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“Staying Power is centered on pandemic experiences,
yet each reflection is evergreen. In these pages we find

insight, encouragement, and an abiding message of  hope.
The author reminds us that we’re in this together, writing,

`We will hang old wounds upon distant stars
whose light can absorb their weight.’”
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Author, Portals and Blackbirds
2019 Ohio Poet of  the Year

“Embodying dugnad and abbondanza. Living like an open
tap. Binding up the bruised heart. Reclaiming the clarinet
in the attic. Enduring a hard freeze in the garden. Coping
with the long wait, the bad news. Laughing at the purple

beet pie. Signing your name to a bright red coat ...
Welcome to Staying Power, a tutorial in how to get through

just about anything. Welcome to the warm humor of  a
singular writer, and raise your voice with her to celebrate

`the smallness of  what I know, the value of  what you know,
the vastness of  what we can know together, and the

existence of  what we can’t know at all.’”

K
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Author, Send My Roots Rain: A Companion

on the Grief  Journey



“`Deep peace’ is the author’s signature sign-off.
She means it! Each chapter of  Staying Power invites us

to dig deeper where deep peace resides, surfacing in the
healthy behaviors of  kindness, compassion and
nonviolence, even (especially) in a pandemic.”
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Co-founder, Satyagraha Institute

“This book shines like a lighthouse. Phyllis Cole-Dai's
writing illuminates the heart of  humanity, recalling us

to the sanctuary of  our relatedness. A book for all those
who travel in the dark (and right now,

that's all of  us).”
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Editor, DailyGood

Author, Infinite Vision: How Aravind Became the World's
Greatest Business Case for Compassion
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Do you remember where you were when the Twin Towers
fell? When the space shuttle Challenger blew up in the sky?
When Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated or JFK was
shot? Every generation, it seems, has at least one national
tragedy burned into its collective memory.

But do you remember where you were in 2020 when
this pandemic hit home?

As I’m writing, COVID-19 has killed nearly 555,000
Americans. By the end of  this outbreak, it may rank as the
greatest calamity our nation has ever suffered. (It’s already
among the ten worst plagues in the history of  the world.)
Yet I suspect that most of  us have no specific memory of
when it struck. We didn’t find out about this red-letter
“event” through shock-and-awe footage or a breaking news
bulletin. It came quietly, like a tsunami that most people on
shore didn’t see coming until too late.

America’s first known victim of  the pandemic was
found dead in her home in San Jose, California, on
February 6, 2020. Patricia Dowd, fifty-seven, was the
manager of  a semiconductor company. According to her
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family, she had always enjoyed excellent health but had
recently taken ill with flu-like symptoms. When her heart
ruptured, she was gone before she hit the floor. The real
cause of  her death went undetected for two months.

When Patricia died, I was about seven hours south of
her, down Interstate 5 in San Diego. I’d flown there three
days earlier from my home in South Dakota for a private
writing retreat. Toiling over a novel-in-progress, I gave little
thought to the virus. Whenever I ventured out to walk in
the February sunshine or to treat myself  to a restaurant
meal, I was relaxed and carefree, though my thoughts
would drift to my husband’s relatives in China, sheltering
in place.

After my return to South Dakota in mid-February, I
joined my husband, Jihong, and my son, Nathan, in closely
monitoring the rapid advance of  the virus. While we felt
no panic, our concern was growing.

Then, on March 10, 2020, our state recorded its first
five COVID-19 cases, including one death. The pandemic
had reached us, deep in America’s heartland.

It might have been that very Tuesday when our family
held our first pandemic meeting. Based on the most cred‐
ible science available, we discussed how to best keep one
another healthy and also do our part to protect the public.
Fortunately, none of  us belonged to any high-risk groups,
though Jihong was about to turn sixty.

All the same, we decided to self-quarantine as much as
possible and to wear face masks if  we had to go out into
the community. We’d allow no one, no matter how dear, to
enter our home unless absolutely necessary and, again,
only if  masked. We reviewed protocols for handwashing
and other hygiene. We agreed to new routines: regular
disinfection of  household surfaces, daily changes of  all
towels, immediate showers after significant contact with
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other people, grocery shopping online instead of  at the
store, and so on. Not every rule we established that night
would stick. We revised them as we learned more about the
disease and its transmission, always erring on the side of
caution.

Over the coming weeks, we stocked our pantry with
staples in case they became scarce. We sewed masks by
hand, both for ourselves and our elderly friends, until
better ones became easier to procure. Whenever the
weather allowed, we aired out the house and made sure to
spend time in the sun. We supplemented our diets with
vitamins C and D. We bought electric clippers for haircuts.
We planned a “pandemic victory garden” with friends. We
checked in frequently with my elderly parents, quarantined
in a care facility in North Carolina, and likewise kept close
tabs on Jihong’s eighty-nine-year-old father in Hefei,
China.

In late March, we were relieved when authorities
abruptly suspended in-person schooling. Jihong started to
teach his university science classes online. Nathan, a high
school junior, took all his classes the same way.

Virtual instruction seemed the only wise alternative to
the risks of  face-to-face learning, but it had significant
drawbacks, even for families like ours, who were privileged
enough to have computers and an internet connection. Try
holding a chemistry lab without a laboratory. Try attending
orchestra without the means to play music as a group. I
sympathized with the school officials, staff, and teachers,
who were scrambling to meet the myriad needs of  their
students. I grieved for the children whose education, social‐
ization, and food security had been disrupted.

The upheaval has continued into 2021. Every alter‐
ation in our family’s life and in the world around us has
had ripple effects, inward and out. Each member of  our
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family responds differently to the resulting stress. (“Stress?”
Jihong says. “Trauma isn’t too strong a word for what we’ve
been through.”)

At least the three of  us are able to sit down and talk,
even shed tears together, when the going gets tough. The
same can’t always be said for our town. Heated city council
meetings over ordinances meant to curb the spread of
COVID-19 have almost led to blows.

What’s a writer to do amidst all this turmoil? I began by
canceling all my face-to-face author appearances for the
foreseeable future. I gradually transitioned to virtual
events. Meanwhile, I shelved my novel, incapable of
writing fiction with the world falling apart around me. The
Muse was nudging me to write material that would help
readers cope. “Doing so,” she whispered in my ear, “will
also help you cope.”

Following her nudge, on March 18, 2020, I launched a
free weekly newsletter called Staying Power. Each issue
would be a “virtual care package for the pandemic,”
containing an original short essay and a variety of
resources from the arts. Through Staying Power, I wanted to
lift a glimmering light in the night and hold it there until a
new day dawned. “A few months,” I thought, “and this
pandemic will be over and done.”

I’ve now been publishing that newsletter for a full year.
I don’t know when “over and done” will finally get here or
what it will mean.

I do know that we have reasons for optimism, especially
as the distribution of  vaccines is picking up steam. Yet the
future is uncertain. The country is a patient in serious and
unstable condition, showing hints of  improvement even as
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its vital signs fluctuate wildly. After a promising decline in
new cases, hospitalizations, and daily deaths, the national
numbers are trending back up as I write. This is due in
part to the rapid spread of  COVID variants that are even
more transmissible and deadly than the original strain.
Vaccine hesitancy and refusal, especially among African
Americans, women, and political conservatives, isn’t
helping.

The influential Institute for Health Metrics and Evalu‐
ation model forecasts that 601,000 Americans will have
died by June 1, 2021—that is, if enough of  us stick to
proven safety measures, get vaccinated, and head outdoors
after this nightmarish winter. Otherwise, the terrible toll by
June will be more like 620,000 (or worse). We’re a long way
from rounding the corner into a postpandemic “normal.”

Who knows what our situation will be by the time you
read this?

Even in the best of  circumstances, life requires a lot of
staying power. To endure until the end of  this pandemic
and to gain our footing in a “new normal,” we’ll need an
inexhaustible supply.

Staying power is a phrase I grew up with, back on the
family farm in Ohio. It refers to our ability to keep at a
task that must be done, despite how hard it is or how tired
we get. More than mere stamina, staying power involves
exceptional commitment and trust, even a kind of  faith.
It’s as much about the spirit as the body.

Germans have a word for this character trait: Sitzfleisch.
Literally, it means “sitting flesh”—i.e., the part of  your
body that you plant in a chair. More loosely, though, if  you
have Sitzfleisch, you’re able to work through a demanding
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situation without giving up. No matter the odds stacked
against you, you stay put, you hold fast to your center, and
you see the tough thing through. Even in extremity, when
all you can do is sit still and wait for the problem to resolve
itself, that’s what you do. If  you have Sitzfleisch, you sit and
hope. That, too, is staying power.

No matter how much staying power you and I might have,
we can always cultivate more. How? By nurturing grati‐
tude. By building resilience. By practicing patience. By
developing empathy and compassion. By appreciating the
beauty of  what’s true. By keeping faith with ourselves and
others.

My Staying Power newsletter aims to inspire that sort of
soul-building smack-dab in the middle of  this pandemic.
So does this book.

Here you’ll find a selection of  my short essays, stories,
commentaries, and poems from the past year. I’ve arranged
them more or less chronologically. The first chapter,
“Retreat I: Visitation,” hearkens back to my writing retreat
in San Diego, during which Patricia Dowd died. The last
chapter, “Retreat II: For Love of  You,” dates from
February 6, 2021, exactly twelve months after Patricia’s
passing. I was on retreat again, safely secluded close to
home, in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. This time, I wasn’t
working on a novel. I was working on this collection,
for you.

Two retreats, one year apart. I’m not who I was. But
because of  staying power, I am who I am.

My friend, whatever Sitzfleisch is to be found in these
pages, I offer it to you, with appreciation and hope. Sit
with it now. Make it yours.







Phyllis Cole-Dai began pecking away on an old manual
typewriter in childhood and never stopped. She has
authored or edited eleven books in multiple genres, seeking
to “write across what divides us.” Other recent titles
include For the Sake of  One We Love and Are Losing: A Meditative
Poem & Journal, Beneath the Same Stars: A Novel of  the 1862
U.S.-Dakota War, and Poetry of  Presence: An Anthology of  Mind‐
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The Emptiness of  Our Hands: 47 Days on the Streets (3rd edition,
2018). Join Phyllis and her co-author James Murray as they give
up their homes for forty-seven days to live on the streets of
Columbus, Ohio. They set out with one primary intention: to be
as present as possible to everyone they meet. This account of  their
experiences is perfect for use in daily meditation. It includes
nearly thirty black and white photographs, most shot by James
on the streets using crude pinhole cameras constructed from
trash. An “eye-opening” and “life-changing” read!

Practicing Presence: Insights from the Streets. Deepen your
understanding of  the practice of  being present while learning
more about Phyllis’s time living on the streets. She wrote this
series of  forty-seven blog posts on the tenth anniversary of  her
streets experience. A free companion reader to The Emptiness of
Our Hands, each of  its brief  chapters is based on an excerpt from
that book. Also included are photographs that until now have
never appeared in print.
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For the Sake of  One We Love and Are Losing: A Meditative Poem &
Journal. This poem will help you say what you want to say when
someone you love is dying or has passed away. Read it for solace.
Share it during gatherings of  farewell and remembrance. Save it
as a keepsake, attaching photographs, jotting down memories
and reflections. Offer it as a gift of  compassion. However you
choose to use it, may it bring you consolation. This beautiful
special edition book is available for order only on the poet’s



website. All copies are signed. Personalized inscriptions upon
request.

Poetry of  Presence: An Anthology of  Mindfulness Poems. Find “good
medicine” in this award-winning collection of  more than 150
mindfulness poems, which Phyllis co-edited with Ruby R.
Wilson. Mindfulness poems invite us to bring our whole self  to
whatever moment we’re in, and truly live it. They encourage us
to be more present, more attentive and compassionate, in the
living of  our days. Anthologized poets include Margaret Atwood,
Wendell Berry, Billy Collins, Thich Nhat Hanh, Joy Harjo,
Seamus Heaney, Galway Kinnell, Ted Kooser, Mary Oliver,
Rainer Maria Rilke, Rumi, William Stafford, Alice Walker and
many more.
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Beneath the Same Stars: A Novel of  the 1862 U.S.-Dakota War. August
18, 1862. On the Sioux reservation in southwestern Minnesota,
Indians desperate for food and freedom rise up against whites in
the region. Sarah Wakefield, the wife of  a physician, is taken
captive by the warrior �aske. As war rages, little does she know
how entwined their lives will become. This is the gripping story
of  two people, caught between worlds, who are willing to do
almost anything to defend those they care about—including each
other. But the drama is bigger than themselves. Tragic forces
have been set in motion …


