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“Focus on the moment.”  That’s what I’m usually told when task after task after task roils ahead.  
When emotions become so charged and entwined that I haven’t a clue as to what I should be 
thinking or doing.  When I don’t know where I am or where I want to be.  I know that the person 
telling me to focus on the moment means well.  I have to assume that this person has been 
successful in that practice. 
 
“Focus on the moment.”  This is what I hear, what I want to latch onto.  If I accept the well-
meaning message, I believe I should be able to bring time to a standstill, insert more minutes into 
whatever action or situation I am wallowing in, and study, for my benefit, all that is within me 
and without me. Nothing else need happen.  I stop lathering my hair, turn my face upward into 
the myriad needles of water leaping from the shower head, and hold still.  I convince myself that 
I can take my time, feel the water, feel the shampoo, feel the air around me, stay here as long as I 
need—to arrest the thoughts leaping about my brain and soothe them to a standstill.  Perhaps to 
dissolve them and let them swirl down the drain.     
 
It works for a tiny flicker of time.  Then, I hear a thump outside the bathroom door.  My common 
sense tells me it’s the two Labradors, wondering where I am.  Common sense never works 
during a shower, however.  I think instead of the movie Psycho.  It’s not the dogs thumping.  It’s 
Norman Bates.     
 
Actually, I can’t blame the dogs.  The culprit is me—I am a human doing, not a human being.  In 
seconds, a little demon in my head is sketching out what needs to happen in the next hour of my 
life.  The list is long.  It involves multitasking.  I’m done focusing under the shower head.  I’m 
rinsed, towel-dried, dressed, and ready to roll.  SEAL Team, eat your heart out. 
 
It’s not a good morning if by noon I haven’t ticked off, in rapid-fire succession, everything on 
the bloated To Do list. Shower, bowl of oatmeal, dogs out dogs in, dogs fed, grocery list, all 
chopping for tonight’s supper, plants watered, exercise, dusting, sweeping, toilet bowl.  Ending 
with dance class, where someone mentions that the morning sky was such a deep blue.  What 
sky?  And how long has it been since I’ve filled my lungs with the clean air that rolls off the 
mountains to the west?  Oh yeah, those mountains. 
 
Like Martian atmosphere and Quantum Physics and the twinkle that emanates from—really?—
long dead stars, “Focus on the moment” does not work for me.  It’s beyond my . . .  ken.  I am 
wife, mother, teacher.  Hear me roar.  I am always on the move.  Woe to those who get in my 
path. 
 
I must admit, though, that this rapid-fire tumble through life is upsetting.  It is all too reminiscent 
of one time that my husband and I were hiking in the hills and I had suddenly felt the urge to “go 
behind a tree.”  There were no trees.  Just hills and high sagebrush.  I headed over to the taller 
sagebrush, found the perfect one to crouch behind a foot away from the edge of a foot high slope.  
I positioned myself on the slope and reached up to hang onto the thick, low sage branches.  I 
failed to take into consideration that the sage plant was in loose ground and the slope behind me 



went on forever.  In seconds, I and the sage plant I was hugging tumbled down the hill.  Yes, 
reader, with my pants down.   
 
No, I was not happy then with tumbling, and I’m no more fond of it now.     
 
Our family was very lucky when we returned to Laramie to buy a house with a kitchen window 
that looked out onto a Damson Plum tree.  The house was built in 1956, by Cebert Mitchell, who 
then, in the same year, sold the house to Eleanor and Richard Keefer.  Dick Keefer planted the 
plum tree for his wife so that she could enjoy the scent of the blossoms in May, after the long 
winter.  The old tree’s branches are now twisted, resembling a swirling witch, but its beauty is 
still in its spring blossoms, their fragrance filling the kitchen with what I think of as joy. 
 
Every May since we’ve lived in the house, the tree has been considered by robins for nesting 
purposes.  Either the plump female or the richly colored male suddenly appears on one of the 
stouter branches and hops for a closer look at the two-branch-upper-trunk-crook in the tree.   
“C’mon,” I whisper in my solicitous, mother-sweet voice through the window, be it open or 
closed, “just buy the place.”  The little black knob of a head jerks, a black eye on me.  The robin 
stays for a time, may make a few return visits, may even bring a beak full of twigs to place in the 
crook.  For every spring but one, though, the robins have flown off and never returned. 
 
That one spring, about four or five years ago, a robin couple completed a nest in the promising 
crook of the plum tree.  The two had come nearly every day to sit on various branches.  Then, the 
male robin came to sit with its beak full of tiny twigs, some adorned with dried, white seed 
bouquets.  As the nest took form, the mother tested the opening to insure that it would fit 
snuggly, her body the lid.  She settled into the nest, sat for a bit, and then rotated her little body, 
tail high, round and round.  They worked so hard to create a cozy place for their little family.  
And then one day, the nest nearly finished, they came no more.  The nest sat, its decoration still 
out—one of the white seed sprigs sticking up from the weave of materials that formed the walls 
of the vacant home. 
 
Even though I cried when the robins left before eggs were laid, I felt such comfort in their 
painstaking, calculating construction.  At the time they took.  At the mom’s frequent and 
seemingly happy feather-ruffling as she fitted herself to the nest. 
 
A few weeks ago, in early May, I stared out the window at the nest-vacant plum tree.  I thought 
of the robin couple, how they had worked carefully, slowly, thoroughly, all the while depending 
not on cluttered thoughts but on instinct alone.  The early hours of that day had already been 
difficult for this mother.  The previous days and weeks had brought crises to our home, dangers 
to my children, and I awoke with worry.  These few moments, though, gave me a chance to sit, 
and I told myself to focus on “the moment”.  Nothing.  No comfort, no acceptance, no 
understanding.  Just my heart beating with the heaviness of “what ifs” and “what nows.”   
 
“Focus on the nest.”  The thought came out of nowhere. 
 
The thought took me gently downward, to a strong sensation of security, belonging.  Time did 
not march, sounds ceased, obligations and objects dissolved.  Then the feeling was gone.  Yet I 



was aware that I had felt this sensation before.  As well, something of it remained, triggering 
memories of other times when I had felt the pleasure of the simplicity and coziness and calm and 
quiet of a tiny space woven just for me, devoid of nonsense and the unnecessary.  A near-
primitive campsite that we turned into a weekend home.  A poem which held its treasure just 
below the surface of the words, beckoning to me to stay awhile and find it.  A tree under or a 
boulder on which I sit, while my husband fishes, my small backpack filled only with granola 
bars, pens, paper, lip balm, and my wallet.  I reach into the backpack and feel a sense of peace 
and glee when I realize that what the backpack holds is all I have and all I really need.   
 
Strangely, in those times I also feel a wave of hope.  A wave of confidence.  And of courage.                


