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Sometimes you want to live in the moment,
and sometimes you'd rather skip ahead.
To use your precious days well, be a bit selfish—
and consider your best operating speed.
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MAKE YOUR HOURS
MATTER MORE

Your time iS your most
precious resource. So why not
hoard it, just a little?

BY AMY MACLIN

OR JUST ABOUT EVERY MOMENT of our
adult lives, we’re acutely aware of time—
how we can maximize it, savor it, finagle
more of it by multitasking. But during
the pandemic, time got . . . weird. It
stretched into eternity, like one
Groundhog Day looped into another. It
sped forward, and we forgot what life was like in the
Great Before. It flattened as our lives turned into
scheduleless, sometimes showerless limbo.

And once time stopped meaning anything, we realized
it meant everything. Even now, postpandemic, many of
us feel that there are parts of our pre-Covid lives we
want to give up forever: crazy commutes, PTA meetings
held at the most inconvenient times, the endless
checklists that once made us feel “productive.”

The fact that our time is limited can be both daunting
and freeing. Oliver Burkeman, a former better-living
columnist for the Guardian who’s tried every time-
management technique in the book, decided to call his
own book Four Thousand Weeks: Time Management
for Mortals. That 4,000 weeks translates to 76.9 years,
close to the average human life span. “When I'd ask
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OWN YOUR TIME

friends to guess how many weeks we get, one put it in
the six figures. But 310,000 weeks is basically all of
human history, from the ancient Sumerians in
Mesopotamia,” Burkeman says. Though the idea of a
paltry 4,000 weeks made him “queasy” at first, he now
says, “I like that number because it shows how short
our time is.”

Time no longer seems like a thing to be managed (as if
we were ever really in charge) but a precious resource.
Here, experts share wisdom on how to make your hours
feel more like your own.

Eschew the Old To-Do List

Lists can be powerful tools, but instead of reducing your
priorities to a set of bullet-pointed actions, Elaine
Kiziah, PhD, a life coach in Richmond, Virginia, who
teaches workshops on soulful time management,
recommends the opposite: Stop taking action. Instead,
sit down with a journal and create what she calls a
“mind map.” Ask yourself what’s no longer serving you
and why. What brings you real joy? She says, “One of my
favorite journaling exercises is to pause at the end of the
day and ask, ‘What is today teaching me about how to
live tomorrow?”

If you balk at adding another obligation to the daily
roster, Kiziah gently notes that even a five-minute
writing session can make a big difference, and that part
of the power of journaling lies in the pause itself. “It’s so
easy to get pulled in the direction of whatever is on fire
at the moment,” she says. “But when we look at the
bigger picture, we can make wiser choices. There’s a
quote attributed to the psychiatrist and Holocaust
survivor Viktor E. Frankl: ‘Between stimulus and
response, there is a space. In that space is our power to
choose our response. In our response lies our growth
and our freedom. Journaling can give us that space.”

Though a bucket list may seem like a gather-ye-
rosebuds distillation of life goals, Burkeman points out
that it tends to generate dissatisfaction. “You run into
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Bucket lists tend to generate
dissatisfaction: “You run into
what | call ‘existential
overwhelm. It fuels this
ridiculous modern affliction of
the fear of missing out.”

what I call ‘existential overwhelm,” he says. “It fuels this
ridiculous modern affliction of the fear of missing out—
that you're not going to do all the things you want to,
and that there’s probably something going on right now
that could be better than what you're doing.”

Plan to Fail

The silver lining to our 4,000 weeks: In that limited
time, it’s going to be impossible to do everything we
need, want, and feel obliged to do—so there’s no need to
try. “In Jon Acuff’s book Finish, he recommends deciding
in advance what we’ll bomb,” Burkeman says. “That
removes what he calls ‘the sting of shame’ surrounding
it” Obviously, there are some things you can’t
completely bomb, Burkeman admits, like putting dinner
on the table for your kids. However, he says, “I believe in
strategic underachievement—nominating areas of our
life in which we won’t expect excellence of ourselves, at
least for a while. There is scope to fail on a cyclical
basis.” So maybe while you're working on your big
nonprofit project, the kids can eat microwaved fish
sticks several times a week.

Pay Yourself First

Another way to resist the pull of that hypothetical
fantastical future in which every shelf is organized,
every family event planned, every expired mascara
thrown in the trash—leaving you finally free to do what
you really want—is to block out time for yourself on your
own schedule. “The graphic novelist and creativity
coach Jessica Abel, borrowing from personal finance
advice, came up with ‘pay yourself first’ when it comes
to creative work,” Burkeman says. “If you put money in
savings as soon as your check comes in, you'll probably
never feel its absence. But if you buy what you need and







OWN YOUR TIME

hope there will be money remaining at the end, you’ll
usually find that there isn’t any. When she realized she
wasn’t making time for her drawing, she started setting
aside time for it daily and accepting the consequences
of anything that didn’t get done.”

Take a Small-Bites Approach

The last thing you want to do is turn your quality time
into another grim obligation. Say you want to create a
definitive family genealogy, but one week into your
newly scheduled morning research hour, you realize the
digging is hard day in and day out, and you begin itching
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to unload the dishwasher or do anything else that will
give you a little rush of accomplishment. To keep
yourself engaged, try small bites: Just do 10 minutes a
day, Kiziah suggests, and offer yourself little rewards.
“It’s the Mary Poppins spoonful-of-sugar approach—
motivate yourself with pleasure and joy,” she says. “How
can you make this ritual as delightful as possible? A cup
of tea, some lovely music?”

Be Disappointing

The downside of saying yes to ourselves is that we wind
up saying no to other people—a challenge for competent
caretakers who pride themselves on meeting others’
needs (see also: microwaved fish sticks). “To say no, we



need to be grounded in a sense of worthiness,” Kiziah
says. Every moment spent on another person’s priorities,
however noble, is a moment subtracted from your own
goals. If it’s difficult to prioritize, consider this, she
suggests: “How might it be a gift to the other person if
you said no?” You might be tempted to reluctantly agree
to yet another volunteer project—but will you be truly
present? Doesn’t it deserve someone whose heart is
truly in it? Make space for that person by saying no.

This doesn’t mean cultivating selfishness. “I'm
working on the habit proposed by meditation teacher
Joseph Goldstein: Whenever a generous impulse arises—
to donate money, check on a friend, send an email
praising someone’s work—do it right away,” Burkeman
says. “Don’t wait to research the ideal charity or
compose a perfect note. If you put it off, you'll likely
never get around to it, and once you've invested that
time, you'll reliably feel happier.” m

BEST INTENTIONS

Ready to say carpe diem?
Life coach Elaine Kiziah
offers a journal exercise to
help you pause and reflect.

PART 1: Make two lists
inresponse to these two
questions: Over the past

year, which investments of
your time, energy, and
attention offered the biggest
returns for you?
Which investments didn't
serve you? Consider things
like roles and relationships,
projects and tasks, self-
development, self-care,
recreation, and even
small recurring activities or
distractions. Focus on
returns that feel authentically
meaningful to you,
regardless of what others
might think.

PART 2: Review your lists.
What are you discovering
as you look at them? Do
you want to make any
adjustments going forward?
Imagine a future version of
yourself who's wise and com-
passionate, and invite them
to write a short message
toyouinresponse to these
questions.

THE POWER OF TIME
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TIMING IS EVERYTHING

What's the perfect moment to work out? Eat for
energy? Go to bed? The clues are in your body clock.

YOU’RE HITTING the gym
like clockwork, fueling up
with nutritious foods on the
regular, and getting a good
seven hours of sleep on
repeat—proudly ticking off
every box on a mental
checklist of things to do for a
sound mind and body. But in
the quest to be your personal
best, have you considered
when you're getting those
healthy habits done? Going
through the motions for
optimal well-being may only
be part of the equation. It
turns out that the time of day
you do them could make a
difference.

Here’s what the pros (and
science) have to say about
scheduling your life for
maximum benefits—from
when to exercise and go to
bed to when to breathe for
stress relief. Doing your body
even more good may be a
matter of time.

12 REAL SIMPLE

BY JENNIFER TZESES

Stick to your exercise slot

There’s no denying exercise
has big-time benefits for
reducing the risks of
everything from obesity,
hypertension, and heart
disease to cancer, diabetes,
Alzheimer’s, and even
premature death, says Warren
G. Thompson, MD, director of
physical activity for the Mayo
Clinic Healthy Living Program
in Rochester, Minnesota. But
when it comes to pinpointing
the best time of day to get
moving, Thompson says the
research isn’t unanimous.
For example, some studies
suggest exercising in the
afternoon or evening lowers
insulin resistance more than
working out in the
morning. Others show
exercising in the a.m. hours is
better for losing weight and
keeping it off.

While there is no hard and
fast rule on the perfect time

to work up a sweat, what is
very clear is that consistent
physical activity (ideally
aerobic exercise five days a
week and resistance training
twice a week) gives you a leg
up on the benefits. And the
most effective way to make
the habit stick, says
Thompson, is to do it at the
same time every day.

Eat protein early

Protein lays the groundwork
for a healthy body, full stop.
Not only is it in our every
cell, but we need it to repair
and make new ones

and help support growth and
development. Carmen
Roberts, RD, nutrition
supervisor at Johns Hopkins
University in Baltimore, says
that while it’s important to
consume protein with all
meals and snacks to satisfy
hunger, research published in






Cell Reports shows that
people who eat a larger
portion of protein at breakfast
have more muscle growth,
function, and strength than
those who eat a bigger helping
at dinner. “We are more
metabolically active in the
morning [than in the evening],
so the body can grow and
build muscle more
effectively,” Roberts says.

How much protein do you
need at each meal? Studies
show the body absorbs a max
of about 25 grams, roughly the
size of a 3-ounce portion of
meat or poultry. Keep in mind
that this amount can vary
depending on your weight,
gender, age, and activity level,
Roberts points out.

Here’s more food for
thought: The source of the
protein plays a part. “Animal
proteins, known as complete
proteins, and their byproducts
contain all the essential
amino acids for our body’s
functions,” Roberts says. But
don’t panic if you're vegan or
vegetarian. While individually,
plant-based proteins (grains,
veggies, legumes) are
considered incomplete
because they lack some of the
amino acids your body needs,
by eating a variety, you are
likely getting enough, she
says. For instance, beans
contain some amino acids and
rice contains others, so
combining the two foods will
give you a complete protein.

14 REAL SIMPLE

Apply SPF early and often

You've heard the advice like
an echo chamber in your head:
Apply sunscreen daily. If it
still hasn’t hit home, let this
fact sink in: “Even on cloudy
or rainy days, UV is strong
enough to penetrate the skin—
especially if you're spend-

ing longer periods of time
outdoors,” says dermatologist
Ellen Marmur, MD, founder of
Marmur Medical in New York.
“A broad-spectrum SPF of at
least 30 protects against UVA
and UVB rays, prevents signs
of premature aging, and helps
reduce the appearance of
wrinkles and fine lines.”

As long as you're using
sunscreen daily, the time you
apply it doesn’t matter. What
does make a difference,
however, is how long you let it
absorb before heading
outside. “Wait between 10 and
20 minutes. This way, the

application can properly dry
and penetrate the skin,”
Marmur says.

As a general rule, she
recommends using SPF in the
morning as an added step in
your skincare routine—not
because it’s more effective
then, but just because it will
get you into the routine of
doing it. “Treat sunscreen
application as a daily
necessity similar to brushing
your teeth when you wake
up,” Marmur says. Equally
important is reapplying
throughout the day—every
two hours if you're outdoors.
“The sun peaks anytime from
11 a.m. to 3 p.m., so be extra
diligent then, and seek shade
when you can.”



Breathe away stress when
you’re calm

Breathing is an essential,
unconscious process we need
for, well, obvious reasons.
Inhaling brings oxygen into
your lungs and on to your
blood, and your body gets rid
of carbon dioxide with your
exhales. But when used
consciously as a therapeutic
tool, breathing offers stress
relief. “Breathing is intimately
connected with your nervous
system,” says Ari Barkan, a
breathwork and conscious
connected facilitator at Center
City Breathe in Philadelphia.
“When you take slow, deep,
intentional breaths—in
through your nose and out
through your mouth—you are
directly engaging your
parasympathetic nervous
system, a network of fibers
that run from your brain to
your organs designed to slow
down your heart rate, turn off
adrenaline production, and
bring you back to center.”
Instead of intentionally
inhaling and exhaling only
during a stressful situation,
Barkan recommends using
this technique as often as
possible. “The greater your
attention to your breath, the
more awareness you have
regulating your reaction,” he
says. Studies show daily
breathing exercises can lower
resting blood pressure and

reduce stress and anxiety.
That’s important, because it
means you’ll start off on a
more even keel when you get
hit with a frustration or worry.
If you know you are about
to enter an angsty situation,
prep by taking slow, deep,
intentional breaths for three
to five minutes. “Conscious
breathing allows your body to
self-regulate and builds
elasticity of the body-mind
connection so that when you
enter a stressful situation, you
are more prepared to manage
it, and let it go,” Barkan says.

Be strict about your
bedtime

Your day-to-day M.O. is
Netflix until midnight with a
leisurely 8 a.m. wakeup, while
your best friend tucks in at
least three hours before late-
night TV and rises at a sharp
5 a.m. You may think she’s the
better rested of the two of
you. But one person’s 9 p.m. is
another’s midnight, because
there’s no one-snooze-fits-all
approach to sleep, says Karina
Jordan, MD, a sleep medicine
physician at Capital Neurology
and Sleep Medicine in
McLean, Virginia. “The
optimal bedtime depends on
your desired wake time,” she
says. On average, adults need
a little over seven hours to
feel rejuvenated. “Sufficient
sleep is crucial for mitigating
disease risk, maintaining
energy levels, improving
mood, and enhancing
alertness, memory, focus, and
concentration,” Jordan
explains. But when you get
those z’s is up to you.

What counts is consistency.
That’s because of circadian

OWN YOUR TIME

rhythm, the body’s internal
clock responsible for
regulating the sleep-wake
cycle and other physiological
processes over 24 hours.
“Almost every cell in our body
has its own circadian clock,
relying on signals from the
external environment,” Jordan
says. Light and darkness are
the cues for sleeping and
waking. So if you don’t go to
bed when your body tells you
it’s time (or if you sleep too
long), your circadian rhythm
can be disrupted. This
increases your risk for
conditions like depression,
anxiety, heart disease, obesity,
diabetes, gastrointestinal
issues, and certain cancetrs.

But when you sync your
sleep schedule with your
body’s natural flow, the stars
align. “At the end of the day,
sleep is a natural process, and
the way to optimize it is to
lean into its biological
drivers,” Jordan says. This also
includes being consistent
about when you get into bed.
And if you do have a restless
night, don’t sleep on the
power of a nap. A 20- to
30-minute siesta during the
day can work wonders. “A nap
allows the body to experience
the benefits of sleep without
the grogginess associated with
awakening from the deeper
stages,” Jordan says.

THE POWER OF TIME
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WHY TIME (SOMETIMES) FLIES

The hours can whoosh by, crawl, or come
to a standstill based on what you're doing—or even

TIME SEEMS TO PLAY tricks
on us. A happy afternoon
doing something enjoyable—
going on a hike, meeting a
friend for coffee, getting a
spa treatment—feels like it’s
over in a blink, while
spending 10 minutes on hold
with the cable company takes
eons. It turns out our
perception of time is
constantly changing,
influenced by what we’re
doing, who we’re with, and
even what we see.

But let’s back up for a
second. While time can be
measured by the hands on the
clock (or the numbers on our
smartphone), our perception
of it is something else entirely.
“Everybody’s sense of time
compresses and dilates like a
rubber band throughout the
day,” says Martin Wiener, PhD,
a cognitive and behavioral
neuroscientist and an
associate professor at George
Mason University in Fairfax,
Virginia. “It’s stretching and

16 REAL SIMPLE

just thinking about.

BY DEANNA PAI

compressing from moment to
moment.”

Our perception of time
concerns a matter of seconds
and maybe one to two
minutes—after which it gets
into the realm of planning
ahead or daydreaming about
the future. It’s different from
our circadian rhythm, the
24-hour system that dictates
things that happen sub- or
unconsciously, like feeling
sleepy at the end of the day.

What shifts your sense
of time

One thing that can seriously
skew your sense of time is if
you're focused on it. “If you
have people doing a task and
you ask them to pay attention
to the passage of time, the
passage of time seems to last
longer,” says Wiener. “It
stretches out before you.”
(Grandma was right that “a
watched pot never boils.”) On

the other hand, if a distraction
pulls your attention away so
you'’re not actively thinking
about the present moment,
time seems to compress, or
pass by more quickly.

You can use this elasticity
to your advantage. “We can
choose to think about time or
not think about time—and in
so doing, that’s one way in
which we very easily can
manipulate our sense of time,”
Wiener says. Consider it a
powerful tool to shape how
you experience life, whether
you want to make the most of
a free afternoon exploring a
new town (when you want
time to slow down) or fast-
forward through a TSA line at
the airport (when you want
time to speed the heck up).

That “distraction” is often
engagement—as in the “flow
state” you've probably heard
about. When we get deep into
an activity, whether that’s
writing in a journal, reading a
page-turner, or even
something like working
through a puzzle with our kid,



we are in a flow state. This is
what is officially known as a
high-approach motivated
state, which a study published
in Psychological Science
found could compress our
sense of time, making it feel
as if it’s moving faster. A high-
approach motivated state
means that you're very
compelled to move or work
toward something, such as a
particular goal or end point.
When you'’re in a flow state,
“you are absorbed in your
task,” says Philip Gable, PhD, a
professor of psychological and

brain sciences at the
University of Delaware and
the lead author of that study.
“It’s interesting, it’s
challenging, and it takes
resources. A flow state can’t
occur with something that’s
easy or mind-numbing.” It’s
the optimal ability-to-
motivation ratio, meaning not
only do you have the drive to
do something, but you're also
succeeding (to some degree)

just by acting on it.
Meanwhile, things that are
new, interesting, or stop-you-
in-your-tracks inspiring can
slow down, or dilate, time—in
a good way. A study published
in 2024 in Acta Psychologica
found that people who viewed
images of awe (think outer
space and wide-open
landscapes in nature) felt that
time had moved faster than
those looking at something
mundane. “If being in nature
gives you that sense of awe,
that could lead to a kind of
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time dilation that is more
enjoyable,” says Wiener. “You
could go on a nature walk or
put yourself in one of these
nice, relaxing situations, and
you’d find the experience in
the moment would seem to
last longer than if you were
doing your everyday routine,
say, or your commute to
work.”

Novelty also makes our
experience more memorable,
and memorability—which
literally means how
memorable an image is—can
make time slow down,
according to a 2024 study that
Wiener coauthored. The
sticking point here: There’s no
one quality that determines
how memorable something is.
“It’s not that intuitive,” says
Wilma Bainbridge, PhD, who
studies memorability and
time perception. “We can pick
these images that to you
might look very similar—like
two pictures of a farmhouse—
but we know that one is
memorable and one is
forgettable.”

As with so many things, this
phenomenon seems to have
roots in evolution. “When we
focus on something that’s
important, we also dilate
time,” Wiener says. “It allows
us to gather more information
about the thing that we're
attending to than if we were
distracted away from it.”

Unlike novelty and awe,
routines tend to speed time
up. That morning get-out-the-
door routine you do on
autopilot isn’t new or exciting,
so you don’t have to be as
engaged with it. That allows

18 REAL SIMPLE

you to perceive everyday
activities like your commute
as going by more quickly,
according to Wiener. And
while this also has an
evolutionary point (you're not
going to spend a lot of
brainpower when you already
know how to shower and get
out the door), it has the added
bonus of making the boring
day-to-day stuff fly by.

How your mood factors in

Emotions also have significant
power over your sense of time.
That’s because all emotions
are motivating on some level.
Whether your day dragged or
flew may depend on whether
you were happy or angry or
sad. “Emotions that are highly
motivating make us want to
move toward something—ex-
citement, enthusiasm, desire—
and these cause time to go by
faster,” Gable says.

On the less-pleasant end of
the spectrum, emotions that
cause you to withdraw make
time dilate. “Aversive states
like fear and disgust drive us
to move away from those
states,” says Gable. “And so, in
those situations, it’s adaptive
to feel like time is dragging.”
Because of that slowdown,
your response is to get away
or make changes ASAP. For
example, if deserted parking
garages make you anxious, it
might feel like it takes forever
for the attendant to get your
car—and that may nudge you
to avoid that potentially
dangerous situation again.

The minutes expand with

pain, too—but for a different
reason. “When we are in pain,
we need to dilate time
because we’re in a situation
that requires all of our focus
and mental energy,” says
Wiener. Think fight or flight.
As a result, “we have to slow
things down a bit to be able to
react and plan accordingly—
because if you didn’t react
accordingly in those
situations, you’d probably be
injured or die.” Take a
throbbing tooth, for example.
It’s not just the pain but the
fact that the pain seems to go
on and on that prompts you to
get to the dentist.

The one big exception
among hard emotions? Being
ticked off. “Anger causes you
to want to approach,” so it
speeds up time, says Gable.
“Oftentimes, that looks like
aggression”—for example,
laying on the horn when
you're stuck in traffic, or
telling someone to get out of
your way when you’re upset.
In that way, it is approach-
motivating, but it’s not
pleasant. “Even people who
have anger problems don’t see
anger as being pleasant,”
Gable says. “It’s an unpleasant
state.” The good news is that
because time seems to move
faster, we move on more
quickly (or so it seems).

Finally, your age can skew
your sense of time. A study in
Scientific Reports found that
children—specifically, kids
under the age of 7—perceive
time to be longer than adults
do. That may be because they
don’t yet have a sense of



absolute time—that is, a sense
of time as dictated by the
clock. Plus, says Wiener,
everything feels new to
toddlers and young kids. That
novelty has a way of
stretching out the minutes
and hours.

At the same time, people
with children tend to feel that
time moves more quickly
than their child-free
counterparts do, according to
a different study in Timing &
Time Perception. Parents may
feel they’re sending their baby
off to kindergarten in what
feels like the blink of an eye,
for example.

Time seems to speed up
with age, too. “As we get past
middle adulthood, people
tend to experience more
positive emotions,” Gable
says. “Negative events can
have less of a negative
impact.” He points to a kind of
positive resiliency that we
develop as we get older. One
theory is it’s because older
adults have a sense that time
is running out, which
effectively shortens the sense

of time. And, “when time is
shorter to us, we tend to see
things as being more positive,”
he says. It creates an upward
spiral of sorts, underlining
that joy and fun can beget
even more joy and fun.

Why good moments feel
so recent

So, besides helping you feel
less bored at the DMV, what’s
the importance of all this?
Time perception can play with
your memory and actually help
boost your self-esteem. For
instance, “people tend to re-
member perceived-as-positive
events as closer to the current
moment,” says Qi Wang, PhD, a
professor at Cornell University
who studies time and memory.
“So if you're thinking about

the current moment, posi-

tive events—especially those
that have implications to who
you are as a person—tend to

be perceived as closer to our

current self than, for example,
embarrassing events which
reflect poorly on ourselves.”
That explains why that one
dreamy vacation with your
college friends feels like it just
happened, whereas the work
event last week where you
forgot to silence your phone
thankfully already seems like a
distant memory.

The good news is that being
aware of time ticking away
makes a difference no matter
your age. Because he studies
time for a living, Wiener says,
“I've become more mindful of
moments and my experience
of them—and I have found
that has been beneficial in
situations where I really want
to enjoy the moment. When
that happens, it does seem
like I enter a state where time
slows down, and I get a bit
more enjoyment out of it.”

The beauty of time is that
while you have zero control
over it, really, it is entirely
possible to change how you
experience it. Want an hour or
two to fly by? Get lost in a
flow activity, whether that’s
playing pickleball, digging
into a knitting project, or
working away at a crossword.
Or slow things down with a
walk in the woods or through
an art gallery and etch those
awesome minutes into your
memory. “Instead of getting
swept up in the excitement
and the enthusiasm that’s
causing time to fly by, take a
step back and be like, “Wow,
I'm going to remember this in
10 years,” Gable advises.
Whatever you choose, you
can appreciate each moment
that much more. m
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THE HIGHLY
HAPHAZARD
WOMAN

We all feel pressure to
be cool, calm, and in control.
But sometimes a little
chaos gets things done.

BY TAFFY BRODESSER-AKNER

Y YOGA TEACHER, WHO IS
23 and beautiful like a song
and who told me one day that
she had gone into the yoga
arts because the acting
business made her feel like
she was “being eaten alive,”
stands over our inert bodies, and this is what she says:
“We are slaves to the noise in our heads.” Then she
says, “Leave your thoughts at the door. You can pick
them up on your way out.”

She says this twice over a full 10 minutes of a
60-minute class that could be spent exercising but is
instead spent lying on the floor. She says it in addition to
the six-minute speech she gave before class and the
three-minute period of rest she’ll give us after class, at
which point we’ll get another 90 seconds for her to
remind us of these values and then invoke spiritual
themes to thank us for having shown up.

In the middle, she’ll comment on the fact that, by now,
our thoughts, which were left at the door for us to pick up
on the way out, may have crept back into the studio. She
says to regard them like clouds passing by in the chyron
of my brain, nothing to be addressed or absorbed.

THE POWER OF TIME 21



OWN YOUR TIME

We make eye contact when she says this. I narrow
my eyes slightly and purse my lips and nod thoughtfully,
and I wonder what she would do if she knew what was
going on in my cloudy-sky mind right now. I wonder
what she would do if she knew I had no intention of
stopping my thoughts. I wonder what she would do if
she knew about my thoughts about my thoughts—how
I was thinking these thoughts about thoughts when
they were supposed to be drifting away like clouds.

I think if she knew, the roof would blow off this entire
purple studio.

THE YOGA TEACHER WANTS me to clear my mind. She
wants me to just do my yoga (though not that much
yoga, if you count up her accumulated speeches). The
wellness podcast I listen to wants me to have a routine.
My dietitian thinks I should plan better to make better
choices. The teachers at my kids’ school think I should
slow down. My friends want to go on a meditation
retreat. They all want me to become this peaceful thing,
this mindful thing. They want me to be free from
intrusive thoughts; they want me to streamline my life
for maximal predictability with minimal stress. They are
trying to make me into a new breed of woman: the
Highly Regimented Woman.

The Highly Regimented Woman is today’s ideal. She
does one thing at a time. She doesn’t stray from her
routine. She practices mindfulness. She doesn’t miss the
8 a.m. Thursday Pilates class. She leaves her phone in
the other room. She is who we are supposed to strive to
be, even if some of us are so far away from this ideal
that we hear about women like this and think people are
kidding. Meaning, I know some Highly Regimented
Women. They are killing it out there. They are happy
and focused and getting it done. I imagine being one of
them sometimes. I imagine being someone who doesn'’t,
say, forget it’s band practice day or that book club was
tonight, no, wait, last night? Who doesn’t—of course, all
this is theoretical —show up at a different movie theater
from her husband despite being told several times and
having it noted in the calendar that we were going to the
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one near the mall? Being a Highly Regimented Woman
would mean I could rid myself of my ability to
multitask. She would have me finish the phone call and
then cook the dinner and then really be in the moment.

She would make my life great. So why does just the idea
of her fill me with dread?

CONSIDER: IN THE LAST YEAR, I wrote 12 magazine
stories—90,000 words that actually got printed—for my
job at the New York Times. For each one, I interviewed
dozens of people. I did an investigative piece that
required twice the number of interviews as usual. I
revised my novel, which came out in June. I wrote
40,000 words of another novel and sold that too. I
missed no more than two soccer games (younger son)



and two basketball games (older). They play year-round.
I threw parties. I organized meals for another mom who
hurt her wrist. I listened carefully to my children and
tried to suss out what they’d eaten at lunch and who
they were friends with. I got a dog. I trained a dog. I
resented a dog. I came to love a dog. I appeared on TV
and podcasts. I put my kids on a bus to camp and then
went on a book tour a few hours later. I watched all of
The Americans with my husband, because it is
important to have a show together. I attended my book
club twice, and I read the books. I attended parent-

Being a Highly Regimented Woman
would help mereally be in the moment
and make my life great. So why does the

idea of her fill me with dread?

teacher conferences. (I did not buy or cook food, but my

husband did, and I managed to mostly feed myself when
I wasn’t home.) I was a good daughter. I was an OK sister.
I was a parody of prolificness.

My colleagues were in awe of me; friends asked me
how I did it; people online made fun of me. I was honest
with them all: I half-assed it. I did it by being a, let’s call
it, Highly Haphazard Woman. I was scrappy and
disorganized. I had 10,000 tabs up on my computer
screen. I didn’t always shower. I sat next to my children
on the couch pretending to watch a movie while actually
working. I entered soccer practices incorrectly into my
calendar. I did this with games as well, and would have
to weather the iciness of a car ride in which a shin-
guarded 8-year-old who was promised he could play
goalie had been driven an hour in the wrong direction
only to find that the game was four towns away . . . three
hours ago. Once or twice, I forgot to drive the carpool.
Just think about that for a minute. Once or twice, I left
children waiting for me to pick them up, and I sat,
unaware they were waiting. I'm not proud of any of this.

And then there were the things that were in my
control: I left a dinner to go to the bathroom because
suddenly, over the salad course, I realized how to solve a
structural problem in my novel. Most of all, I told the
people who asked, I took inspiration when it struck.
When the right answer sat in front of me, I didn’t swat it
away. I didn’t let it be a cloud that drifted. I didn’t have
much in the way of what a Highly Regimented Woman
would call peace, but I had accomplishment, which was
my own form of peace via a longer game.

Nobody liked these answers. They wanted to know
that I was being successful and leading a balanced life.
They couldn’t bear the chaos. They wanted to know how
to do it, but only if it meant slowing down, doing one
thing at a time, thinking one thought at a time (but
sometimes none). They wanted predictability and to
never know pain in the offing. That’s fair, I would say, but
then you won’t accomplish that much. This was very
upsetting to the people I spoke with. They said that I
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wasn’t living a good life, that I was too scattered to have
any meaning in it, that I wouldn’t remember my time as
a parent because I was never really in the room when I
was in the room. That presence is a gift.

I am told that routine and structure are good for the
nerves. I'm told predictability and mindfulness will give
me strength and peace. I believe them, but consider this,
too: What if my goals have nothing to do with peace and
calm? What if peace and calm are the last things [ want?

I SPENT MY CHILDHOOD in the future, watching a Seth
Thomas clock on a gray wall of the maximum-security
prison of my religious all-girls school.

High school is one of those systems that are set up to
destroy a certain kind of person. From the minute you
start ninth grade, you are strapped to a dart headed
straight toward a bull’s-eye, and no amount of thought
and contrition can undo even the slightest stumbling as
you begin your throw. Which is not to say I was ruined
by ninth grade. It’s to say I didn’t think, after screwing
up ninth grade, that any kind of cleanup job would have
an effect.

Many of my classmates thrived. They took AP classes
and made speeches and tucked in their shirts and were
singled out. They were the recipients of warm smiles
from the teachers. I started each academic year with
optimism and purpose, and then something would
happen. My focus would shift. I would miss a step, or
more likely, I would never have become oriented to
what we were doing in the first place. I had such a deep
yearning to feel success. But by October, I brought my
backpack home and let it stay, a blur, another thing I
didn’t focus on, in the corner of my room.

And so I watched the wall. Twenty-four minutes
before this class is over. Two hours till lunch. Three and
a half hours till the day is over. Four days till the week
is over. Three weeks till the semester is over. Four
days till I never have to be in ninth grade, 10th grade,
11th grade again.

I failed at school—unequivocally. Not low grades.
Failure. I was put into classes and forced to think about
math when I wanted to think about English. I was forced
to play volleyball when I wanted to read or write. I was
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forced to read and write when I wanted to play
basketball.

Outside of school wasn’t that different. There was
dinner at 6:30 and bedtime at 9. There was swimming
on Sundays and a calendar of Jewish holidays. I'd sit in
synagogue on Yom Kippur, which was endless. Until
one day I realized I could turn pages along with
everyone else. I could stand and sit and bow. But I
could also think. I could make plans. I could dream up
stories I wanted to write and had places I wanted to go.
In the quiet, I could still move forward. You could hold
my body in place and obligate it to show up to all kinds
of places. But if the moment sucked, I could live in the
past or the future. I could live wherever I wanted to.

Now, nobody can tell me when I'm done making up
for lost time. Nobody can tell me how to spend my time.
Nobody can tell me what I'm allowed to do inside my
own skull.

AFTER COLLEGE, LIFE CAME at me quickly: a first job, a first
layoff, a next job, a boyfriend, a husband, a child. On my
son’s first birthday, I got him a stuffed rhino and a
babysitter. She came three times a week, for three hours
each time. My friend Lisa, who had a baby the same
week I did, had gone back to work months before. She
asked if I was going to take a yoga class or get a
manicure.

I told her no. I told her I was going to get back to
writing. I was going to go to the nearest quiet place and
sit down and not look up until the three hours were up.
I was going to produce. After all this time, I was going to
produce.

I had felt dead for such a long time. Working for other
people, working at an internet startup, which I knew
wasn’t my calling but I worried was the best I could do. I
was worried I was someone with just a few ideas, and
when those ran out, I'd have nothing left to write. But I
sat down to do it, so great was the fear of ever working
at something soulless again, and the ideas came. And
then they kept coming.
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The thing I don’t do is try to control when and where
the ideas come. What would happen if I was in a yoga
class and allowed the idea for my next novel to pass like
a cloud? Or if I ignored the pang when I was supposed
to be on my morning walk that told me the answers to
the ending of a story were coming, if only I would sit
and receive them?

Here is the thing about mindfulness and routine and
slowness: They are great in theory, but when they
become more important than the things they were
supposed to provide you, they are a danger. They can
drown out the voices that are telling you how to live,
and that’s what I'm afraid of. These thoughts that
everyone is spending so much time trying to chase
away—they’re gifts. They are blessings. They are the
thing that makes us alive.

There are full magazines devoted to mindfulness at
Whole Foods. There are mindfulness jars; my son
brought one home from first grade, a plastic bottle with
glitter that works like a snow globe. You shake it and
watch the glitter fall and it’s supposed to calm you
down. There are goal journals and routine diaries that let
you give yourself a star—Give! Yourself! Al Star!—for
knowing how your day is going to go. You can now
reward yourself for being predictable! The children are
being taught meditation so they can bring the lessons of
our folly home to us.

I understand why this happened. I am even happy it
happened, so now the people who suffer from
overwhelm can have tools to calm themselves and a
language to communicate in. But it didn’t happen just to
the people who needed it. When the regimented life
went mainstream, it somehow became insurrectionist to
have a mind like mine: one that’s always running, one
that doesn’t relent, one that races and commands my
hands to do a million things at once. Somehow it has
become objectionable to be someone who is winging it.
It’s become subversive to be scattered.

In my head, I run until I fly. In my head, the words are
made out of colors, and while I am flying, the sentences
allow me to land gently. This is how I became a writer.
The page is simply an organized manifestation of my
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These thoughts that everyone
is spending so much time
trying to chase away—they're
gifts. They are blessings.
They are the thing that makes
us alive.

head. I am lauded for my pages. Despite this, I am still
criticized for my head. But come at it from the other
side just for a minute. Consider that the thinking is what
the whole enterprise is built on—that a body is a thing
that holds up a brain, that all this exists so that the
thoughts can come whenever and however they like.

THERE IS A PRICE I pay for living this way. Lest I sound too
confident, lest I sound like I have found a magic
formula, here it is, in the interest of full disclosure: My
life is a mess. My mind is a mess. But nobody has been
able to convince me that the value of a mind that isn’t a
mess is greater.

Sometimes I can’t stop the words at night, and I have
to do a special kind of visualization for a minute or two
to make them stop. Sometimes I hold my younger
child’s hand up to my face while he’s watching TV and I
note that the baby pudge of it is nearly gone, and I
wonder if I was truly there for all of it—if I was truly
there for any of it. (I also wonder if the benefit accrues
to people who were, or if it doesn’t really matter at all.)
When it boils over, I will do what I need to do. I'll cry.
I'll watch TV in the middle of the day. I'll buy a pack of
cigarettes and smoke just one. I endorse none of this.
Maybe by now you can see that I am not trying to live an
admirable life—just mine.

But sometimes I feel sun on my face for the first time
in the spring. Or I notice that the dogwood tree has
bloomed. Sometimes I watch my older kid read, his eyes
blinking every few minutes. I do this on my schedule. I
do not preempt anything else for it. Sometimes, if a
moment is great, I will stay in it. At other times, I will
plan for better moments. I insist on the point of view
that I'm not broken. That the thoughts are there to tell
me how to live my life. That I can’t tame them. That I
can’t be tamed.



What if I don’t need more than that? What if I don’t
need a lifestyle? I have made the same bet everyone has,
which is that they are living the best way they know
how, and one day I will have to answer for it. I will have
to answer to my kids for my distraction. I will learn that
something went wrong because of my focus. But I can’t
live my life because I'm going to have to answer for it. I
am hoping instead that I'm raising my kids to see that
the pursuit of fulfillment is a better life than the pursuit
of a value you don’t share.

Maybe we’re both right: me and the Highly
Regimented Woman. (And whoever is putting together
that mindfulness magazine.) We are both staring down
an abyss, trying to figure out how to live. That’s what we
all want to know. And none of us knows it for sure. I
begrudge nobody the right to try to figure that out,
because it’s the big question. There are studies that show

that meditation works, that people thrive in routine.
That there is no such thing as multitasking.

They never study me, though. They never ask me
questions about what the cost-benefit analysis of all this
living is. If they did, I'd tell them that it is none of their
business. That how we live is for each of us to contend
with; we have to live with our choices forever; it’s for us
to try to game the future and try not to regret too much.

Sometimes I come across my son’s mindfulness jar. I
stop what I'm doing, and I shake it. For a minute I
understand. For a minute I am in the here and now. And
then I wonder if I should write a story about
mindfulness jars, and, well—-here that is. &

Taffy Brodesser-Akner is a staff writer for the New York
Times Magazine. Her most recent novel is Long Island
Compromise. She is also the author of Fleishman Is in
Trouble and was the creator, executive producer, and
writer of its limited-series adaptation for FX/Hulu. This
essay was originally published in Real Simple in 2019.
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WHEN YOU’RE A PRODUCTIVE
PROCRASTINATOR

Learn why your home is never cleaner than when you're on
deadline. Plus: How to break the “I'll-do-it-later” habit.

BY NAOMI BARR
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DESPITE OUR to-do lists and
good intentions, it can happen
to the best of us: We scroll
through Instagram instead of
writing that work memo, dash
to the drugstore on the way to
the party to get a birthday
card, spend April 14
swimming in tax forms we’re
going to finish, we swear . . .
as soon as we scrub down the
stove, and maybe clean the
oven while we're at it.

If you're repeating this
pattern habitually—avoiding
the thing you really need to
do and keeping busy while
you don’t do it—then you may
be among the estimated 1in 4
adults experts call “chronic
procrastinators.” The habit has
nothing to do with laziness,
poor time management, or
incompetence. (Leonardo da
Vinci may have taken 16 years
to paint it, but when he was
finished, it was the Mona
Lisa.) Psychologists and
researchers have some
theories about why we may be
prone to this often self-
defeating behavior, as well as
actionable advice on how to
handle it. Seize the moment
and read on.

Why We Procrastinate

One leading theory is fairly
straightforward: We put off
tasks because we’re not
sufficiently motivated. Human
motivation is a complicated
equation that involves four
factors, says Alexander
Rozental, PhD, who
researches procrastination at
the Karolinska Institutet in
Stockholm. They are (1) the
amount of deadline pressure
we’re under, (2) the value we
place on the task—that is, the
reward we’ll get when we
complete it, (3) our confidence
that we can accomplish it, and
(4) how impulsive and
distractible we are, meaning
how likely we are to fall down
rabbit holes of rabbit videos.
Another school of thought
blames feelings—specifically,
unpleasant ones—and our
desire to avoid them.
“Procrastination is rooted in
the difficulty one has in
regulating the negative
emotions related to a task,
like fear or worry,” says
Fuschia Sirois, PhD, a
professor of psychology at
Durham University in England
and a leading researcher on
procrastination. Maybe you
feel resentful (This project
should have been assigned to
someone junior to you!),
frustrated (These directions

don’t make sense!), or bored
(You’d rather walk on hot
coals than sit on hold with
customer service!). Or, back to
the taxes scenario, maybe
you're freaked out about how
much money you might owe.
We avoid negative feelings by
delaying the task or replacing
it with one that feels less
emotionally loaded—
organizing the sock drawer,
for instance.

When we complete an
easier task, we get the
satisfaction of crossing off a
to-do and a hit of the feel-
good neurotransmitter
dopamine. “I call this
emotional misregulation,
because you really believe
that by doing these other
things you'll feel better, and
for a time, you do,” says
psychologist Tim Pychyl, PhD,
author of Solving the
Procrastination Puzzle. “But
we all know how specious
that is when the real task still
looms.”

The false-accomplishment
high is often trailed by guilt.
And when procrastination
becomes chronic, Pychyl says,
“guilt transforms into shame.
Then it’s not just about that
single task. It becomes about
you. You think, ‘I'm broken.”
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Not only are procrastinators more
naturally susceptible to stress, but their
rains are less likely to override their

How to Stop

You are not broken! Evidence
suggests that the tendency

may be hardwired into the
brain. In a 2018 study, German
researchers took brain scans
of 264 adults and found that
those who exhibited
procrastinator behavior had a
larger amygdala, the almond-
shaped structure that plays a
key role in processing
emotions. “The amygdala is
where our fight-or-flight
response is activated, and it’s
where we start worrying
about a task,” Sirois says. In a
neurobiological double
whammy, the researchers also
discovered that in the brains
of procrastinators, there’s less
connectivity between the
amygdala and the dorsal
anterior cingulate cortex,
which handles motivation and
decision-making. Meaning not
only are procrastinators more
naturally susceptible to stress,
but their brains are less able
to override their emotions and
take action.

So while human beings are
generally not very good at
letting future consequences
dictate present actions (as you
know if you've ever giddily
ordered one more glass of
wine the night before an early
meeting), procrastinators may
find it particularly challenging.
Luckily, our brains can learn
new tricks (thanks,
neuroplasticity!). And just as
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emotions and take action.

the amygdala can grow with
stress, it can shrink via
calming practices. Here, a few
ideas to get you off the
procrastination bus and back
to doing what matters.

PRACTICE MINDFULNESS

When you're fretting about
getting something done, the
last thing you may want to do
is be still and focus on your
breath. But mindfulness
teaches us to watch our
painful feelings—such as fear
and anxiety—come and go,
like a storm passing by. “We
recently did a randomized
controlled trial with students
and found that mindfulness
training significantly reduced
procrastination,” Sirois says.
“Mindfulness teaches you
how to sit with your emotions
and accept them rather than
avoid them.” Even a few
minutes of deep breathing can
help: A 2023 study published
in Cell Reports Medicine
showed that five-minute
mindful-breathing breaks,
taken daily for about a month,
could improve mood and
reduce anxiety.

CONTROL INTERRUPTIONS

So simple, yet so effective:
“Identify the stimuli that
frequently distract you, then
remove them, or put yourself
in a new setting,” Rozental
says. If your surroundings—
chatty coworkers, a kitchen
full of snacks—cause you to
lose focus, take yourself away
from temptation by heading
to another location, whether
it’s a public library or a
deserted conference room.

ADD VALUE TO YOUR TASK

If the satisfaction of getting it
done isn’t enough of a reward,
you may need an extra carrot.
“Sometimes you can
overcome negative emotions
about a task by associating it
with something that gives you
a higher sense of purpose,”
Rozental says. Let’s say you're
always putting off dealing
with your retirement savings.
Remind yourself that you're
easing your family’s future
financial burdens. Or give
yourself a treat: Work for 45
minutes, then take a five-
minute break. Set an alarm to
alert you when it’s time to get
back on task—and no hitting
snooze!



SCHEDULE YOUR FOCUSED WORK
Many a well-meaning
procrastinator has been felled
by the old “T'll get up early
and do it in the morning,” only
to not get up early in the
morning. (Interesting fact:
According to a poll from the
market research firm YouGoyv,
60 percent of the people who
reported that they
procrastinate “all the time” or
“a lot” were night owls.)
Instead, schedule a

procrastinated task for a time
when you're typically most
productive. If you're usually
super alert at 8 or 9 p.m., then
block off some evening time
to get the ball rolling. “Starting
is everything,” Pychyl says.
But remember: It’s important
to give yourself time to wind
down after hustling and
before bed so you can get the
good night’s rest you need.

BE KIND TO YOURSELF

Sirois’s research has found

that procrastinators are not
only more stressed but also
have lower levels of self-

compassion. Once they start
practicing it, she says, both
stress and procrastination
diminish. If you're struggling,
be as gentle toward yourself
as you would be with a friend.
“Self-compassion short-
circuits the loop of critical
thoughts,” Sirois says, “and
studies have found it can
increase motivation.” The best
part? You can start right this
minute. ®
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GET IT DONE!

If you're itching to tackle those “someday” projects that have
been on your to-do list for ages, we can help!
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Boost Your Home’s Curb Appeal

Because the outside should reflect how lovely it is inside!
Start with these quick-ish tasks.

PAINT THE
FRONT DOOR

PICK YOUR COLOR “The front
door is a great spot for some-
thing bold because it's easy and
inexpensive to update,” says Mika
Kleinschmidt, a real estate agent
and cohost of HGTV's 100 Day
Dream Home. Look to your land-
scaping for inspiration—the
nearby foliage might give you
some ideas. Also think about the
architecture: Midcentury homes
can pull off a bright turquoise or
yellow, pastels look great on
cottages, and reds or blues are
classic on a Victorian. (Hannah
Yeo, senior manager of color mar-
keting and development at Ben-
jamin Moore, shares her favorite
shades for any kind of house at
right.) Once you've narrowed it
down, buy sample cans to test
out on your door. The color will
look different throughout the day,
so make sure you like the winner
at all hours.

1=
P

PREP Before you bust out the
brushes, remove or tape over the
hardware and clean the door
with a damp, soapy microfiber
cloth. For fiberglass and wood
doors, do a light sanding with
very fine-grit sandpaper, then
clean the door again. If your door
has glass panes, frame them
with painter’s tape.

PAINT As always, start with
primer. For wood doors, use
Benjamin Moore's High-Hiding
All-Purpose Primer (at hardware
stores). For metal and fiberglass
doors, use Ultra Spec HP Acrylic
Metal Primer (at hardware
stores). Let it dry for 24 hours
before rolling on your chosen
exterior paint. Grab a thin brush
to go around the door’s hard-
ware, then an angled brush to
getinto the corners. Wait
another 24 hours and give the
door a second coat. Translation:
Use the side door for a few days!

SCHEDULE A QUICK FACELIFT

For your house, of course! If you have a stucco facade, you can rent a
pressure washer from a local hardware store to spray away algae, dirt, and
mildew. If you have a brick exterior, consider painting it. Black and
charcoal brick homes are trending.

Save time on the
back end: Start

with a clean, dry
surface so the
paint adheres

properly.

Under the
Sea 693

C

Marblehead
Gold HC-11

Polo Blue
2062-10
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HACK THE CLOCK

Give Your Counters Some Love

The best way to make your counters gleam: Take precautions with porous counters.

Here’s what you need to know if you have...

MARBLE OR GRANITE

Natural stone should be
resealed periodically so
stains can't settle. Mar-
ble needs resealing every
sixmonths; graniteisa
once-a-year job, says
Meredith Barclay, mer-
chant of countertops for
the Home Depot. She
recommends Miracle
Sealants 511 Impregna-
tor Penetrating Sealer
(homedepot.com).“It
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resists oil and water and
won't yellow,” she says.
Clean every inch with
warm, soapy water, then
follow the directions on
the container and plan
on ordering takeout
that night.

BUTCHER BLOCK

Every six months or so,
wipe down wood your
butcher block counters
with soapy water and

spritz them with dis-
tilled white vinegar.
“Then use sandpaper to

smooth away scratches,

and finally, moisturize,”
Barclay advises. She
recommends Hampton
Bay Mineral Qil
(homedepot.com)|This
maintenance move will
help prevent warping
and splintering.

ADD EXTRA
LIGHTING

Under-cabinet LEDs can
illuminate your workspace and
create a whole mood. Plus, you

can install them without

having to go to electrician
school, because most options
plug into an outlet or run off
batteries. Get one with a self-
adhesive sticker, like the GE
LED Undercabinet Light Bar
(amazon.com)lor the Energizer
LED Tap Light
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Instant upgrade:

Switch out dated

cabinet knobs for
designer pulls.

Update Your
CabinetDoors

There’s no reason to rip out
perfectly good cabinets. Just give the
fronts a little makeover.

MAKE THEM SHAKER-STYLE

Turn flat-faced doors into trendy but timeless ones. How?
Add four pieces of plywood around the edges to create a
frame. (More quality time with your nail gun!) Once they're
framed, you'll have to sand, prime, and paint each door,

so it's a high-effort project, but the results will be worth it.

MAKE THEM MOODY

Drew and Jonathan Scott, aka the Property Brothers (catch
them on HGTV), tell us painting doors a dark color makes a
big impact. “It's a simple change that can add lots of
personality, elegance, and warmth,” they say. A couple of
their favorite shades: After Hours by Backdrop and Current
Mood by Clare. Find more inspo at/drewandjonathan.com.|

MAKE THEM BOUGIE

Cabinet hardware is like jewelry for your kitchen. Swap
those builder-grade knobs for more stylish, sculptural pulls
from a source like Emtek, Anthropologie, or Schoolhouse.

Practical Pull
Bar Cabinet Knob;
for info

Floral Accent
Handcarved Gulliver

Knobs;
[anthropologie.com|

o
.

&

§

Golden Touch
Hive Knob;
similar style at Wayfair

GET FANCY WITH
A WINE FRIDGE

You’re probably not
building a wine cellar
anytime soon. Instead,

treat yourself to the next
best thing: a wine fridge
in your kitchen.

Aaron Thompson, a

sommelier and co-owner
of Osteria Stella in
Knoxville, Tennessee,
stocks hundreds of bottles
at once and recommends
picking a wine fridge with
dual-zone temperature
settings so you have
options. (Store reds and
whites at the same time!
Or whites and
champagne! Or lots and
lots of reds!) His current
favorite: the Frigidaire 45
Bottle Two-Zone Wine
Cooler (frigidaire.com|for
info). If you get one,
please invite us over.
We’ll bring snacks.
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HACK THE CLOCK

DECIDE ON YOUR
SEATING

“Building a banquette can be
as complicated or as simple
as you want,” Vargo says.

If you're comfortable with
power tools, create your
perch from scratch using
online tutorials as a guide.
(Vargo has a great one on his
blog.) Otherwise, go semi-
custom by using—wait for
it—a bookcase turned on its
side. First check that it can
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“Build” a Banquette

Attention, small-space dwellers: A cozy breakfast nook can fit just about anywhere,
provide extra storage, double as WFH headquarters, offer a spot for game nights, and so
much more. If you have lots of space, ditto! Scott Vargo, cofounder of the blog
Yellow Brick Home, shares how to DIY one.

i

hold your weight, of course,
and try to find one that's 18
inches when laid on its side.
If you want L-shaped seating,
get two and put them at a
90-degree angle.

MEASURE, MAP, AND
ASSEMBLE

Before you buy anything,
map out the design with
painter’s tape. Block out the
bench as well as the table

and chairs you're considering.

Or, if you're using a table

and chairs you already have,
slide them into place. The
tabletop should overlap the
bench by about three inches.
If everything checks out
(you're so good at this!),

buy the bookcase(s) and
assemble.

MAKE OR BUY A CUSHION
Cut a piece of plywood to the
size of your seat. Do

the same with a piece of furni-

ture foam. Wrap fabric—vinyl
or an indoor-outdoor textile
that will hold up to spills—
around the foam and ply-
wood, then staple it to the
plywood. Or search Etsy for a
vendor that will make a cush-
ion for you (like the Hearth
and Home Store, NCPatio-
Cushions, or LinenSpace).
Then take a seat and have a
cuppa. How nice is this?!



Fake Built-In Shelving

In a dream world, every home would come with stunning floor-
to-ceiling storage. In reality, you can imitate the look using an
iconic lkea bookcase and a little out-of-the-box thinking.
Here, Gwen Hefner gives us the how-to behind one of the most
popular projects on her blog, The Makerista.

START WITH
THE SHELVES

Like so many DIY projects,
this one begins with lkea's
Billy bookcases (beloved by
Hefner and others because
they're relatively inexpen-
sive and come in all sorts of
dimensions and configura-
tions). Measure to see what
size bookcase best fills
your space—the key is to
get as close to wall-to-wall
and floor-to-ceiling as pos-
sible. For a standard eight-
foot ceiling, go with a Billy
that's 93V4 inches tall,
which will leave a few
inches of wall space on top
for the next step.

ADD MOLDING

You want to make every-
thing look like one large
bookcase, soit's time for
some fun with embellish-
ments. Bridge the gap
between the top of the
shelves and the ceiling with
strips of crown molding.
And attach half-inch wood
planks between the shelv-
ing units to cover up the
seams.

PREP FOR PAINTING

Billy bookcases have a
smooth veneer, but for this
project, it's gotta get
roughed up. Sand the
shelves with 120-grit paper
and vacuum up the dust,

then wipe the shelves with
a damp cloth. Use a brush
and roller to cover the
shelves and molding with a
layer of primer (Extreme

Bond Primer;

[willlams.com)]Let that set

for at least 24 hours.

PAINT

For a seamless look, paint
the “built-ins” the same
color as the walls in the
room (in a semigloss fin-
ish), Hefner suggests. To
make a statement, consider
going with a bold color or a
dark neutral.

One-hour fix: Use an
app to update framed
family pics.

\

SWITCH OUT OLD
FAMILY PHOTOS

If looking at your gallery
wall feels like an exercise
in time travel, scour
your phone or Instagram

for a few modern-day pics.

To have them printed,
try the Print Studio app,
Artifact Uprising, or
Nations Photo Lab. These
places can ship high-
quality prints (framed or
unframed) within a week.
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Hang Some Wallpaper

PICK YOUR PAPER

This may be the hardest
part, with so many great
options to choose from.
Mike DiGilio, immediate
past president of the Wall-
covering Installers Associ-
ation, says most pros
prefer the traditional kind
because it can be easily
slid into place. (Get one
that's prepasted to cut out
a step!) “But a good-qual-
ity peel-and-stick will let
you reposition it as you
work,” he adds. As for

the pattern, DiGilio sug-
gests a smaller one: “If you
have a pattern that
repeats, say, every eight
inches, you'll have many
opportunities to line it up
on the wall.” The more
chances, the better!
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PREP THE WALLS
Though it's tedious, says
Elizabeth Rees, cofounder
of the trendy wallpaper
brand Chasing Paper,
prepping can keep your
wallpaper from peeling off
over time. “Walls should be
washed with a damp cloth
and left to dry completely
(around 48 hours) before
you paper them,” she says.
If you're papering raw dry-
wall, you'll get the best
results if you prime and
paint first. “Use a premium
eggshell, satin, or semi-
gloss paint,” Rees says.
Paint can take up to four
weeks to fully cure, so
adjust your papering plans
accordingly.

DO THE HANGING

Here we go! Read the
directions first. Then, if
you're wallpapering a
whole room, startin a cor-
ner. If you're covering a
bump-out or focal point,
start in the middle so the
seams don't end up front
and center. Take your time
with that first piece, says
Paula Taylor, head stylist at
Graham & Brown, a luxury
wallpaper maker: “The
first length, or drop, of
wallpaper is vital. Get it
right and the rest should
line up without too much
trouble.” As you finish each
section, trim extra paper
using a wide putty knife
and a sharp, high-quality
breakaway razor blade.

DIY A
“CUSTOM” CLOSET

With three easy-to-find
items, you can DIY a closet
that has a place for
everything. The best part?
It’ll cost less than $500.

WHAT YOU'LL NEED
* Floating shelf
* Low dresser
* Heavy-duty tension rod

First, measure the width
of your closet. You may be
able to find a floating
shelf at that exact size, or
you can cut a plank to fit.
(Your local home
improvement store can
help.) Install this shelf
about 12 inches from
your closet ceiling,
using the mounting
hardware it came with or
store-bought brackets.
This is the new home for
things like hats and
purses. Next, look for a
dresser that can
comfortably nest inside.
Fill it with tees, undies,
and the usual drawer
items. Finally, install a
heavy-duty tension rod
four inches below your
shelf for tops, sweaters,
etc. Tuck long dresses
around the dresser if
space allows. Oh, one last
step: Stand back and
marvel at your handiwork.




Make Over Your Powder Room

HACK THE CLOCK

Pick a project, any project! Even just one of them is enough to zhuzh up the space.

FAUCET

Paint to the rescue! Again!
This time, use spray paint

to revive your existing fix-
tures. Start with the prep:
Remove the faucet and knobs
from their posts and clean
them with soap and water,
then with straight vinegar to
remove hard-water buildup.
Next, rub them down with
coarse sandpaper, wipe off
the dust, and place them

on a tarp outdoors. Spray on
a coat of Rust-Oleum Auto-
motive Primer, then a few
coats of Rust-Oleum Univer-
sal Metallic Spray Paint,
which comes in bronze, gold,
and more. Top it off with a
coat of Rust-Oleum Gloss

\

Ay

Clear Lacquer Spray Paint.
Let dry and reinstall.

MIRROR

Tired of looking at that

basic bathroom mirror? The
online shop MirrorMate will
make a custom frame that's
ridiculously easy to install.
Send in your dimensions and
they'll ship you a frame that
clips onto your existing medi-
cine cabinet or mirror. It's
budget- and eco-friendly.
Already have a frame? You
know what we're going to
say: more paint! Brushon a
different color for a quick
and fun update.

S L TS

LIGHTS

When you get up to pee
between your pre-bedtime
nap on the couch and your
bedtime, the last thing you
want is Times Square—level
lighting in your eyes.

Swap in sconces with shades
or even frosted bulbs to
soften the brightness. Choose
bulbs that run a little warm
(something around 3,000
Kelvin) for a soft and flatter-
ing glow.

VANITY

Carrie Waller, blogger at
Dream Green DIY, has
repainted her bathroom
vanity multiple times and has
two key recommendations:

The fastest
design trick:
Swap stark
bulbs for
warm white.

Use a small foam paint roller
(not the fuzzy kind) to get

the smoothest possible finish,
and pick up Sherwin-Williams
Emerald Urethane Trim
Enamel (sherwin-williams|
[.com)lin satin finish. She
swears this stuff dries rock-
hard—that's important for
high-traffic areas, where
surfaces tend to get put
through the wringer. Again,
there's some prep work
involved (cleaning, sanding,
and priming), and don't forget
that second coat!
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Instant oasis: Add
a firepit to make
your yard a vibe.

PLAN FOR A
FIREPIT

Sure, you can roast
marshmallows over a grill.
But you shouldn’t have to!

Justin Elkins, director of
merchandising, kitchens
at Home Depot, has ideas
to help you step up the
cozy. First, check with
your town to make sure
firepits are allowed. Yes?
Great! Find a spot in your
yard at least 15 feet from
trees and 10 feet from
your home or other
structures. (Make sure the
ground is flat and your
hose can easily reach it in
an emergency.) Next,
block out your area with
fire-safe materials, such
as crushed stone or pea
gravel. Put your firepit in
the center, checking
your kit for special
instructions. It’s almost
s’'more o’clock!

Clean Your Patio Table

Is your table getting so much use this season it could use a TUNE UP THE

glow-up? Follow this advice for speed-cleaning a backyard
dining set from Terry Lin, cofounder and chief design officer DECK
at Outer, an outdoor furniture company. Blast away dirt with a
pressure washer (on the
lightest setting) or sand

TEAK PLASTIC AND METAL GLASS-TOP i
Use Star Brite Teak Cleaner  Hose it down to remove Pour a mix of hot water and and restain the boardé,
(acehardware.com)/Lin grime (but never with a dish soap over cruddy If they're beyond repair,
says. Then apply a polish, pressure washer!). spots and let it sit replace them with long-
like Minwax Clear Teak Oil Tackle tough stains with for 20 minutes, then wipe lasting composite decking,
(lowes.com)]to hydratethe  mild dish soap, a with a nonabrasive sponge. like the Reserve Collection
wood and keep the grain nonabrasive sponge or a (We like to use glass in Reclaimed Chestnut
from cracking. soft-bristle brush, and cleaner or vinegar along (timbertech.com]| for info).
warm water. the entire surface for a

streak-free finish.)
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Add a Mudroom

Kicking off your shoes is hard if you don’t have a place to sit while you do it! Erin
Gerlach, founder of the DIY blog Hamilton Park Home, turned a section of her garage
into a comfy little entry area. These are her step-by-step instructions.

MARK YOUR TERRITORY

Ideally, this is right off the
door leading from the
garage into your home,
Gerlach says. Tape out the
area, making sure that
there's enough room
remaining to fit your cars if
you park them inside (and
that you can open the door

and get out once you park!).

ADD SEATING AND
STORAGE

You need a bench. Opt for
one with cubbies or a top
that flips up so you can
stash stuff inside. For even
more storage, Gerlach
installed a board-and-
batten wall and attached
dozens of pegs to it to hold
backpacks and jackets. She
hung baskets for smaller
items, like hats and gloves.
Alternatively, add hooks,
hooks, and more hooks.

WARM IT UP

No one wants to put their
feet on a cold, hard garage
floor, soroll out arug. “Jute
is very durable, and you can
wipe your shoes oniit,”
Gerlach says. Bonus points
for sconces (battery-pow-
ered ones don't need hard-
wiring!), wallpaper, and
other touches to make it
feel homey.

HACK THE CLOCK

CARVE OUT
MORE PARKING
SPACE

Despite their convenience
and effect on curb appeal,
driveways are often over-
looked, says Melanie
Rekola, a landscape
designer in Toronto. To
create space (for guests or
your newly licensed teen-
ager), Rekola suggests
carving a parking pad
from the adjacent lawn
(or asking a landscaper to
do it). A ribbon driveway—
two parallel tracks sepa-
rated by gravel or grass—is
ideal for smaller spaces
and budgets. Gravel,
asphalt, and concrete are
also cost-effective
options, while pavers and
stone are pricier, classi-
cally stylish investments.
Before breaking ground,
contact your city or town
to make sure your plans
meet code. Permit needs
vary by municipality.

GIVE YOUR DOOR A QUICK HIGH-TECH UPGRADE

Your old PIN pad has likely seen better days (and please update the code!). The
myQ Smart Garage Video Keypad has a built-in camera so you can monitor who
comes in and out via the app (myqg.com/rs).|Even the least handy of us can set it

up in less than 30 minutes.
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THE ART OF
SURVIVING A

TIME CRUNCH

[t’s no fun to face a deadline,
whether it’s a work presentation
or a party you're hosting. But
you can cross the finish line
without a single (new) gray hair.

BY DAN BOVA

S IT ANY WONDER that deadlines fill us
with anxiety and panic? “Dead” is right there
in the word.

Maybe you’re prepping for an important
client presentation or planning a 3-year-old’s
birthday party—the stakes may be wildly
different, but the stress is all the same.

Inevitably you’re going to hear that ticking clock in
your head, along with a familiar, unwelcome refrain:
“There’s no way I'm going to get this done on time!”
Deadlines are locked arm in arm with fear of failure,
twirling about in the worst mental-health two-step
dance ever choreographed.

And here’s the really diabolical part: Even when on
paper we do actually have plenty of time to complete a
project, our brains trick us into thinking we don’t. In a
study published in Psychological Science, participants
were given the same deadline for a variety of tasks that
ranged from “effortless” to “effortful.” They were then
asked to describe how far away that deadline seemed.
Those with the easy-peasy projects perceived the due
date as being way off in the distance, while those given
tougher tasks described the time frame as looming and
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coming up quickly. An assignment that requires lots of
work, the study found, distorts our perception of time,
which in turn creates even more stress.

This cycle of flop sweat and hopelessness can lead to
physical and mental overload, including headaches,
digestive problems, lack of focus, fatigue, memory loss,
and sleeplessness. None of those things are going to be
very helpful when you need to put your head down and
get stuff done, right?

Well, it doesn’t have to be that way, according to time
management experts. “Unfortunately, there isn’t a way
to completely eliminate deadline stress, but there are
strategies you can use to dial down the anxiety and be
as efficient as possible,” says Terry Rice, a business
consultant, speaker, and director of growth at Good
People Digital.

Read on to discover some expert-tested approaches
that will help you quiet that ticking clock and put you
on track to nail your deadline without having to pull
any all-nighters.

REAL SIMPLE

Start by Zooming Out

When it comes to completing a massive assignment
that feels like it’s got a million facets to it, the devil is
in those details—meaning if you start by focusing on all
the tiny to-do’s, your focus is going to be shot before
you even get going. “Identify your big need first,”
advises Laura Vanderkam, author of Tranquility by
Tuesday: 9 Ways to Calm the Chaos and Make Time
for What Matters. “Let’s use hosting a Thanksgiving
dinner as an example. Sure, maybe you’d love to mimic
some beautiful place setting you saw in a magazine,
but if you spend too much time thinking about that
and forget to defrost the turkey? That’s a problem.

No one is really going to notice how the napkins are
folded, but everyone is going to notice that there’s
nothing to eat.”

Rice says that same approach works in the business
world. “When I take on a project, I think to myself,
‘What absolutely must be done in order for me to
effectively deliver?’ So if it’s a webinar, I know I need
to have the framework for what I'm going to talk about.
After that, I add nice-to-haves. It would be great to add
visuals, maybe a PDF people can take home.” No
matter what your project is, consider those bells and
whistles as add-ons you’ll hopefully get to once you're
in good shape overall. “It has to start with the thing
that must be done,” he says.



Create a Timeline

Once you’ve defined the big goal, the next thing to do
is to break it down into all the micro steps you'll need
to take to get to the finish line. “Develop a detailed
project plan at the start of your planning process,”
advises Annemarie Schumacher, founder of Make
Every Day an Event. “Taking the time to think through
the entire event and walk through its logistics is
essential.” This will help you make sure the amount of
work is doable and in what order it should happen.
“Assign tasks to others if needed,” says Schumacher.
“You can’t be in two places at once!” Maybe that means
you ask a good friend to come to your party half an
hour early and pick up some ice on the way over. Or
you enlist an eager intern at work to take a first pass at
formatting your deck.

In order to complete all of these mini steps, you may
have to employ a tactic Rice learned while working at
Facebook: ruthless prioritization. “It’s not going to feel
great—it’s going to hurt—but this is about eliminating
any side distractions keeping you from your primary
objective.” On the personal side, this could mean
forcing yourself to wait an extra week to binge the new
season of Bridgerton or try that new paella recipe you
bookmarked. On the work side, it might be about
temporarily altering your typical day-to-day. “Talk to
your manager and ask, ‘For me to complete this on
time, what would you like me to deprioritize?’” says
Rice. “That way you don’t have all these little things
that are getting in the way of making progress.”

Having the steps written out removes the burden of
keeping it all in your head and lets you see it’s doable,
Vanderkam points out. But don’t wear rose-colored
glasses when you suss out that timeline, she advises.
Leave room for hiccups. As we all know too well, you
can plan to put your head down and work for the next
few hours, but then the phone rings and your kid is sick
and needs to be picked up from school, or your boss’s
boss needs something, and there goes your afternoon.
Even if updating a spreadsheet should take 30 minutes,
Vanderkam suggests scheduling an hour. “Most people
are pretty bad at estimating how long things actually
take,” she notes. “No matter how simple the task may
be, nothing takes zero minutes to complete.”

HACK THE CLOCK

Suss out your timeline, but
leave room for hiccups.
Most people are actually pretty
ad at estimating how long
things will take, and nothing
takes zero minutes.

Give Yourself a Fake Deadline

While you're at the pre-planning stage, build a buffer
for your deadlines. “If something is due in a week, plan
to have it done a day in advance. A week in advance if
it is due in a month, a month for a year,” Vanderkam
says. “Those are loose guidelines, but they’ve helped
me hit deadlines even when I spent the night in
the ER the day before a project was due. People will
understand that it might not be perfect in that kind of
situation. But you shouldn’t have nothing to show at
that point. If you’re well enough to hit ‘send, you
should be able to deliver something decent on time.”
That goes for a personal deadline, too. Prepping your
family for a big trip? Pick up the prescriptions you’ll
need and pack the essential clothes ahead of time so if
you have an unexpected event the day before, you'll
still be ready to jet off.

Take a Hike

All that great work you’re doing? Remember to walk
away from it from time to time. No matter how many
cups of coffee we pound, humans have limited energy
resources. “When we get tired, it takes us longer and
longer to do things, and we become inefficient,” says
Vanderkam. “Everyone needs a break.”

Get up, stretch, and whenever possible, go outside.
Researchers at the University of Melbourne found that
exposure to nature—even in very short bursts—makes
people more productive. Getting active outside also
helps you dial down the pressure you're feeling and
should make it easier to not have your deadline-
pressure mess with your sleep.

Another reason a stroll beats flopping on the couch
and scrolling Instagram for 10 minutes: It’s a self-
limited activity. “Most people don’t set out for a
10-minute walk and then accidentally walk for an
hour,” Vanderkam says. “You can’t say the same for
checking your social media feeds! And apart from
seeing updates from friends and family, social media
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does not typically result in happiness. You don’t tend to
feel better about life and the universe after you're
finally done scrolling.”

Be (aLittle) Sloppy

You've likely heard it before, but it bears repeating:
Perfectionism is the enemy of progress. So if you find
yourself writing and rewriting the same opening
paragraph of a report that is supposed to be 30 pages
long, remember this tip from Vanderkam: “Done is
always better than perfect.” Perfectionism, she says, is a
misnomer. “If it doesn’t exist, then by definition, it
can’t be perfect!”

There are many ways to track your progress. Some
people like writing lists by hand in a notebook so that
they can draw an oh-so-satisfying X through a
completed task; others use productivity apps, software
platforms like Asana and Trello, or the Notes app on
their smartphone. Which works best? Whatever system
you’ll use. Vanderkam thinks it’s a good idea to
experiment and play around with different
management methods, but she cautions, “I wouldn’t try
something new when the stakes are huge.” The last
thing you need is some tech problem that has you up
all night trying to figure out how to log in.

Rice is a big fan of an app called Time Doctor that
helps predict how long certain tasks will take and
blocks out his workday using his calendar app. But it
goes beyond just taking into account hours and
minutes. “I'm very aware of when I do my best work,
and I try to base my schedule on my energy levels
throughout the day,” he explains. So if you find you're
creative and do better with critical thinking in the
morning, do that first and save administative kinds of
work for the afternoon.

Along the same lines, Vanderkam advises batching
similar types of work as opposed to multitasking. At
work, that could mean concentrating on knocking out a
bunch of grunt work in one go and then moving on to
more big-picture creative thinking, rather than
bouncing back and forth. “You can lose a fair amount of
time and energy switching between different kinds of
tasks,” she says. “And when you start to lose time and
feel mentally tired, you start feeling frantic.”
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Batch similar tasks, don’t multitask.
That might mean knocking out
lots of grunt work, then moving
Oon to big-picture thinking.

Same goes for family vacation planning—if you're at
the drugstore getting travel toiletries and booking
dinner reservations and making a mental list of all the
outfits you want to bring, not only are you going to be
mentally taxed, chances are that something is going to
slip through the cracks. And that’ll be a big bummer
when you're heading to the beach and realize you
forgot to pack a swimsuit or sandals.

Give Yourself a Pep Talk

No matter how organized we are, that ticking clock
likes to dial up the volume and remind us that doom is
approaching. To help silence it, Rice says he takes a
beat to get his mindset right before embarking on a
potentially overwhelming project. “I use a technique I
learned from high-performance psychologist Dr.
Michael Gervais. He encourages you to write down
three challenging things you’'ve accomplished in your
life and then think about what those accomplishments
say about you as a person: ‘This shows that I am
exemplary, that I can do hard things, that I can
accomplish challenging tasks even if I'm not quite sure
how to do it initially’ It helps give me confidence that I
can handle whatever comes next.”

Another huge stumbling block many of us face on
the way to meeting deadlines is catastrophizing—that
is, thinking and thinking and thinking some more
about all of the things that could go wrong rather than
pushing forward. Again, Vanderkam suggests looking at
the big picture versus obsessing about all the tiny
things that could go haywire. “Imagine the worst
possible outcome,” she suggests. This might sound less
than comforting, but she says, “You will realize that for
the vast majority of mess ups, the earth is going to
keep spinning around the sun.” Botched a planned
dinner party? “You’ll order pizza and everyone will
have a good laugh about it.” Didn’t nail a work project
despite your best efforts? “Your boss might be annoyed,
but are you really going to get fired? Most likely not.”

What this demonstrates is that “there are very few
mishaps that can actually destroy an event,” adds



Schumacher. “So keeping everything in perspective is
really the key.”

And for the most part, whatever it is you're dreading
is probably not going to happen—a realization that ends
unnecessary stress and drains on your energy. Plus,
Rice notes, people will typically forgive you if things
don’t go perfectly, as long as you're proactive with
updates: “The more transparent you are with any
problems, the more your partners, your clients, or your
boss will appreciate it.” That means if your next-year
budget is due Friday at 5, you’ll want to let them know
you need more time well before Friday at 4:59.

When All Else Fails—Wing It

Another tack entirely: “There is something to be said
for winging it,” says Vanderkam. She relates how she
trained for months and months for a big running race,
vigilantly adhering to a training regime. While waiting
at the starting line among anxious runners, she started
chatting with a woman who cheerfully explained that
she’d basically never run more than a few miles before
in her life. “It was fascinating to me,” says Vanderkam.
“I don’t know if she actually finished the race, but she

sure didn’t seem stressed out about it.”

Rice tells the story of a paid speaking engagement
where, for a variety of reasons, he walked out on stage
with no idea what he was going to say. On the spot, he
decided that rather than try to talk to his audience, he
would talk with them. “I started asking the audience
questions and then facilitated conversations between
audience members,” he says. “Afterward, the organizer
came up to me and said, ‘That was the best keynote
we’ve ever had. You got everyone so engaged!”” This is
a comforting reminder that when our best plans fall
apart, our collective life skills and experiences will kick
in and guide us to a way to salvage the moment.

And while there’s little chance we’re all going to fall
in love with crunch periods, it doesn’t hurt to
remember that they do have their benefits. “They are
motivational,” says Vanderkam. “The moving trucks are
showing up tomorrow, so now you have to finally toss
all the junk packed in your closets that you don’t want.
Without that deadline, it’s hard to get yourself to do
stuff like that.”

Plus, as John Mulaney noted when his weeklong
Netflix talk show Everybody’s in L.A. debuted in 2024,
deadlines mean that, for better or for worse, there is an
end in sight. “Whatever happens this week, we're
done,” he said. “Which is awesome, because there is
nothing I like being more than done.” m

THE POWER OF TIME

49



THE FASTEST WAY TO GET
(AND STAY) ORGANIZED

Hint: It's knowing your clutter-control personality.
Find out what type you are and then streamline your
stuff in the way that comes most easily to you.

BY TEDDY WILLSON




The Overwhelmed Clutter Bug

IF YOUR HOUSE is full of so
much stuff you just want to
cry, hear this: (1) It's OK! And
(2) you can find your way to
order. Decluttering entails
more than purging what you
don't need—you also have to
decide what you don't want,
says Carolyn Caldwell, a certi-
fied professional organizer in
Toronto who specializes in
chronic disorganization.
“Organizing is an emotional
experience. It's about evaluat-
ing priorities,” she says.
Making choices about

sentimental items and facing
down your organizational
tendencies, or lack thereof, is
tough business. How we sort
our belongings is personal
and can be influenced by
things like mental health,
traumatic experiences (loss is
a big one), and upbringing.
Deep stuff.

Clara Schoen, owner of the

Home Organized in Birming-
ham, Alabama, offers a way
forward: Start somewhere
that takes little emotional
bandwidth. “If you try to
tackle photos first, you're set-
ting yourself up for failure,”
she points out. “Try a space
that's more manageable,
such as your fridge, where
you can get used to the ebb
and flow of organizing.
Then you can move to the
emotionally taxing spaces.”
Once you've decided
where to start, pull everything
out, one section at atime,
says Tara Stewart, an orga-
nizer in Lexington, Kentucky.
Then sort it into “keep,”
“trash,” and “donate” piles.
“When deciding what to keep,
ask yourself how you live right
now,” Stewart says. Are you
going to use those flannel
sheets in Southern Califor-
nia? Do you really think

you'll start throwing fondue
parties?

If you're stressed about a
looming reorganization proj-
ect, make a list of steps, not
goals, says KC Davis, author
of How to Keep House While
Drowning. Instead of writing
“organize pantry,” for exam-
ple, jot down “toss expired
food,” “clean sticky bottles,”
etc. “Breaking a task into
small steps gives you a road
map and the satisfaction of
checking off a list,” Davis says.

To maintain the space, set
tidying appointments so
Future You can continue
enjoying your handiwork. And
give yourself a clear end
point, Caldwell says. Work just
for the length of a peppy pod-
cast or playlist, say. Also,
being organized about your
organizing saves time: Keep
a short list of tasks by room
so you know where to start.

HACK THE CLOCK

SOME
HELPERS

Use this as a catchall
while you tidy. Then
sort the contents
and fold flat to store.
Hold-All Collapsible
Laundry Basket;
[us.josephjoseph.com|

[ 3

You don’t have to
get rid of your paper
piles. Just file them
into no-fuss sections,
like “for later.” Acrylic
File Organizer;
|potterybarn.com|

Stash odds and ends in
opaque bins to quickly
handle unsightly
areas. Try to work in
categories, but don't
worry about making
it look nice. Plastic
Storage Bin;
[containerstore.com
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HACK THE CLOCK

The Distracted Organizer

LOTS OF PEOPLE live in this
middle ground: You generally
know where things are, but
you wouldn't call the shelf
they're on “orderly.” You don't
have junk everywhere, but
you do have multiple junk
drawers, and you bought can-
isters for the pantry that are
just taking up space. You've
got the right idea! You only
need help with the execution.

First, take note (literally) of
your home whenit's in disar-
ray. “Don’t clean anything;
don't tidy up,” says Katherine
Picott, founder of the home
organizing firm Tidy Milso in
Columbia, Maryland. “We
need to see what's working
and what's not.” Dog toys
spread across the floor? Lin-
ens slumped over in the
closet? Dog toys in the linen
closet?! Jot it all down.

While you're at it, add com-

mon frustrations, says Marissa
Hagmeyer, cofounder of Neat
Method, an organizing com-
pany with operations in the
U.S. and Canada. Think the
scramble before work or the
mad search for your passport
before a flight. “It's about
knowing what's tripping you
up but also what your priori-
ties and goals are,” Caldwell
says. “The more aware you
are of your headaches, mean-
ing, the actual messes, and
your heartaches—your emo-
tional responses to them—
the more you can focus on
each one specifically, as
opposed to trying to fix
everything at once.” You can't
expect life-changing solu-
tions without first identifying
the problems.

Now it's time to get rid of
some stuff. Because chaotic
organizers tend to hang on to
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items—meh lipsticks, old
mugs—a proper purge will
make it easier to organize
what you keep. Rule: If you
haven't used it in the past
year, it's time to let it go.

You will need some orga-
nizers. Just remember that
the purpose of organizing
isn't to buy pretty things but
to make your home function
well. So if you're not a
decanted-flour kind of per-
son, all good! Go back to that
list you wrote and consider
solutions. A bin for plushies?
A shelf divider to hold towels
in place?

The key for you: Think of
these organizers as boundar-
ies, Hagmeyer says. If a bas-

ket is overflowing, it's time for

an edit. “Stay within the
boundary, and you'll have a
win, both visually and men-
tally,” she adds.

SOME
HELPERS
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No more avalanches
of cookware! This
nonslip number
makes for tidy
cabinets and easy
access. StoreMore
Expandable
Cookware Rack;

P

Not only do these
rubberized hangers
look great, their grip

also keeps clothes

from falling on
the floor. Everyday
Hangers;
|neatmethod.com

This five-piece set
comes with different-
size bins, so you can
Tetris them into any
drawer. Luxe Acrylic
Stacking Drawer
Organizers;
containerstore.com)|
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DO THE PHRASES “rainbow
bookshelves” and “alphabeti-
cal order” make your heart
sing? Then this one’s for you.
You have it all (mostly!) under
control. Still, you face a few
challenges.

For starters: perfection-
ism. It's a natural impulse,
but it can hinder us, says
Katherine Morgan
Schafler, a psychotherapist
and the author of The Perfec-
tionist’s Guide to Losing Con-
trol. “We see the difference
between our reality and an
imagined, better reality, and
we strive to bridge the gap,”
she says. When we can't, we
can be hard on ourselves. We
get frustrated when the coat
closetisn't Insta-worthy, for
example. Let yourself off the
hook: Having the perfect pan-
try doesn’'t make you a better
person!

Let's talk action items.
Ready? “Our type A personis
likely super prepared,” Stew-

The Type-AType

art says, so we know you
have a stockpile. (We mean
that collection of 83 rolls of
toilet paper and 10 cans of
corn.) To make your organized
system more functional,
Stewart advises, try to cut
down on the back stock. (You
might be fine with just 38 rolls
and five cans!) Use an acces-
sible spot, like a utility shelf,
so your family can see and
use and not mistakenly
restock everything.

That brings us to your fam-
ily! Odds are they're not as
organized as you. “We all
interact with the world using
different processing modali-
ties,” Caldwell says. “We
can be visual, kinesthetic,
auditory, or verbal." Each type
perceives environments dif-
ferently and has different
organizing standards. Rather
than forcing everyone in your
house to be hyperorganized
(uphill battle!), help them
help you. “I'm a big fan of

labeling, because everybody
has to buy into the system,”
Schoen says. The trick? Keep
categories broad—"snacks”
and “canned goods” instead
of “chips” and “tuna.” This
gives everyone just enough
guidance.

Another tip: Don't get rid of
everyone's stuff. Hide it!
Schoen likes woven hampers
that look way nicer than scat-
tered toys. For Stewart, it's a
row of kitchen drawers. “Each
family member has
one drawer,” she says. “It's
dump-and-go, but their stuff
isn't on the counter, soit's an
overall win."

Finally, your systems
should evolve with your life.
“There are constant transi-
tions that push you to rear-
range,” Hagmeyer says.

No matter the reason (sea-
sons, hobbies), give yourself
the grace to update a once-
optimal space. Change can be
good.

SOME
HELPERS

Toss in whatever
(toys, laundry, shoes,
blankets), close the
lid, and carry on.
La Jolla Basket;
Iserenaandlily.com|

Download the app
to print custom labels
for anything and
everything. Dymo
LetraTag Label Maker;

|

Adding extra surfaces,
like these 32-inch-
long shelves, can be a
simple solution for
your family’s clutter.
Index Wall Shelf;
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QUICK MOVES FOR

BETTER HEALTH
Making big gains in your
well-being can happen in just
minutes each day.

BY AMY PATUREL

NVESTING IN YOUR health takes time.
That’s true. But there are still plenty of things
you can do to enhance your overall health—or
even just your mood—when you only have
minutes to spare.
“People often think they have to do this
dramatic overhaul overnight and tug the rug
underneath themselves,” says L] Amaral, RD, a clinical
research registered dietician in oncology at Cedars-
Sinai in Los Angeles. “But the small, simple approach is
actually the best way to make a dramatic change in
your life.”
Ready to give it a whirl? Here are six simple strategies
to squeeze into your day.

Start your morning with box breathing

Most of us breathe in and out all day without even
thinking about it. But paying attention to your breath—
and extending your inhales and exhales—has important
mind-body benefits.

People often don’t realize they’re taking fast, shallow
breaths, which activates the stress response, explains
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Neha Vyas, MD, a family medicine physician with
Cleveland Clinic. But taking slow, deep breaths tells our
nervous system it’s safe to relax, and “box breathing”
does the trick.

Box breathing (also called four-square breathing)
involves four basic steps: Inhale for four seconds, hold
for four seconds, exhale for four seconds, and pause for
four seconds, then repeat. Ideally, you should practice
box breathing for three to five minutes at a time, or until
you feel calm. If counting to four is challenging, drop
down to three. After consistent practice, you may be able
to swap out four-second breaths for five or six.

REAL SIMPLE

A 2021 study reported that twice-daily box breathing
enhances lung function, which is a key predictor of
health and longevity.

According to Maggie Gama, MD, a functional medicine
practitioner at the Center for New Medicine in Irvine,
California, there’s nothing magical about box breathing.
Focused breathing of any type helps lower blood
pressure, regulate heart rate, and enhance mood.
Research also links breathwork with higher energy
levels and reduced pain. Studies suggest it may even
rival drugs in treating anxiety.

Box breathing is simple to do, easy to remember, and
highly effective in stressful situations. Before you begin
your day, place your feet on the floor and spend a few
minutes with your breath.



Do a HIIT workout

Ask anyone who is inactive why they don’t exercise, and
you’ll frequently hear, “I don’t have time!” Unlike many
workout programs, which run 45 minutes to 1 hour,
high-intensity interval training (HIIT) provides a full-
body workout in about half the time.

The hitch: HIIT regimens are intense, combining short
bursts of high-powered movements like sprinting or
jumping jacks that hike your heart rate to 80 to 90
percent of its maximum with short periods of lower-
intensity exercise.

HACK THE CLOCK

HIIT workouts not only burn the
same amount of calories as
longer moderate routines,

but they also promote greater

aerobic capacity.

Research shows that HIIT workouts not only burn the
same amount of calories as longer moderate-intensity
routines, but they also promote greater aerobic capacity.
In a 2023 study, researchers reported that the effect of
HIIT on fat loss was similar to or greater than moderate-
intensity training. Even people with type 1 diabetes
experience better sleep, increased motivation, and
greater enjoyment with HIIT than with no training at all.

HIIT doesn’t require much space or equipment,
making it ideal for at-home workouts. You can time your
intervals with one- to five-minute music tracks.

Can’t carve out 30 minutes? Vyas recommends
integrating resistance and balance moves into your daily
activities. “Stand on one leg while you're brushing your
teeth, and get up from sitting on the ground to standing,”
she suggests. “You can even dance around the kitchen
during meal prep.”

Take a cold shower

Cold-water immersion has been making waves across
social media in recent years, with celebrities from Chris
Hemsworth to Madonna boasting about their cold-
plunge practices. As it turns out, history and emerging
research suggest these stars may be on to something.

Healers dating back to Hippocrates recognized the
benefits of cold water for medicinal purposes. The
ancient Greeks used it to cure lethargy and ease pain.
And beginning in the 1960s, researchers began
investigating cold-water immersion as a form of post-
exercise recovery.

More recently, research suggests that cold water
immersion (cold showers, ice baths, and other
immersion tactics) produces mind and body benefits. A
2024 review study published in the Journal of Thermal
Biology reported that cold water exposure enhances the
relaxation response. A second study, published in 2023
in Biology, linked a five-minute cold-water plunge with
feeling more alert, attentive, proud, and inspired.

There’s even evidence that cold water releases feel-
good hormones. In one study, people who took cold
showers daily for several months reported a reduction in
depression symptoms. Other research suggests that
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cold-water immersion may enhance mood and reduce
anxiety.

While most of these studies are small, Gama says that
taking cold showers and ice baths can improve
circulation and may give the immune system a boost—
and they’re good for your hair, too (cold water protects
the hair shaft).

But you don’t have to spend 30 minutes in an ice bath
to reap the benefits. “Start by ending your showers with
just a few seconds of cold water,” Gama suggests. “Then
work up to 30 seconds or a minute each week, until you
reach five minutes.”

For the average healthy person, the only real risk of
cold-water immersion is the pins-and-needles sensation
of 50-degree water. But if you have certain health
conditions, such as heart disease or Raynaud’s
syndrome, it’s probably best to skip the cold shower.

Get outside

The smell of the trees, the sounds of birds chirping in
the breeze, and the feel of your toes buried in the sand
can produce tremendous health benefits. A growing
body of research links time in nature with lower blood
pressure, less stress, and even reduced risk of heart
disease. Other research reports that connecting with
nature can help curb anxiety and depression. The
benefits are so pronounced that some practitioners are
writing “nature prescriptions.”

While scientists don’t completely understand how
stepping out into nature produces these effects, the idea
of turning to the earth for healing dates back centuries.
In Japan, it’s called forest bathing, and the practice plays
a key role in the country’s health program.

The optimal dose of outside time isn’t clear, but a
study from the U.K. found that people who ventured
outdoors for two hours or more each week reported
greater health perks than those who remained inside.
According to Maryam Abdullah, PhD, parenting program
director of the Greater Good Science Center at the
University of California, Berkeley, noticing nature also
promotes experiences of awe, which helps us feel
connected to something larger than ourselves.

Want to kick the benefits up a notch? “Ground”
yourself by physically connecting with the earth—plant
your feet into the sand, dirt, or grass, or submerge
yourself in water. Gama says the practice not only feels
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good, but it also helps support your immune system.
The direct current that flows through everything

on our planet is the same type of energy our bodies use
to function, she says. And studies actually show that
becoming part of the earth’s direct current enhances the
health of nearly every organ system.

Take a vitamin D supplement—but only if
you're deficient

Vitamin D has become the “it” nutrient in recent years,
in part because it acts more like a hormone than a
vitamin. Just like it produces hormones, your body
makes vitamin D from sunlight. And like hormones,
vitamin D is involved in several biological processes.

“Vitamin D is best known for protecting your bones
from fracture and enhancing calcium absorption,” Gama
says. “But it also plays a role in protecting overall health
and well-being.” In fact, research links Vitamin D
deficiency with a host of ailments, ranging from
depression and low-grade inflammation to autoimmune
disease and reduced immunity. There’s even evidence
linking lower levels of vitamin D with a higher risk of
death from all causes.

How much D do you need? The current
recommended dietary allowance is 600 IU for adults
under age 70 and 800 IU for those over 70. But the real
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