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Solitude: the state of being solitary or alone, seclusion, isolation, or remoteness.  

Retreat: withdrawal to a safe or private place.  A safe, quiet or secluded place.  An organized group withdrawal from regular activities, as for spiritual contemplation, the development of closer relationships, etc.  

(from Webster’s Dictionary)
“I’d give all the wealth that years have piled,
The slow result of life’s decay,

To be once more a little child

For one bright summer day”

-Lewis Carrol, “Solitude”

My story is not so different from other women.  I am a busy mom, wife, friend and community member; I write and teach and run my own business.  Like the modern woman, I wear many hats, sometimes interchanging them quickly, and occasionally piling several on my head at once.  It is just the way things are.

Sometimes in my busy life I feel that it would be so lovely to be alone…to have some expanded space and time in which I am not running around, jumping to attend to others’ needs.  To have a little quiet in my own head would be nice, too!   I’m tired, but I have to keep going.  I have a sense that if I don’t refill my coffers sometime soon, I may get sick, just to give myself permission to slow down.  I dream of the luxury of time to walk the beach, to be alone with my thoughts, and perhaps even to invite some great reservoir of well-being within to open up and return my sense of balance and childlike joy to me.
It was in this spirit I chose to attend the Solitude by the Sea Retreat for women, co-led by Elizabeth Barbour and Geralyn Russell, both of Tallahassee.  Elizabeth is a life and business coach with a focus on women’s retreats, and Geralyn is a former corporate sales manager turned yoga instructor. Their new partnership brings complimentary skills and personalities to create meaningful and life changing opportunities for those who participate in their offerings.  
Their decision to host this Solitude Retreat was based in their desire to share the transformative personal growth they have personally experienced on retreat.  As Geralyn says, “Everyone seems to benefit from stepping back away from their lives for awhile - some people return more grateful for what they already have, some are compelled to makes changes, and some have been touched so deeply by the experience of solitude it never leaves them. Solitude continues to grow in their lives sustaining a sense of peace, joy and compassion in the most difficult of times and in everyday life.”  
Deciding to Go

The inner conflict I personally experienced about whether to go on retreat was interesting to witness.  But that money could be spent on things my family needed!  But that weekend I might be needed by my family!  Who was I to think I could take off by myself for a selfish retreat that I didn’t need?  Whew, all of these needs!  In the end, I took the risk that perhaps what was needed for every one in my life was for me to take care of myself for a change.  

I was interested to find that from the moment I made the decision to attend this retreat, my ability to manage my life increased.  I felt calmer, more assured, happier.  It was as if the retreat had already started working its magic on me, weeks before I would actually attend.  Perhaps my decision to take care of myself in this way reassured the parts of me that become weary and frazzled with the daily grind, putting those restless and tired voices within to rest.

The Retreat Experience-Surrendering to Bliss
When the weekend finally came and I arrived at the gorgeous retreat house, I was overwhelmed with the grand statement of nurturing and care it implied.  This was not a funky little cottage at the shore, but a large, luxurious, well appointed house that made very clear I was worth this precious time away from my regular life.  With plush and ample furnishings, fireplace, pleasing earth tones, a gourmet kitchen, gargantuan dining table, pool and hot tub, it was clear that this would be an ideal place to gather the women and pamper ourselves at the same time. 
The combination of the loveliness of the accommodations, the smell of the gentle salt breeze and the sound of the waves on the surf, just feet from the boardwalk of the home’s deck, thrilled my senses.  I realized that I was so excited to be there, as if I were a little girl rushing to meet her playmates.  I wanted to talk and visit, to run and dance and play on the beach.  Where did all of this energy come from?  Looking at this now, I feel it was the initial joy that came from giving myself permission to walk away from my usual life for a short period of time, the decision to honor my need for retreat, as well as from meeting other women who had similar devotion to themselves.  Perhaps this is what I am like when I am not so serious?
We had fabulous, spiritually nourishing food throughout the weekend.  Our first dinner of paella was a harbinger of the gourmet goodness to come.  Wine and conversation flowed as we women, mostly strangers come together, got to know one another in this unfamiliar situation of giving ourselves permission to retreat.  I noticed I was a little nervous and a bit guarded.  Did I notice feeling a little guilty, too?   Maybe…I thought of my husband and children a few times that night, wondering how they were doing without me.  Of course, they were just fine; it was my own difficulty in letting go of the fast paced responsibilities of my life that was giving me fits and starts about being here.  Now, I understand that I was in the normal transition phase that occurs when we give ourselves the gift of retreat.  Often resistance of some kind pops up, and the first day of a retreat seems to be devoted to getting those kinks out and allowing ourselves to be fully there.
13 Women, 13 Reflections
The first night we 13 woman gathered together in a circle in the lofty living room and spoke of our needs for this retreat.  Why did we come?  What did we need from this precious stolen weekend, away from our regular lives?  I heard us each whisper our desires to be seen, to be supported, to have clarity about a puzzling life situation, to get unstuck, to relax, to be with other women, to be rejuvenated.  I realized each face in the circle could have been a reflection of me; the need for retreat was universal, no matter what the reason for attending.

Geralyn led a lovely yoga practice to prepare everyone for sleep.  Called “Yoga Nidra” (translated “Sleep of the Yogis”), this practice is a relaxation and guided visualization technique that guaranteed to put us on the road to a bountiful rest.  Like a grown up’s bedtime story, her resonate voice practically carried us off to bed.  What a lovely way to begin our weekend.
In the morning, practicing what Geralyn called “Noble Silence”, we each quietly sipped our hot beverage, reading or journaling or contemplating the sun’s rising arc on the deck. Why is it that perspective seems to come so easily at the sea?  Is it the simplicity of the horizon line, gulf meeting sky, which orients us inside to some inner compass?  It seemed so easy to find that inner peace that was so elusive just a day ago.  

At 9 a.m. Geralyn led yoga on the beach, where gentle stretching and reaching invited participants into their body’s awareness of bliss.  
At 11:00, Elizabeth introduced “Intentional Collaging”, where participants worked with images from magazines and old calendars intuitively to receive messages and create a collage.  
A licensed massage therapist was on hand for afternoon bliss, while others strolled the beach for a “breath walk”, a mindful practice of breathing with each step.  By dinner time, the energy of the group seemed more relaxed and cohesive than the night before, as if all of us had given ourselves full permission to BE there after a full day together.  The activities of the day had worked their magic on us.  That night, as a cold front came blowing in, autumn seemed to dance in the air as we walked a labyrinth by candlelight.  A fire was lit in the giant fireplace, and the evening wore into late night drumming and singing by the fire.  I would bet everyone went to sleep very happy that night.      
Transformation 

As the weekend wore on and my need to joyously talk and move and laugh was honored, I realized that underneath this great excitement was a quieter Self.  I felt as though I moved through the thrilled child and deeper into the grown Wise Woman, a woman who knows that being quiet and alone restores her soul.  She was familiar to me; I used to meet her frequently when I would go for silent retreats to monasteries, or for long hikes in the mountains.  Where has she been while I have been scurrying around to attend to my life?  Has she been waiting patiently underground, under the surface of my consciousness, until I would stop long enough to access her again?

Saturday morning emerged pale pink and blue, with mist on the water and dolphins jumping just beyond the glassy break.  I could not help myself, and went straight to the water with my coffee, wading in with my pajamas on.  There was just something so welcoming and special about this morning, it almost felt like Christmas.  It was on this day that I felt I had already been changed by attending the retreat.  I was more relaxed, softer in my body and mind, and happier, lighter than I had felt in some time.  I also noticed that I had several insights that seemed to materialize out of nowhere.  No effort, they just showed up.  Was this what happened when I created the space in my life to listen?

Mid morning, Geralyn led yoga on the deck in the warmth of the sun; later, Elizabeth led a lovely discussion about “Extreme Self Care”, where we explored the ways we would take some strategies for solitude home with us.  I realized over the weekend that I had been given tools to support my physical, emotional, mental and spiritual well being, a sort of retreat “toolkit” to take with me into my life.  How caring of these facilitators to want me to live my life more fully, more sanely, beyond this precious weekend!
Later, yoga in the water, or Woga, enticed a few brave souls into the pool while the chilly autumn wind blew.  Several of us squeezed into the hot tub, creating a warm and lively brew!  The afternoon wafted on, with some women collaging on the giant dining table, others participating in a book discussion in the living room, and yet others napping, reading, or strolling the beach.  
As the sun was setting on this most beautiful day, I sat with another woman on the deck overlooking the water.  Two women, having touched the core of ourselves in a deeper way, who were changed for life.  We shared our delight in the weekend, and the anxiety emerging about returning to our lives back home.  How would we sustain the peace of mind and clarity of focus that we’d gained over the weekend?  She shared her realization that her body was angry with her about her food choices, and her awareness that the television serves as a companion for her as a way to feel less alone.  She had a resolute expression in her eyes when she promised to take better care of herself by eliminating unsupportive foods and the constant presence of the tv in her life.  I was inspired by her.  It is these small but courageous decisions that change the course of our lives.
Saturday night, all of us began to realize that we were together for our last evening, a bittersweet feeling.  We enjoyed a shrimp scampi dinner, laughter and wine, then came together after for a ritual in which we shared what we had gained over these few days.  The gifts of our Solitude Retreat were palpable; I noticed some of the worry lines I had seen the first night were less, faces and bodies had changed, moods were elevated and or more peaceful.  One woman, unable to eat onions, realized she suddenly could.  Realizations abounded.  Answers to those puzzling questions had been received.  Is it possible that biochemical changes can result from our intentions and choices in life?  Quantum Physics certainly says yes; we are made of particles that rub up against others, and so we have a greater impact than we know on those around us.  It was here at this ritual that I saw each of us women as ingredients of a grand soup, and that this unique mixture of people and place and activities created the most amazing, life sustaining broth.  Like the beautiful food that was cooked with love for us every meal, the alchemy that was created in this place and with these women was nothing less than a life sustaining miracle for each of us.
Sunday morning came all too soon; we came together after breakfast for one last circle, where there were tears and promises to stay in touch.  Each of us seemed sad to go, yet there was a new light in the women’s eyes, as if we were taking back to our lives a certain special knowing, perhaps a remembrance that we were our most precious resource.  Would the benefits of this time away last?  Would I be able to take what I had gained and learned into my life and keep myself balanced?  Would my found sense of solitude remain with me?
Musings Afterward-Taking Retreat Back into Our Lives
In subsequent follow up call with the retreatants, the women reported continuing benefits of their attendance at the Solitude Retreat, ranging from profound to subtle changes, including:

· Greater ease in being alone, in fact, joy
· Simplifying life

· Recognizing life choices that are not beneficial and choosing to change course 

· Less television or other distraction time

· Less procrastination and avoidance of things that need attention

· Choosing to spend more time doing truly nurturing things, such as praying, meditating, meeting with friends, journaling, self examination, reading, making art, eating more mindfully, exercising, dancing, being in nature, napping or awakening earlier for quiet time, taking baths, breathing, being quiet and still

· Choosing to be more authentic in communications as well as be in integrity with own beliefs, less concerned with what others think and more true to self, facing what is real
· Noticing a change in thinking patterns from less positive to more supportive 
· Feelings of peace, confidence, being more present, heart opening, self awareness, healing, self forgiveness and self love

It was apparent that each woman received support and tools for making self care a priority in their lives beyond the retreat environment, and had the strength and courage to make those changes real.  As a result of the magical alchemy of this retreat, we were each changed forever, a little at a time.   
Self Reference and Self Reverence

For me, the retreat invited me into great awarenesses, changes and healing, too.  My journey is too private to record here, but let it be said that one of more profound gifts I received as a result of this Solitude Retreat was to make a covenant with myself to be self referential, and therefore self reverential.  
How often do we dismiss the tiny voice inside that whispers to us of taking a moment to stop and smell the roses?  How often do we negate the longing inside for a blissful moment of sensory delight because “there are things to get done”?  How long will we put ourselves off in the name of productivity?  How frequently do we worry what others might think if we were to “selfishly” put ourselves first for a little while?   What are the consequences of this consistent choice?

There have been times that I felt a yearning to go deeper, felt a calling like a small voice on the wind….in my hectic life, there have been moments when I felt a sane idea come over me that I needed to take care of myself.  It is a wise inner voice which whispers this need to us, in hopes that we will listen.
As women, we know we are the world’s caretakers.  We give and give, sometimes on automatic pilot, because it was what we were trained to do.  And surely the world would fall apart of we didn’t.  We are natural born nurturers, complete with hardware that ensures we will look after the welfare of others, even sometimes to our own detriment.

We have internalized this message to give so deeply that we will even give more of ourselves as a way to make ourselves feel better.  Volunteer at a shelter or our child’s school.  Be more available to our friends and family.  Get more projects done.  Maybe if we give a little more, we won’t feel that nagging tug in our souls, a longing to rest and restore.

Women must take care of themselves if we are to continue to love the world into beingness.  If we give and give, going full throttle without finding a way to re-nourish ourselves, there will eventually be nothing left.  It is a necessity, not a luxury, to be an alive, conscious, awake and free woman in this world to go on retreat sometimes for a change in perspective.

Nature has cycles of retreat, and so do we; however, we Homo Sapiens are the only known species that will choose to go against our instincts.  There is a very long and ancient history of women retreating from their daily life in order to be alone, to rest and restore, and to be in community with other women. It is only in these modern times that we will relentlessly drive ourselves to do and be more, more, more, forgoing that quiet inner voice that begs us to stop. What is the price of this Great Ignoring?  We become resentful, tired, joyless, even depressed.  We are not our best selves to those we love.  And what of our own creativity, health, relationships, all of those things that feed the soul of women from time immemorial?    
Heeding the Call
Don’t mistake a need for retreat as a sign of weakness, just as recognizing when the gas tank is empty is not a sign of weakness either.  It is a moment of clarity that we need a change in perspective to move forward in our lives.  Perhaps we are facing a big decision; perhaps we don’t know what to do at all, and feel stuck.  Perhaps we are just tired, and after giving and giving our whole lives, we just need to be tended to like a little child.  Women should give themselves these gifts, and on a regular basis.

If we are to recognize ourselves as the precious gifts to the world that we are, then we must treat ourselves as such.  We must treat ourselves with as much love and care as we would those we love. 

Give yourself the gift of retreat.  Listen to the call.

Licia Berry is a freelance writer who lives in Tallahassee with her husband of 23 years, two (alarmingly) growing sons, and a blissed-out cat.  She can be reached at her website, www.liciaberry.com, email at licia@liciaberry.com or 850-386-4535.
