what I want swishing around my high-end stainless steel dishwasher. Ultimately, I decided to try out this brand called Seventh Generation instead.

Based in Vermont, they offer one of the most widely available natural product lines around, a bit like the financially secure but pot-smoking cousin of Procter & Gamble. Their website features press releases carefully positioned next to pictures of mothers holding
 babies, children holding puppies, and seniors holding watering cans. You can follow links to scientific data on all of their natural ingredients or, far more entertaining, to a blog called the Inspired Protagonist, with the mission statement “Cutting the ties of negativity that bind us.” Oh, Vermont.

Well, I tried the detergent once, then tried it again with double the amount, but it still cleaned only about 80 percent of the dishes, the spoons faring the worst. And when I opened the dishwasher door to let the clean smell waft up, there was more of a neutral-to-somewhat-stale-cheese odor.

I want my phosphates back.

 


  MARCH 16, DAY 16



  Use tote bags


Say the words tote bag and I immediately think of a dirty canvas sack, the color of seaweed and expired cream, sitting stiff and crunched-up in the bottom of my parents’ linen closet. My mother got it for free at some medical conference and, when I was a kid, we used it only on the rare occasion when the entire family was going to the local pool and needed something in which to throw our wet, chlorinated swimsuits afterward. It has some generic logo and acronym screened onto it that no person would ever recognize, unless that person was a radiologist. In 1984. In Orlando, Florida.

There is truly no fashion accessory more maligned than the canvas tote, but I needed something to bring to the grocery store so I didn’t have to use as many plastic bags. My backpacking years—along with my Kraft Dinner-eating, essay-writing, and hosteling years—are officially behind me, so a knapsack wasn’t an option, and those wire pushcarts are an even worse aesthetic crime; if I could just find a not-so-heinously-colored tote bag, though, perhaps one that came in a more lightweight material than canvas, my problem would be solved.

Finally, I found it: a collapsible nylon tote, plain white with an adorable flower print on it from a company called Three Wishes. 
It folds up into the size of my fist, so I can tuck it into my purse, and it expands to the size of about two regular plastic bags. When I bought it, I thought this could very well turn out to be the best green change of the month. Having it on me at all times would mean that even if I made an impulse purchase—which, let’s be honest here, happens almost daily—there’s never an excuse because I have a bag already.

I decided to give it a test run.

Actually, I decided to go shopping for some new clothes and justified that as a way to give my new tote bag a test run. Walking by one of my regular stores, a brand-name chain that specializes in sweatpants and purses, I saw a sign in the window advertising a sale where everything green—as in the color—was half-price. Somehow this was meant to spread environmental awareness, though it didn’t appear any profits were on a direct path to Greenpeace. Anyway, I went in, tried on a shirt, decided to buy it, and declined a bag. I explained with a proud smile that I’d brought my own, then unfurled the Three Wishes tote with a magician’s flourish and waited for the cashier to let out some twitter of encouragement.

Instead, he just convulsed slightly and cocked his head.

“Why-y?” he asked, giving the word an extra syllable to denote confusion and possibly a mild form of disgust.

“Because I have my own, right here,” I said, adding that I thought I was complementing the green theme of the day by reusing instead of consuming.

“Uh, okay, I guess so . . . if you really want,” he said.

What kind of a response was that—if I really want? Why would I want otherwise? For the sake of walking around the block with the logo of a semioverpriced retailer under my arm? For the convenience of throwing it out when I got back home rather than rolling it up and storing it away?

I think I’m starting to understand why the hardcore tree-hug-gers get a reputation for being so defensive and huffy.



 


  MARCH 18, DAY 18



  Cancel cable


Don’t get me wrong—I do want my MTV, I just don’t want to pay $50 a month for it. As much as I’ve grown attached to all of the Bachelors, Bachelorettes, and Survivors; Donald Trump and his wannabe entrepreneurs; and the brilliantly effusive hilarity that Colin and Justin bring to the reality show How Not to Decorate, I’ve also realized that my bank account is not such a big fan of all this. Looking at my monthly statements, I knew something major needed to be cut. Internet was essential, as was heating, electricity, and water; my job meant I had to keep my cell phone but I’d already gotten rid of my landline; I was trying to purchase fewer clothes and be more strategic at the grocery store, too. But still, with one foot in the black, one in the red, and an uncertainty of where all this green stuff would lead me financially, a savings of $50 a month was pretty significant.

So I called the local cable company to cancel my account.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry to hear that,” said the operator, when I told her the news. Hearing her tone of voice, one might have guessed I’d just told her my cat died.

“Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “It happens.”

“May I ask why?” she said.

“Yeah, sure. I mean, frankly, I can’t really afford it.”

“Oh, I see . . .” she said, solemnly. “Well, what if you changed over to a reduced-rate plan? Basic cable would still give you all the lower channels—”

“But it wouldn’t give me Tyra now, would it? Seriously, just go ahead. Cancel everything. I can’t even talk about it anymore.”

And with that, the deed was done.

Sitting there a few minutes later, my pink cell phone still in hand and warm from the conversation, I couldn’t help but feel that something greater should come from this, something more than just money in the bank. Now that I’m in the routine of writing about 
all the changes I make to my life, it seems like I should be blogging about this. But canceling my cable wasn’t green in any way.

Or was it? It would mean I’d be using less electricity to power a television set for three to four hours every night, not to mention the battery power required for the remote control. Granted, this doesn’t add up to thousands of kilowatt-hours, and it’s something I would have done regardless of my challenge, but even if it makes only a small dent in my carbon footprint, why shouldn’t it count?

Backwards logic, yes. But just because a green change falls into my lap doesn’t mean I’m going to ignore it. It may still be early on, but I’ll take what I can get.

 


  MARCH 19, DAY 19



  Switch to corn-based, biodegradable cat litter


My cat, Sophie, has three favorite activities: 1) licking yogurt from my spoon when I’m not looking; 2) meowing to go outside on the balcony and then, after all three sliding doors are pulled back, sniffing and walking away; and 3) defecating on my bed. She’s a British blue, a breed that nearly became extinct in the sixteenth century as the more superstitious folk in Europe began to suspect they belonged to witches and killed as many as they could. Although I don’t believe in witches, I am confident that Sophie is, in fact, a descendant of Lucifer—and if not the devil himself, then at least that nasty cat in Cinderella. I’ve spent the past eight years buying her different food, treats, toys, grooming brushes, everything and anything that might make her like me enough to purr every now and then, or at the very least stop crapping on my bed.

A few years ago I tried changing her litter from a clay-based variety to a silica-based one, but that didn’t seem to do much. The silica stank less, but tracked pebbles all over the floor, and whenever I stepped on one by accident it felt like I’d rammed my heel into a thumbtack—or actually worse, a thumbtack covered in week-old cat urine. So when I saw a new corn-based, biodegradable litter at 
the pet store, I figured it would at least be worth a shot, if only for the sake of this challenge. Plus, it was called World’s Best Cat Litter, so it couldn’t be that bad.

In fact, the name turned out to be more than justified—this stuff smells nice, it doesn’t track and, most importantly, Sophie loves it. She hasn’t once left a parcel of evil on my bed since I’ve made the switch, and this afternoon, I think I even heard her purr (although she might have just been preparing another hairball).

 


  MARCH 24, DAY 24



  Sign up with local Freecycle network


I’m a horrible product junkie, a marketer’s dream. If it comes in a little white jar and has a word like radiance, glowing, or firming on it, I’ll buy it. Because of this, my bedtime ritual has, over the years, gone from the most basic ablutions—brush teeth, wash face—to an eighteen-step regimen, which, strictly above the shoulders, goes something like this: brush hair, brush teeth, brush tongue, floss, use mouthwash, remove makeup, wash face, exfoliate, apply toner, apply wrinkle cream, apply freckle-fading cream, apply eye cream, and, finally, apply zit cream, if needed. Even worse is that because I work in the arts section of the newspaper, companies send me a lot of swag—free samples of their newest lotions and potions that I often use and never write about. But I’m trying to declutter my bathroom counter and invest in a select few natural products that don’t have any potential carcinogens or other toxins. This means that I need to part with all these jars and bottles of stuff, most of which I’ve tried only once anyway.

I don’t want to throw it all in the garbage, but none of my friends really want anything I’ve dipped my finger into, and even if it’s something I haven’t opened, most girls I know already have their own product loyalties. I’m not sure I can drop something like this off at Goodwill—in fact, I can’t even take most of it on a plane anymore—but then I read about this online network called 
Freecycle, which is a bit like Craigslist except there’s no money involved; it’s just a group of people living in the same city offering stuff and taking stuff for free. So I signed up.

Immediately, the e-mails began pouring in from my local group. I noticed they all had subject lines like, “OFFER: Gardening tools,” or “WANTED: Children’s books,” or if someone had already snapped up an item, there’d be one saying, “TAKEN: Sewing machine.” When I opened each e-mail, there was usually a more lengthy description of what was being given away and why, as well as where the person was located. For the most part, it was all junk. Take, for instance, this post: “OFFER: Couch”—sounds great, a new couch. But then you read further and it says, “Brown velour couch, had it for 20 years, only a few stains!” Gross. Or there’s the stuff like, “OFFER: Three floppy disc boxes”—does anyone still use floppy discs? And if so, don’t they already have the boxes they came in? My favorite posts, though, were the ultraspecific wanted ads like, “WANTED: Five old clawfoot bathtubs” with the esoteric explanation “I’m doing a competition and need these soon!”

I posted my own note that read “OFFER: Deluxe toiletries” with an additional note that I’d gotten a bunch of wrinkle creams and body lotions at work that I wasn’t going to use and was looking to give them away; then I gave the closest intersection to where I lived and said it was available for pickup only. Within thirty seconds someone named Buddy replied. He happened to live a block away and was looking for a last-minute gift for his wife’s birthday. Why his wife would want to receive a bunch of used wrinkle cream for her birthday I have no idea, but I wasn’t about to ask questions—I just wanted to get rid of this stuff. So Buddy and I spoke over the phone and arranged for him to drop by the next morning.

At the appropriate time, he buzzed my apartment. I was of course still asleep, it being the weekend and all, but quickly rolled out of bed, gathered all the stuff together in a gift bag from under my cupboard (I couldn’t hand him such fancy products in a plastic 
grocery bag, surely). Then I schlepped my way down to the front of the building in a pajama top and sweatpants. As I walked down the hallway, I could see Buddy standing outside. He had to be at least fifty, had a fuzzy beard, and was wearing a camping vest and Tilley hat. It was drizzling, but he didn’t seem to mind. I opened the door, a little cautiously, and stepped out.

“Um, Buddy?” I said.

“Hi, that’s me!” he replied and reached out to shake my hand. I couldn’t believe I was standing
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