


Chapter One
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A Modern Dilemma of Our Own Making



One of the things I missed most while living in space was being able to go outside and experience nature. After being confined to a small space for months, I actually started to crave nature—the color green, the smell of fresh dirt, and the feel of warm sun on my face. That flower experiment became more important to me than I could have ever imagined.—Scott Kelly, astronaut




LIVING LIFE IN A SMALL WHITE SCREEN

During the late 1990s, I discovered an important revelation about stress. At the time, I was intimately familiar with stress because of my job. I worked in tech as a content editor at an online retailer whose sales, reputation, and organization were exploding by the minute. Every day our stock price shot up, giving executives the justification to pressure employees into sixty-hour workweeks while human resources couldn’t build teams fast enough to keep up with the work that needed covering. We had a charismatic, type-A CEO who often brainstormed ideas he wanted implemented in two days. In turn, everyone dropped what they were doing and scrambled in a different direction to jump on the project, sacrificing what scant free evening time they had. Some employees even slept under their desks.

Feeling grateful that a young nobody English major like me had the opportunity to use my skills, I managed a mountain of work. I rendered website pages with complex technology that interacted with databases and hopefully didn’t break pipelines. I assigned and edited content that existed only in a network of communicating packets. I wrote reviews, planned a schedule, and managed product information. Every day, the mail guy delivered a tower of boxes and envelopes to my desk. Every hour, dozens of emails jammed my inbox. The tasks flew in from all directions, at light speed and in an endless stream. All I did was react and execute. React and execute. React and execute.

And so I spent years tweaking with thousands of worries while staring at a small white screen. For around ten of my fifteen waking hours, my life was limited to the images and text inside that glowing fifteen-by-fifteen-inch panel. I sat in a scentless office under white fluorescent lights in a climate-controlled room with white walls. Sometimes I wore headphones playing white noise. Rarely did I go outside.

During the weekends, I had about thirty waking hours to decompress before jumping on the merry-go-round again, and, of course, half of that time was spent grocery shopping, taking care of family, walking the dog, running personal errands, and fixing home-related problems. My one highlight was sharing dinner or playing music with my husband. By the time I’d finally sorted through my feelings of anxiety and frustration and jettisoned some of my zig-zagging thoughts, it was already Sunday evening. So I struggled on, gaining thirty pounds of weight while losing hundreds of hours in happiness.

Sound familiar? You may not work in tech, but chances are good you spend most of your day staring at a screen for several hours. Chances are even better that you too feel anxiety and frustration and experience zig-zagging thoughts. If you’re a parent, the stress is even greater.

How do I know? Well, in 2018 a Wrike poll found that 94 percent of Americans reported feeling stressed at their work-place, with nearly a third describing it as high to unsustainably high.1 Around the same time, a Gallup poll found 51 percent of workers were “mentally checked out” while at work.2 Generally, women are more stressed than men, according to the American Psychological Association, and younger people are more stressed than older folks.3 In the end, stress is not only bad for our minds and bodies, it’s bad from a corporate perspective, too. Stanford researcher Leah Weiss found that chronic stress makes productive workplaces deteriorate. Employee engagement and morale nosedives. Ultimately, chronic stress leads to fatigue, anxiety, and confusion about “the setting of priorities.”4

I’ve been confused about my priorities, that’s for sure, which explains why I didn’t quit. We all need jobs, right? We have to put up with the bullcrap in order to get the paycheck. Admittedly, I got a decent paycheck at that job. So decent that my husband and I were able to buy a house. That house led me to my important revelation about stress.




CAN ONE PLANT HEAL A SOUL?

As you might expect, the house came with a backyard. It was a pathetically brief plot of land, part neighbor’s garage, part rotting raised beds, all neglected with a scattering of shrubs and a sickly lawn. But I loved it; it was mine. And because it was mine, I wanted to care for it. But I didn’t know a cactus from a lamppost, so I started reading gardening magazines and books. I signed up for too many plant catalogs. At night, exhausted and in need of a refuge from corporate mania, I’d climb into bed with my stack of literature and peruse. I saw lovely photos of cheery plants: pointy hosta leaves, orange dahlias, gnarly redwoods. I read about their needs, their gifts. The ritual was a soothing salve for my angsty soul. I’d drift to sleep with images of green sanctuaries in my mind, a place where no annoying colleagues or glitching software or soul-sucking rat race existed.

Then the turning point came. One night after my husband and I ripped out the rotted beds in the backyard and installed a fresh square of lawn, I got in the bathtub and soaked my sore muscles. With the idea of freshening up the yard with new plants, I scanned and dog-eared pages in a nursery catalog. Halfway in, my eyes landed on a butterfly bush. It was a perfectly rounded shrub covered in tubular violet flowers. The photo beamed with spots of dark purple and bright green. My eyes feasted on the beauty. It was called Buddleia davidii ‘Black Knight.’ Above the plant’s description, a headline read: “Bring Butterflies to Your Garden!”

I blinked. I wanted to bring butterflies to my garden. Could that really happen? And how? How could a plant manipulate a butterfly? I had no idea. It seemed crazy. Didn’t butterflies just magically appear and fly around randomly, born to look pretty and remind people it was summer? Butterflies weren’t related to me or plants. They just did what they wanted to do whenever they felt like it.

Of course, now I know how wrong I was, but back then I didn’t. Reeling with the possibility that I might somehow make butterflies magically appear by simply planting a shrub, and in fact disbelieving that I could, I got up the next day and headed to a local nursery where I bought the alluringly named Black Knight. Convinced the advertising was overblown, I didn’t expect anything to happen, but the shrub with its grayish leaves and long indigo blooms stunned me. Its shape was so strange and cool. I couldn’t wait to see it grow into what the picture looked like.

You can guess that the plant didn’t exactly grow into a perfectly pruned, perfectly fertilized, perfectly rounded shrub. Instead, it was tall and gangly, and its flowers hung at weird angles like hoses. But the flowers—wow—they did sport that deep dark color. The purple moodily glowed against the crisp blue sky. When I looked closely at them, I noticed the blooms were actually a compendium of tiny flowers jammed in all directions along the stem. How did it do that? How did it know to create itself that way?

I never did figure out the long answer, but I did experience a different revelation: that butterfly bush, that one silly plant whose more common species relative, Buddleia davidii, is considered a weed in some states, completely neutralized my stress. Instantly—every day. In the morning before work, I gazed at its deep velvety flowers through the window while drinking tea, and in the evening, I checked on how it had changed. I liked to rub its fuzzy gray leaves, marveling at how prettily they contrasted against the glossy leaves of a nearby laurel. I enjoyed pulling out the hose and doing the simple act of watering before being surprised by fresh new growth a few days later. Most of all, I loved that, on a warm day in summer, a yellow and black swallowtail butterfly landed on that tubular flower, as promised.
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When my attention focused on that plant, I didn’t think about my job. I didn’t think about anything office related at all: the convoluted meetings, the hundreds of emails, the mountain of work. No interpersonal politics, no complex technology, no messy responsibilities. It all melted away like magic. I felt as if I’d been taken out of a harsh, busy cage where I was swatted every day and gently laid in a peaceful, warm nest where I was not only not swatted but actually hugged.

Needless to say, I grew addicted to the feeling. Soon, I was outside in the sunlight (or, in Seattle’s case, “cloudlight”) almost every day. I planted more plants, playing and experimenting. I got exercise as I hauled pots around, dug holes, and took thousands of steps. Whatever my day had been like at the office, it mattered little, because as soon as I was immersed in my garden, I felt relaxed. I cared for innocent living things. I felt grateful for my teeny backyard. Even in winter when I wasn’t outside much, I daydreamed and read about plants, then designed and installed plans as the weather warmed. I met and had fun with other people who liked plants, too. In essence, I was practicing the essential strategies of destressing via the natural world. And little by little, my soul healed.




NATURE CALLED BUT WE WEREN’T HOME

Perhaps you’re working at a stressful office job as well. Maybe you have to work late on a project a coworker tossed in your lap, but you have to leave on time because your child needs a ride home from soccer practice. Or you should be answering your boss’s email, but the cat vomited on the rug again. Your sister might need your ear to vent about her marriage, but you and your own spouse may be barely speaking. Maybe you’re starving but forgot to hit the grocery store on the way home and have nothing but old ketchup in the fridge. Or perhaps money is a constant worry, or you or a loved one is suffering from a serious illness. What about laundry and dishes? There’s always laundry and dishes. You may feel like not drinking an extra glass of wine or not watching another TV show is a win. Getting a decent night’s sleep is a flat-out triumph. Losing weight or volunteering or organizing the junk in the basement seems a million miles away.

Well, you’re not alone.

The Happiness Research Institute in Denmark, founded by the ever handsome and seemingly placid Meik Wiking, says that although happiness is subjective, the institute has found some interesting, objective facts about it.5 One of those is the surprisingly low rank of the United States when it comes to happiness. As of 2019, it was eighteenth, quite low considering our country’s vast wealth.6 It’s not surprising that the institute cites stress as an enemy of well-being. And, of course, the 2020 pandemic didn’t help, with parents, especially moms, carrying the brunt of the stress due to a weak economy and at-home schooling.

Meanwhile, we’re spending more time than ever indoors. According to researcher Neil Klepeis, Americans spend 87 percent of their time indoors. The average American spends two hours and six minutes a day on social media. Twelve-year-olds spend about nineteen hours on electronic media a week.7 That’s a lot of life spent inside and stressed out!

In fact, journalist Richard Louv coined a term for the experience. It’s not stuck-in-an-office-with-a-small-screen syndrome, though I suppose it could be. He calls it nature deficit disorder.8 In his 2005 book, Last Child in the Woods, he found that behavioral problems and depression in children were often linked to their lack of time outdoors. Though his research applied to children, he later found the symptoms applied to adults as well. We’ve become stressed out from a fast-paced, indoor-based, technological world. We don’t interact with nature like we used to, which has led to poor behavior and physical softness. We lack the sunlight we used to get working on farms and have developed vitamin D deficiencies. No wonder so many of us are depressed.

But the good news is plants can help.

In the last ten years, scientists have been proving that time spent in nature heals us. Both mentally and physically. We’ve learned about shinrin-yoku (or forest bathing) research from Japan; how surgical recovery accelerates in hospital rooms with natural views; how taking in the scents, sights, and textures of plants lowers our heart rates and blood pressure. Green spaces make neighbors friendlier, and offices with plants increase worker productivity and improve attitudes.

In some ways, the idea isn’t surprising, right? It makes sense. After all, nature was our first home on this planet. Plants give us life and air and food and beauty. We survived and evolved thanks to plants. In his 1984 book, E. O. Wilson popularized the concept of biophilia, the idea that humans possess an innate desire to connect with natural living systems.9 Plants, forests, gardens, prairies, and landscapes are part of those. In short, we’re biologically wired to crave nature (see Scott Kelly’s thoughts in the chapter’s opening quote).

What I unknowingly was doing with that butterfly bush is what researchers Stephen and Rachel Kaplan called attention restoration theory (ART).10 In their studies, they found evidence that nature has the capacity to renew our attention after long bouts of exerting mental energy. You probably have already experienced ART. After a stressful busy week at work, you take a hike or camping trip in the woods on the weekend and afterward feel renewed. That’s what vacations are for. But the Kaplans scientifically proved this feeling as it relates to plants. They also identified which natural interactions heal us best, along with the duration of the healing effects. In some ways, the healing effects have lasted for nearly my entire adult life, and I’ll share what I’ve learned with you.


DOES NATURE REALLY HELP US RECOVER FROM STRESS?

Most of us work hard. I mean, really, really hard. Whether we’re burning the midnight oil on a complex work project, doing homework, caring for active children, or completing a difficult puzzle, that mental effort sucks away our energy and leaves us feeling wiped out. As we say, our brains “feel fried.” We have to take a break.

Environmental psychology researchers Stephen and Rachel Kaplan thought that break was key, so they started studying natural environments and whether they restored our ability to focus. For the last thirty years, the Kaplans have found nature is highly effective at healing our minds after intense stress. Whether we go on a camping trip or even watch nature scenery on a screen, we can recover via nature. They termed the phenomenon attention restoration theory (ART).

There are four components of effective attention restoration.


	Being away. We have to remove ourselves from the usual work that’s draining us. That can be physical (as in leaving the home, office, work-place, or classroom) or psychological. The point is to be psychologically detached or distracted from the source of stress.

	Soft fascination. We need to be mildly fascinated by our surroundings. Interested but not highly stimulated or stressed by whatever we’re looking at.

	Extent. We need to be in a comfortable, familiar environment that’s not jarring or surprising but one that encourages us to engage our minds without being disturbed or worried.

	Compatibility. We need an environment we jibe with. One that’s safe, congruent with what we know, enjoyable, easy to navigate, and not a place we feel obligated to visit.



They found that the natural environment provides these components more than any other. In fact, in an overview of the research on ART, Italian researcher Rita Berto found that engaging in nature produces positive mood changes, mediates negative effects of stress, has a restorative influence on disposition, and reduces anger and fear. People think better, are friendlier, more physically fit, and sociable. Those who spend time in nature experience reduced physiological symptoms of stress.11 So, yes, nature really can heal us!






BUT DO YOU HAVE TO GARDEN?

So am I saying everyone should buy a house and tend a garden and all will be well? No. There’s no need for such drastic solutions. And nowadays, many people can’t afford to buy a home. Others aren’t interested in the headaches of maintaining one. A lot of people live in apartments by choice, and some folks are physically challenged, which puts gardening in a yard out of the question. Also, with prickly shrubs, uneven ground, and poisonous plants, nature can be a bit treacherous. And let’s face it, some of us don’t want to get our hands dirty with mucky soil and creepy insects. All of that is valid. The good news is you don’t need a garden. You just need the willingness to change your life a bit.

And how do we do that? Well, it’s different for different people, but it’s helpful to first assess our stress. If we can pinpoint from where our stress emanates, we can start taking small steps toward a happier, more relaxed life. Then we can explore the various strategies of destressing and how nature plays a part. And afterward, we might even figure out how to create a personal plant refuge, or what I call a green leisure lounge, like my client’s “happy place” from the introduction. So I encourage you to do the following activities to start leafing your troubles behind. The first one is the easiest of all.
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ACTIVITIES


Picturing a Happy Plant Place

RATING: Clean hands, no tools, indoors or outdoors, no cost

Here’s an activity to remind you of what a happier, more relaxed life might feel like, a taste of what we’re aiming for. You can do it anytime, anywhere: at home or at the office, school, library, or even while waiting for a table in a restaurant. I like to do this at home, right after lunch but before resuming work, to transition from active stuff to a calm feeling of restored relaxation.


	Close your eyes and imagine you’re in an outside “happy place” that’s green with plants. It can be a beach, a wooded grove, a valley of wildflowers, a bench in a secret garden. Even your grandma’s front porch. Wherever you are, it’s the perfect day.

	Take three deep breaths. Feel the sun’s warmth on your face. Hear the wind rustling the leaves. The birds singing. Smell the fresh air, the moist soil, the sweet flowers. Take three deep breaths. Your hands rest against a smooth chair, or soft grass, or a velvety blanket. Notice the sun beaming through the trees, brightening the flowers, reflecting off the waves. Your heart beats in a steady quiet rhythm.

	Breathe out the events of the day. Breathe out the tension. Let it drain from your face to your neck to your arms and torso and legs, straight out your toes. Inhale and exhale deeply, without thought. Let the stress go. You can think, “goodbye angst, hello peace.” Your body is serenely heavy; your heart beats slowly.

	Look at the beautiful natural surroundings. Breathe deeply again. Notice the sky, the leaves, the ground. If a random dark image enters the scene, silently say, “no, thank you.” Stay there for several more breaths. In fact, stay as long as you like. This is the happy plant place of your mind.

	When you’re ready, open your eyes. How do you feel? If you feel relaxed, more whole, better in any way, congrats! You’ve done the first step in destressing through nature. And remember, you can visit your happy plant place whenever you want.






An Escape-to-Nature Notebook

RATING: Clean hands, no tools, indoors, low cost ($10–$50)

Creating this notebook is optional but worth it. I love mine. It’s a journal, an artistic outlet, and cheery reminder of possibilities. It provides a centralized location for all of your destressing work and fun, nature-related endeavors. Plus, it functions as a chronicle of your progress. You can use it well after you finish this book.

Make or buy a binder or scrapbook to hold all of your journal writings, diagrams, sketches, photos, pressed plant material, two-dimensional crafts, and calendar related to this journey. I include a list of supplies below but if you can’t afford them, download a mini-workbook from my website, www.karenhugg.com. It has the pages you’ll need along with bonus information, photos, and additional activities.


What you’ll need:


	binder or scrapbook

	pockets or pocket folders

	lined paper

	blank paper or sketch paper

	stiff background paper

	writing tool

	photos of favorite plants from magazines or books (if you don’t have favorites, refer to the activities in chapter 3)

	calendar, either purchased or drawn, that fits in the pocket or three-ring binder




	Write or draw “Escape to Nature” on the cover. If you’re inclined, decorate it. You can write words or draw plant pictures or create a collage of photos, whatever you like.

	Insert your folder pockets. If you have pressed plants, put those in there.

	If you have favorite plants, like a collection of houseplants, take photos of them or use magazine photos to build a visual inventory on the stiff paper and write out the common and Latin names of the plant.

	Insert your calendar into the folder pocket or three-ring holder.

	Keep at the ready for future activities!








The Stress Bramble

RATING: Clean hands, no tools, indoors, low cost ($0–$10)

Here’s the first activity to put in your notebook: a “mind map” of the most tense, angsty aspects of your life. You’ll draw a diagram of the sources of stress in your life by freely associating thoughts and feelings.


What you’ll need:


	Escape-to-Nature notebook or blank paper

	writing tool




	In the center of the paper or notebook, write the word “stress” within a leaf shape (or circle).

	Draw a stem, and in another leaf, write the first source of stress that pops into your head. Then draw another stem from the word “stress” and another source of stress inside another leaf. You might have listed “home” and “work.” If one of those words makes you think of a person or something related, create another small stem and leaf and write it down. As sources of stress and images come to you, write them in mini-lists or clustered. It’s up to you. Keep free associating thoughts and feelings. Work rapidly without much thinking. Let your stream of consciousness guide you. Keep clustering until you’ve poured all of the ways that life stresses you out on the paper. Include everything until you have a giant bramble of stress.

	Circle or highlight the worst offenders. Notice where there are clusters. Wherever you notice a large cluster, you’ll discover a “hot zone” of stress.



Keep it handy. We’ll examine this bramble in the next chapter.















Chapter Two
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Slowing the Stress and Getting into Green Leisure



Sorry, I have plants this weekend.—Zahrada na niti, interior designer



Now that you’re more familiar with how relaxed you could feel as well as the kinds of stressors you struggle with, the next thing you’ll need to do is prioritize yourself and not feel guilty about it. Can you? I bet you prioritize the people and pets you love all the time. But now it’s time to put yourself first. As they say, whatever age you are now, that’s the youngest you’ll ever be from this point on, so let’s make this time in your life a healthy, happy one.


SAYING “NO” TO OTHERS IN ORDER TO SAY “YES” TO YOURSELF

I know putting yourself first is easier said than done. I get that. It wasn’t like my stress never returned after I discovered my butterfly bush. It did. Stress is like a reoccurring storm. A few years after I fell in love with gardening and left the tech world, my husband was diagnosed with cancer. After he recovered (knock on wood), we were so thrilled that we adopted three children from Poland. But my youngest daughter was cognitively delayed and needed occupational therapy and special education classes. My husband and I both still worked, he as a software architect, me as a professional gardener. We took in four stray pets, one of which was an intelligent shepherd mix who’d been abused as a puppy and often behaved in random hyper ways. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for my and my husband’s jobs, grateful for our kids and pets, but I mistakenly allowed my life to get jammed with overwhelming responsibilities.

We had a packed calendar: work commitments that went into evening most nights, then music lessons, band recitals, business meetings, travel visits, family gatherings, school events, homework projects, vet appointments, doctor and dentist appointments, occupational therapy groups, tutoring, and more. Sound familiar? Oh, and did I mention that I tried to write creative fiction in my spare time? Life was crazy.

In retrospect, I’m not particularly proud that it was crazy. That’s because I mostly blame myself. You see, I brought it on. And in a very direct way. I said “yes” too often. I couldn’t control my husband’s illness, that’s for sure, but after he recovered, we adopted not one, but three children (mostly because we had no idea what we were in for), and we took in not one or two, but four pets! Also, I took on a lot workwise. I always said “yes” to gardening jobs (because y’know, three kids and four pets eat a lot). I often said “yes” to the kids’ activities. I said “yes” to volunteer work. I said “yes” to extended family commitments. I said “yes” to others for years when I should have been saying “no.”

Perhaps you’re in a similar boat. Researchers have found that Americans want to be viewed as productive, and so sometimes we take on more work to prove to ourselves (and our bosses) that we are productive. And, of course, bills are a reality, and they need to be paid. But psychologists say we often measure our self-esteem by how busy we are.

By contrast, Europeans, especially in countries like France and Denmark, feel less hardship in saying “no” to things. They don’t need to be constantly busy to prove their worth to themselves or their bosses. In fact, the opposite is true. Happiness and recreational time are highly valued. Years ago, I worked in a French office outside of Paris, and I can testify that not one employee ever felt guilty about taking days off for a long weekend or vacation. Once, when I mentioned working on Saturday to a colleague, he looked at me with a mix of horror and confusion, as if I’d just thrown up on my desk. “You mean, here?” he said. “At this office?” The French understand that leisure time is vital to recovering from stress.

So can you, right now, decide to say “no” to commitments that you know, deep down, will strain your time? Are you ready to say “yes” to yourself and dedicate some time to your happiness? If it feels difficult because you feel like you should be doing all of these things, I understand. I felt like a taut rubber band whose attention was pulled in opposing directions for years. But guess what? If you’re not happy, no one else around you will be. If you don’t devote the time to your well-being, later in life you’ll regret how miserable you were during those years. Speaking as a middle-aged Gen Xer, trust me on that one. Don’t let the storms of stress overtake your life. Even if you’re working two jobs to make ends meet, you can still relax via plants in less time than you think. For instance, one day I took my daughters blackberry picking at our local beach. I was convinced it would take all morning, but it barely took an hour. The silence, fresh air, and sight of soft green shrubs renewed our spirits. Not to mention the three bags of free organic berries we gained! So remember to make a little time for yourself. You deserve it.




SHUTTING OFF AN ADDICTIVE SCREEN

Once you say “yes” to yourself, you’ve begun the process of destressing. You’ve already found a few bits of time you can devote to yourself. However, you probably know the lure of a screen is strong. It can eat away at unscheduled free time. In fact, I still wrestle with it.

For instance, in the evenings on most nights, my husband and I watch a favorite television show. For a while, we finished at about 9:30, when he’d practice piano before bed. At the time, I was redesigning an area of my garden that required research into plants native to the Northwest that could handle sunlight. Every night I intended to research those plants. But feeling mentally exhausted, I mindlessly scrolled through Twitter. Suddenly, thirty minutes had flown by.

Over several weeks, while my husband was progressing to Bach’s Partita and Chopin’s Ocean Etude, I’d accomplished laughing at a few funny posts. (And hey, I’m into laughter.) At first, I shrugged it off, saying it was only a half hour, but later I felt guilty and disappointed with myself. I could have shut off my screen and used my time better. So I suggested to my husband that we meet later in the evening, after he’d practiced and before our nightly TV hour. The switch worked out great! I actually discovered the rare natives I needed for my garden and watched TV later, when my mind was spent.
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My point is, time is hiding in plain sight. And if you shut off your screen, you will experience life in a fuller, more meaningful way. What’s more, you’ll disconnect from the shallow, addictive, sensory-less experience a screen offers. I know that’s hard; I struggle, too. Technology is ingrained deeply in our lives; it’s been hyped as the coolest thing ever, and it can be enormously useful. It’s difficult to escape. But remember this: computers are appliances. Your laptop is an appliance. Your phone is an appliance. Your TV is an appliance, a technological device used for a chore. So treat them as such. Use them when you need them and shut them off. To honor





THE LURE OF “SHOW-OFF” MEDIA










	Foul mood. You’re always grumpy, and if you’re like me, always “hangry.”

	Weakened immunity. This is a no-brainer. Wanna catch a cold in winter? Don’t sleep.

	High blood pressure. When your blood pressure rises so does your risk of heart attack.

	Weight gain. I mean, when you’re “hangry,” you’re definitely ordering the fries!

	Diabetes risk. Your blood sugar release gets all out of whack when you don’t sleep.

	Alzheimer’s risk. Dangerous toxins that stick in the brain are washed away by sleep.





	Shut off screens. Obvious, right? But I work on a laptop, glance at a phone, and check email on a tablet into the evening, sometimes in bed. Also, ebook readers count! They generate blue light, disturbing sleep patterns. Instead read a light-hearted book.

	Limit or eliminate caffeine. I’ve found that even a cup of caffeinated tea in the morning disturbs my sleep at night. So I subbed decaf and it helped a bunch.

	Drink little or no alcohol. If I drink one glass of wine at dinner, I sleep way better. When the light goes out, my mind shuts down until morning.

	Darken the room. A while ago, I realized the green signal from our electric toothbrush cast light into our bedroom. I unplugged it and slept more soundly.

	A second pillow for a snoring spouse. If he snores, you’re not sleeping. Or she, or they. See if you can elevate your partner’s head. You love ’em but you also need to get some rest.

	Keep the room cool. If I’m hot, I not only wake up during the night, I have nightmares. What’s up with that?

	Don’t sleep too long. If I sleep late or nap after lunch, I can’t fall into solid sleep at night. So I sleep about seven and a half hours. That way I’m tired enough to fall asleep when my head hits the pillow.








THE SEVEN STRATEGIES OF DESTRESSING












IN THE NATURE HEALING ZONE








	Keep a plant (real or fake) on your office desk.

	Stop and smell the flowers at the grocery store.

	Set your phone’s home screen to a plant photo.

	Stretch on tiptoes and reach for a tree branch.

	Hang three landscape postcards on your bulletin board.

	Listen to the wind rustle trees for an entire minute.

	Create a tiny diorama of leaves, twigs, and moss.

	Sit at the coffee shop table closest to leaves.

	Watch a bee swoop from flower to flower.

	Touch the bark on the first tree you see when you leave the house.








WHAT KIND OF GREEN LEISURE IS BEST?
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ACTIVITIES


The Less-Stress Challenge




What you’ll need:


	Escape-to-Nature notebook

	writing tool




	Examine the stress hot spots on your Stress Bramble. Make a separate list of all stress sources and the people involved. Is there a person who continually leans on you for help when he or she could probably care for themselves a bit better? Or perhaps a friend who forwards emails or calls you with dark, aggressive political opinions? Does something happen on the regular that you wish you could ditch? Are you a person of color who worries about the increase in hate crimes? Is it simply damn global warming? (I am so ridiculously worried about global warming.) Zero in on those areas and make a detailed list.

	Strategize about how to neutralize those stress hot spots. For instance, I used to stress about my kids bickering all the time. I’d be helping my son with homework while my daughters were fighting. I constantly played referee. Finally, I decided I’d reward the girls with extra screen time every time they worked out their own problems and didn’t interrupt me. (I know, I know, that’s more screen stuff, but hey, I was busy.) Guess who solved their problems? Then, because I finished helping my son with his homework more quickly, I gained a half hour of my own time. Is there something similar for you? Brainstorm some solutions. What are you doing that you shouldn’t have to do? Who can help you? What can you say “no” to? I think we often know but don’t want to cause discomfort for others. Well, time to cause discomfort!

	If you find that you’re able to gain a few minutes here and there, write down the time of day and amount of time. For instance, if you decided not to eat out on Fridays so you can pay down your student loans, then you’ve not only neutralized that stress a bit, you’ve gained twenty to forty minutes by not traveling to a restaurant.








Sifting Your Time Soil




What you’ll need:


	Escape-to-Nature notebook

	writing tool

	five colored markers




	On the first page, list the following five categories in five rows: Must Do, For Later, Hand Off, Let Go, Me Time. These are, what’s important and ongoing, like a job (Must Do). Then, what’s important but not ongoing, like cleaning out the garage (For Later). Next, what’s important and ongoing but could be delegated, like chores or automated bill paying (Hand Off). What’s not important or ongoing, like posting personal stuff to social media (Let Go). Lastly, the time you already set aside for yourself (Me Time). Assign each category a different color: red, blue, green, black, whatever. Leave a space beside each.

	Starting on the next page, keep a time log of how you spend your waking hours for three days. It’s good to choose a couple week-days and a weekend day. Try to round to a half hour or fifteen-minute increments.

	After three days, highlight each activity with a chosen category color.

	Add up the amount of time in each category and put those totals in their corresponding rows.

	Examine how you spend your time. Was most of your time spent at your job? Taking care of kids? Dealing with someone who’s ill? Check for correlations between the activities on your Less-Stress Challenge and here. Do they align? Or do they not align, which is the problem?

	Focus on the activities listed under “Hand Off” and “Let Go.” How can you modify those to give yourself more time? During those three days, did you do something that you didn’t plan on? Did you take care of a task that a family member could have? Did you do a mindless activity that afterward made you feel regretful? To what activities did you say “yes” when you could have said “no”?

	See if you can sift through your time soil and find a half hour, an hour, a couple hours here and there. Identify those days and times by putting a box around each.

	Look at your “Me Time.” Was there enough of it? Too little on certain days? We focus more on this in the next chapter, but for now, circle them. These are the sacred slots you’ll keep for your enjoyment, your fun, your relaxation, and some nature-related activities of your choice.

	Write out the time windows you’ve gained in capital letters at the bottom of the page.


















Acknowledgments

This book began as a fun, pass-the-time project. My friend Gretel, a longtime nonfiction editor, needed a practice client for a coaching certification program, and I, feeling lost about what to do during the pandemic, needed an excuse to write “that book about plants and mental health” I’d had in my mind for years. Through her vast experience and steady guidance, I clarified my vision and shaped this book. It was an unexpected yet precious way to get through a lot of sadness in my life during 2020. Friendships are valuable, so much so that sometimes with a friend’s support, you do your best work. So first off, I can’t express enough gratitude for Gretel Hakanson (www.gretelhakanson.com). I’m in awe of your patience, your ability to keep a stable perspective, your professional and personal wisdom, and your gushing support (which I know only comes when real). Thank you, my dear friend.


Thanks to my wonderful husband Ethan, who acts as if my talent is obvious and not to be questioned. Also, I want to acknowledge my kids who always are ready to make their own dinner or clean up when I need help. Thank you to Kara Fellows, who rendered these illustrations with such a cool, modern, playful eye. (You draw exactly as I would if I could!) Thanks to my friends Hemu and Kimberly, who gave me feedback and cheered me on. Thanks to my agent, the sharp, upbeat Jill Marsal, who makes a busy work life look easy. To my editor, Jake Bonar, for his enthusiastic, adept support, and to everyone at Prometheus Books who helped bring this book to life. Thanks to all the fellow gardeners and nature lovers who shared healing stories, and lastly, thank you, lovely soul, for reading!








Appendix
Branching Outward

Here are some resources if you’d like to dive further into leafing your troubles behind. I’ve included favorite online sites, some notable botanical gardens, reputable plant resources, and a suggested reading list.



FAVORITE PLANT IDENTIFICATION AND INFORMATION APPS

I like apps that don’t force me to jump through hoops or sign up for limited free trials before allowing me to use the service. The apps below work fairly well for identifying plants and providing information about them. They all work better with close-up photos. One note: if you want care instructions and reminders, choose apps like Planta or PictureThis. They’re super useful, but they charge fees. In the meantime, I recommend the following four.



	Seek by iNaturalist: accurate plant identification, allows you to scan rather than photograph, also identifies wildlife, respects privacy, great for kids, created by the partnership of the California Academy of Sciences and National Geographic Society. No ads.

	PlantNet: accurate plant identification with other photo suggestions, a citizen science project to identify plants from around the world, a huge database you can add to, fun groups to join, and run by the Agropolis Foundation in France. No ads.

	PlantIdentify: clean and simple to use, accurate plant identification, easily keeps track of what you’ve photographed, good for casual explorers. Will prompt you to upgrade to a subscription.

	LeafSnap: simple-to-use, accurate, fast plant identification, plays short ads.






MASTER GARDENER AND EXTENSION PROGRAMS

To find master gardener and university extension programs in your local area, visit the Extension Master Gardener website: https://mastergardener.extension.org/contact-us/find-a-program/. It links to programs in all fifty states.





TWENTY NOTABLE BOTANICAL GARDENS TO VISIT IN THE UNITED STATES


	The Arnold Arboretum, Boston, Massachusetts: www.arboretum.harvard.edu

	New York Botanical Garden, New York, New York: www.nybg.org

	The Biltmore Estate, Ashville, North Carolina, www.biltmore.com/visit/biltmore-estate

	Atlanta Botanical Garden, Atlanta, Georgia: www.atlantabg.org

	Naples Botanical Garden, Naples, Florida: www.naplesgarden.org

	New Orleans Botanical Garden, New Orleans, Louisiana: www.neworleanscitypark.com/botanical-garden

	The Dallas Arboretum and Botanical Garden, Dallas, Texas: www.dallasarboretum.org

	Missouri Botanical Garden, St. Louis, Missouri: www.missouribotanicalgarden.org

	Pittsburgh Botanic Garden, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: www.pittsburghbotanicgarden.org

	Chicago Botanic Garden, Chicago, Illinois: www.chicagobotanic.org

	Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, Minneapolis, Minnesota: www.arb.umn.edu

	ABQ BioPark Botanic Garden, Albuquerque, New Mexico: www.cabq.gov/artsculture/biopark/garden

	Myriad Botanical Gardens, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: www.oklahomacitybotanicalgardens.com

	Denver Botanic Gardens, Denver, Colorado: www.botanicgardens.org

	Red Butte Garden, Salt Lake City, Utah: www.redbuttegarden.org

	Arizona-Sonoran Desert Museum, Tucson, Arizona: www.desertmuseum.org

	The Huntington Botanical Gardens, Los Angeles, California: www.huntington.org/gardens

	San Francisco Botanical Garden, San Francisco, California: www.sfbg.org

	Washington Park Gardens, Portland, Oregon: www.explorewashingtonpark.org

	Bellevue Botanical Garden, Seattle, Washington: www.bellevuebotanical.org






OUTDOOR ACTIVITY ONLINE RESOURCES

Here are some online resources for ideas about what to do outside.



Websites


	Recreation.gov (www.recreation.gov): This is a huge, wonderful website packed with information about various kinds of outdoor adventures in multiple locations around the United States.

	National Park Service: www.nps.gov

	Outside magazine online: www.outsideonline.com

	American Hiking Society: www.americanhiking.org

	Outdoor Families magazine: www.outdoorfamiliesonline.com

	Appalachian Mountain Club: www.outdoors.org

	Pacific Crest Trail Association: www.pcta.org

	Continental Divide Trail Coalition: www.continentaldividetrail.org/

	Active Outdoors: www.activeoutdoors.info

	The Outdoor Activity: www.theoutdooractivity.com

	The REI Co-Op Blog: www.rei.com/blog

	PMags: www.pmags.com

	Outdoor Canada: www.outdoorcanada.ca

	The Great Outdoors magazine. www.tgomagazine.co.uk






YouTube Channels


	Go Traveler: www.youtube.com/gotraveler

	National Park Service: www.youtube.com/nationalparkservice

	Adventure Archives: www.youtube.com/c/AdventureArchives

	Homemade Wanderlust: www.youtube.com/c/HomemadeWanderlust

	Guide You Outdoors: www.youtube.com/guideyououtdoors








GEOCACHING RESOURCES


	Geocaching: www.geocaching.com/play

	National Geographic Society Geocaching: www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/geocaching/

	How to Get Started Geocaching, REI: www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/gps-geocaching.html






MY FAVORITE HOUSEPLANT WEBSITES AND BLOGS

Many houseplant websites look dreamy but are rather shallow in terms of information. Or they cease publication after a few years. Sometimes, they’re actually online stores. That’s fine, but here are five, low-ad sites with reliable advice by longtime experts.



	House Plants Expert (www.houseplantsexpert.com): a deep site with reliable advice about houseplants and their care

	Houseplant Guru (https://thehouseplantguru.com): down-to-earth, unique topics by a longtime garden writer

	World of Succulents (www.worldofsucculents.com): a broad range of good info with a no-nonsense interface, but you’ll find what you need

	Healthy Houseplants (www.healthyhouseplants.com): not a sexy website but contains lots of excellent information and videos by a respected gardening journalist

	Guide to Houseplants (www.guide-to-houseplants.com): solid advice with a plant encyclopedia and useful articles, although there’s no search feature and some ads






MY FAVORITE YOUTUBE CHANNEL

Epic Gardening (www.epicgardening.com): a wonderfully huge amount of useful info provided in friendly, to-the-point videos





MY FAVORITE PODCAST

“On the Ledge” with Jane Perrone. Jane is one of the United Kingdom’s leading gardening experts and talks about useful houseplant topics. (Disclosure: I’ve been on Jane’s podcast. I talked about how to keep your plants safe from cats and vice versa.)





MY FAVORITE GARDENING WEBSITES AND BLOGS


	Missouri Botanical Garden Plant Finder (www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/plantfinder/plantfindersearch.aspx): a comprehensive, searchable database for plant info; home gardener friendly

	Oregon State University Landscape Database (www.landscapeplants.oregonstate.edu): a comprehensive, searchable database for botanical info, helps with identification

	A Way to Garden (www.awaytogarden.com): a knowledgeable New York expert’s advice

	Gardening Know How (www.gardeningknowhow.com): reliable information from established gardeners

	You Grow Girl (www.yougrowgirl.com): focuses on affordability and DIY projects

	Creative Vegetable Gardener (www.creativevegetablegardener.com): simple, useful advice from a prolific expert

	The Spruce (www.thespruce.com): dreamy; stays on top of trends; easy to use

	Gardenista (www.gardenista.com): offers stylish design advice

	Treehugger (www.treehugger.com): trusted info on all things related to sustainability

	Dave’s Garden (www.davesgarden.com): a great database of citizen plant info






MY FAVORITE FUN WEBSITE

Garden Rant (www.gardenrant.com): ranty, often humorous articles on all kinds of industry topics, news, and trends; outstanding how-to articles (Disclosure: I’ve written for them.)





ZONES FOR TWENTY MAJOR CITIES IN THE UNITED STATES

These zones are an approximation, as some cities lay in two zones or a city falls in one and its suburbs in another, but this list will give you an idea.



	New York, New York: 7a

	Los Angeles, California: 10b

	Chicago, Illinois: 6a

	Dallas, Texas: 8a

	Phoenix, Arizona: 9b

	Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: 7b

	Salt Lake City, Utah: 7b

	Atlanta, Georgia: 8a

	New Orleans, Louisiana: 9b

	Jacksonville, Florida: 9a

	San Francisco, California: 10b

	Cleveland, Ohio: 6b

	Charlotte, North Carolina: 8a

	Indianapolis, Indiana: 6a

	Seattle, Washington: 8b

	Denver, Colorado: 5b

	Washington, DC: 7b

	Boston, Massachusetts: 7a

	Detroit, Michigan: 6b

	Nashville, Tennessee: 7a



To identify the zone where you live, visit the USDA website: https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov





SOURCES FOR GOOD FAUX PLANTS

Michael’s: www.michaels.com


Pottery Barn: www.potterybarn.com


Ikea: www.ikea.com


Target: www.target.com


TJ Maxx: www.tjmaxx.com


Home Goods: www.homegoods.com

Crate and Barrel: www.crateandbarrel.com

Wayfair: www.wayfair.com





FAVORITE BOOKS FOR YOUR EXPLORATION

Bailey, Fran. The Healing Power of Plants: The Hero Houseplants That Will Love You Back. New York: Sterling, 2019.


Bloom, Jessi. Creating Sanctuary: Sacred Garden Spaces, Plant-Based Medicine, Daily Practices to Achieve Happiness and Well-Being. Portland: Timber Press, 2018.


Brown, Stuart, with Christopher Vaughn. Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination, and Invigorates the Soul. New York: Avery, 2009.


Clear, James. Atomic Habits: An Easy and Proven Way to Build Good Habits and Break Bad Ones. New York: Avery, 2018.


Coulthard, Sally. Biophilia: You + Nature + Home. London: Hachette, 2020.


Duhigg, Charles. The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business. New York: Random House, 2012.


Emmons, Robert A. Thanks! How the New Science of Gratitude Can Make You Happier. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2007.


Gay, Ross. Catalog of Unabashed Gratitude. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2015.


Kondo, Marie. The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese Art of Decluttering and Organizing. Berkeley: Ten Speed Press, 2014.


Levitin, Daniel. The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age of Information Overload. New York: Dutton, 2014.


Li, Qing. Forest Bathing: How Trees Can Help You Find Health and Happiness. New York: Viking, 2018.


Lieberman, Matthew. Social: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Connect. New York: Crown, 2013.


Louv, Richard. Last Child in the Woods. Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2005.


———. The Nature Principle: Reconnecting with Life in a Virtual Age. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2011.


Lyubomirsky, Sonja. The How of Happiness: A New Approach to Getting the Life You Want. New York: Penguin, 2008.


Mortali, Micah. Rewilding: Meditations, Practices, and Skills for Awakening in Nature. Boulder, CO: Sounds True, 2019.


Newport, Cal. Digital Minimalism: Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World. New York: Portfolio, 2019.


Rubin, Gretchen. The Happiness Project: Or Why I Spent a Year Trying to Sing in the Morning, Clean My Closets, Fight Right, Read Aristotle, and Generally Have More Fun. New York: Harper, 2009.


———. Better Than Before: What I Learned about Making and Breaking Habits—to Sleep More, Quit Sugar, Procrastinate Less, and Generally Build a Happier Life. New York: Broadway Books, 2015.


Schaeffer, Charles E., and Athena A. Drewes. The Therapeutic Powers of Play: 20 Core Agents of Change. New York: Wiley, 2013.


Schildkret, Day. Morning Altars: A 7-Step Practice to Nourish Your Spirit through Nature, Art, and Ritual. New York: Countryman, 2018.


Selhub, Eva M., and Alan C. Logan. Your Brain on Nature: The Science of Nature’s Influence on Your Health, Happiness, and Vitality. Mississauga, Ontario: John Wiley & Sons, 2012.


Seligman, Martin. E. P. Learned Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life. New York: Vintage, 1990.


Stuart-Smith, Sue. The Well-Gardened Mind: The Restorative Power of Nature. New York: Scribner, 2020.


Wall Kimmerer, Robin. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants. Minneapolis, MN: Milkweeds Editions, 2013.


Wiking, Meik. The Little Book of Hygge: Danish Secrets to Happy Living. New York: William Morrow, 2017.


———. The Little Book of Lykke: Secrets of the World’s Happiest People. New York: William Morrow, 2017.


Williams, Florence. The Nature Fix: Why Nature Makes Us Happier, Healthier, and More Creative. New York: W. W. Norton, 2017. (Love this book!)


Wilson, E. O. Biophilia: The Human Bond with Other Species. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984.


Wohlleben, Peter. The Secret Life of Trees: What They Feel, How They Communicate. Vancouver: Greystone, 2016.





A GREEN LEISURE COCKTAIL

Finally, I thought I’d offer the green-colored drink I invented for relaxing in my garden. If you create a green leisure lounge and would like to enjoy it with a cocktail, try this recipe.



	1 oz. tequila

	½ oz. Midori

	½ oz. lime juice

	½ oz. lemon juice

	1 oz. simple syrup

	2 oz. (or top off with) soda water 1 ripe strawberry (optional)



In a lowball glass with ice, pour tequila, Midori, lime and lemon juices, syrup, and soda water. For a sweeter drink, substitute lemonade for lemon juice. Mix. Either drop the strawberry in the glass whole or mash in separate bowl, pouring berry and juice in. Enjoy!


Note: This drink can be made even more fun with the addition of mint leaf ice cubes. See my website, www.karenhugg.com, for how to make leaf ice cubes.









About the Author and Illustrator

Karen Hugg is a writer with a passion for plants. As a certified ornamental horticulturalist and Master Pruner, she created relaxing gardens for almost twenty years via her garden design and maintenance company. She’s also the author of Harvesting the Sky, The Forgetting Flower, The Dark Petals of Provence, and Song of the Tree Hollow, all literary mysteries and thrillers inspired by the green world. Karen holds an MA in English from the University of Illinois and an MFA in fiction writing from Goddard College. She’s been interviewed on several podcasts and has appeared on the TV show New Day Northwest. You can find her shorter writings on both gardening and books in Garden Center Magazine, Garden Rant, The Big Thrill, Crime Reads, Thrive Global, and other publications. Karen lives in the Seattle area with her husband, three kids, and dog Olive.


To get more ideas for growing a happier life and green leisure activities, visit Karen’s website, www.karenhugg.com, and sign up for her newsletter. Follow her Instagram page to connect with other like-minded folks about nature outings, houseplant info, gardening tips, relaxation techniques, and other ways to “leaf” your troubles behind, www.instagram.com/karenhugg. Don’t forget the hashtag #greenleisure.


If you enjoyed Leaf Your Troubles Behind, please write a few sentences on Amazon or Goodreads to help others find it. Thank you!

Kara Fellows lives in Boulder, Colorado, and has been a professional illustrator for thirty years. She holds an MFA in graphic design and can be found teaching illustration and printmaking workshops online and in person. She gets giddy about travel, vintage book hunting, trail running, and gardening. Her proudest achievement is her daughter, Daisy. For more, go to www.karafellows.com.
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