
You can see it all around us:
holiday decorations adorn

light poles, festive knickknacks
line store shelves.  The holidays
are upon us.  The season brings
families together, traditional foods
to our tables, and – of course –
gifts.  But for many in the Lamor-
inda area, the season simply brings
a sense of foreboding.

“If people are already tense
or depressed, the holidays (with all
expectations to perform, either by
buying, wrapping and delivering
gifts, cooking for a zillion others,
or planning a visit  that seems like
an incredible hassle) make every-
thing worse,” said Orinda resident

and psychiatrist Dr. Harvey
Widroe.  

Lafayette psychologist Ellen
Lev, Ph.D., explains that since the
holidays are times of gatherings,
rituals, and relationships, if an in-
dividual is alone, or lacks a suffi-
cient support system, the
approaching holiday triggers
heightened sadness, and empti-
ness.

Unlike clinical depression,
which the National Institute of
Mental Health says affects more
than 19 million people each year,
depression during the holidays is
usually temporary, often lifting a
few days or weeks after the end of the season.  But that does not

mean the feelings are not real.
For Lafayette resident Mar-

ilyn Finn, the sparkle of the holi-
day season left after her divorce
and her journey into single parent-
ing.  During that time, she and two
other single friends chose to com-
bat the blues by setting off on a
week-long trip to Puerto Vallarta
right after Christmas.  “That got us
through it that year,” she said.  

The tricky part now for Finn
is surviving the holidays on her
limited income.  “The stress of try-
ing to find thoughtful creative gifts
is depressing,” she said.  “I know
that if I make my family some-
thing they can use, they’ll appre-
ciate that I did something, instead
of what I do now, which is freeze.”

Dr. Lev suggests we be real-
istic about the holidays.  “Holiday
times fuel our childhood fantasies
of perfection and idealism,” she

said. “Even if we didn’t live it, we
see it plastered all over the adver-
tising world.  If we measure our
current experience against that, we
often come up short and disap-
pointed.”

What else can we do?  The
University of Maryland Medical
Center suggests we create new or
different ways to celebrate, enjoy
activities that are free, contact
someone with whom we have lost
touch, treat ourselves as a special
holiday guest, and find a way to do

something for someone else.
Finn agrees.  For several

years, she and another single
friend whose family lives on the
East coast have delivered holiday
dinners for the Salvation Army to
people in San Francisco who were
homebound.  Each year after the
deliveries, she said she would
come home feeling blessed with
everything she had.  

The grass is not always
greener on the other side, says
Lev.  “Practice gratitude and ac-
ceptance for what you do have,”
she said.  “Create a ritual for your-
self that you can do by yourself
that you can enjoy. Invite someone
to join you.  If a loved one is ab-
sent, use visualization to imagine

their presence with you.  Allow
yourself to have your feelings!
They are normal. They illuminate
what is important to you. And
feelings pass.”

Widroe says to remember
that the holidays are a time-limited
stress. 

“Scaling back on what you
think is expected of you isn't the
end of the world (it is usually only
a passing ripple),” he said.  “If you
spot someone who seems down,
talk to them, even those not close
to you.  More often than not, they
will benefit from it. Did you ever
say to your grocery clerk, ‘You
seem down today; are you okay?’
You will be surprised at the positive
response you are likely to get.”
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How to Beat the Holiday Blues
By Jennifer Wake

Lamorinda Helps Feed the 
Hungry through Loaves and Fishes 
By Jean Follmer

Shoppers experience one of the many holiday stresses: waiting                         Photo Jennifer Wake

One dad points out decorations at Sun Valley Mall as his 
sons wait for Santa to return Photo Jennifer Wake

Loaves and Fishes of Contra
Costa County began feeding

the hungry in 1983.  It was
founded by Pittsburg residents
who sought to feed people that
were digging through dumpsters
in search of food.  Loaves and
Fishes has since grown to include
six serving sites and a catering
kitchen.  Two of the sites have a
certified kitchen.  To date, Loaves
and Fishes has served over
3,000,000 meals to the hungry.  A
mid-day meal is served at each of
the locations 5 days a week, 52
weeks a year and is available to

anyone in need, no questions
asked.

Prior to his retirement,
Lafayette resident Tim McClintick
began volunteering at Loaves and
Fishes five years ago.  After retir-
ing, he accepted the role of Loaves
and Fishes Board Chair and vol-
unteers every third Thursday at St.
Michaels and All Angels Church
in Concord.  A visit to the Concord
facility found Mr. McClintick and
his fellow volunteers in action.
There were seven volunteers, in-
cluding McClintick’s wife, Mau-
reen and three employees working

at the facility.
As the largest facility, ap-

proximately 250 meals are served
there each day.  Once everything
was ready, there was a “calm before
the storm.”  The patrons were lined
up and waiting. Some had arrived
by car, others by foot and some
with dogs that they tied to trees out-
side. 

At 11:00, the doors opened
and in they came.  There were
men and women of all ages, races
and walks of life.  
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