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INTRODUCTION TO LUNCHTIME WALKS

This book is inspired by lunchtime walks with my sister during lockdown. The genre of this book is therefore a lifestyle self-help book which includes the lessons I have learnt throughout my life and the growth that I have experienced through these lessons. The subject matter of this book is my life journey to date as a black immigrant woman living in the UK. In this book, I will go through a range of topics which include my relationships, health (both mental and physical), spirituality, finances and career journey.

I will go through each topic in the form of a business lifecycle,16 explaining how each cycle has had an impact on my life. The cycles will include:

1. Existence – in this cycle I will go through each part of my life from my childhood (where it all started).

2. Survival – in this cycle I will go through how I went into survival mode in each area of my life.

3. Success – in this cycle I will go through how I started seeking tools to help me manage each area of my life better.


4. Take-off – in this cycle I will go through how I started using tools to manage each area of my life better.

5. Resource maturity – in this cycle I will go through how I started being consistent with each tool to ensure longevity.

The structure of this book will go through each topic relating it to each phase of the business life cycle, therefore:

Chapter 1 – Relationships – Existence

Chapter 2 – Relationships – Survival

Chapter 3 – Relationships – Success

Chapter 4 – Relationships – Take Off and Resource Maturity

Chapter 5 – Career – Existence

Chapter 6 – Career – Survival

Chapter 7 – Career – Success

Chapter 8 – Career – Take Off and Resource Maturity

Chapter 9 – Spirituality – Existence

Chapter 10 – Spirituality – Survival and Success

Chapter 11 – Spirituality – Take Off and Resource Maturity

Chapter 12 – Health – Existence

Chapter 13 – Health – Survival and Success

Chapter 14 – Health – Take Off and Resource Maturity

Chapter 15 – Finances – Existence and Survival


Chapter 16 – Finances – Success

Chapter 17 – Finances – Take Off and Resource Maturity

I will also take you through various topics that have spoken volumes to me over the years. These topics are: Vulnerability, The Power of Manifestation, Staying Connected, The Value of Community, Isolation, Imposter Syndrome, Single Season, Preparing for Marriage, Self-Care Vs. Soul Care, Boundaries and Discipline & Consistency.

Chapter 18 – Vulnerability

Chapter 19 – The Power of Manifestation

Chapter 20 – Staying Connected

Chapter 21 – The Value of Community

Chapter 22 – Isolation

Chapter 23 – Imposter Syndrome

Chapter 24 – Single Season

Chapter 25 – Preparing for Marriage

Chapter 26 – Self-Care Vs. Soul Care

Chapter 27 – Boundaries

Chapter 28 – Self-Discipline & Consistency
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ABOUT ME

Hi, my name is Aku. I was born in a small town in Malawi called Thyolo in the year 1992. At the age of four, my parents decided to uproot the family to the UK. Whilst in the UK, my father studied for his master’s and then later on his PhD at the University of Reading.

As a young child, I saw my parents work extremely hard whilst juggling work, studies and raising four children (my two older sisters, my younger brother and I). Regardless of their busy schedules, my parents always ensured that we were well dressed, well fed and most importantly had some family time. I remember the joyous family car trips in which we would listen to my father’s CDs, memorising all the songs. This is where my love for music came from. We also took family day trips to London. My mother would make an assortment of food which we would pack to take on the trips.

Once my father graduated from his PhD in the year 2000, my parents decided to move the family back to Africa. We first landed in Malawi and stayed with relatives. We then moved to Mozambique where my father had found a job. It was difficult finding English-speaking schools in Mozambique, primarily for my eldest sister who was in secondary school. My father’s friend had told him about a boarding school in Swaziland  which was a few hours’ drive from Mozambique. When asked whether my other sister and I wanted to join our eldest sister at boarding school, we jumped at the opportunity, therefore leaving my younger brother in Mozambique with my parents as he was not old enough. Boarding school was an extremely tough transition from what I was used to. It was the first time I witnessed teachers hitting students for bad behaviour or even the slightest of mistakes. This made me work extremely hard to ensure I did not have to endure this punishment. It made me take education very seriously and made me want to aim for only positions one, two or three in my class (position one = top achiever in the whole class followed by position two and three).

We then moved to South Africa in 2001 and my mother got a teaching job at the school we were enrolled in. Alongside this, my parents opened a grocery store as their first business venture. With my mother being a teacher at the school, my father being a PhD-holder and having experienced the boarding school in Swaziland, I was keen to continue with my hard work at school. I aimed to achieve either position numbers one, two or three in my class. I managed this well and would compete with the top three achievers in the whole class with the aim of beating them to position number one.

In the year 2003, my parents decided to move the family back to the UK after some challenges faced in South Africa. It was a hard transition coming back to the UK and trying to fit. It made me feel very insecure to the point that I shut down and became extremely shy. Although I managed to make friends and remain a high achiever in my secondary school years, I was in my shell.

Going to university after getting in through the clearing process (more explained on this journey in the chapters of this book), helped me to come out of my shell and I began to see my personality shine through. After university, my life as an adult started. This transition was challenging (explained more in the chapters of this book). I had to find ways to navigate through adulthood in the best way I could. There have been ups and downs, but I am truly grateful to God for the journey. He has taken me on and is still taking me on as I continue to discover myself. I hope you enjoy the chapters of this book as I share my journey with you.

		
	
		

INTRODUCTION

I have definitely evolved from the young, insecure, shy girl who did not want to put myself out there (not to say I don’t have my days but I have developed a  Self-Care Toolkit  (mentioned in a section of this book) to pick me up when I am having ‘one of those days’). Now, I am a woman, independent and open enough to share my experiences – the lessons I have learnt, the challenges I have faced and the knowledge I have gained. We sometimes go through life keeping our experiences to ourselves but through sharing our experiences, I have seen that we often share things in common. We listen to others and can relate to their story, or we listen and offer support in various ways. This gives me great joy as it shows a sense of togetherness and that we do not have to walk this journey of life alone. I have written this book because I often felt that I was going through my experiences of life alone, but the more I have shared and the more I have seen others share I have seen that others have gone through and are going through similar situations. My hope is for this book to offer encouragement to anyone reading this through each element and phase of their life and to stay reminded that there is always hope. Romans 12:12 reads ‘Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer’. The journey of life can take us in so many directions and there is power in finding the things that keep us grounded which I will go through during this book.


As mentioned at the start, this book is inspired by lunchtime walks with my sister during lockdown. We secured our first home in December 2019 after saving up tirelessly whilst living with our parents. It was a long journey that took a lot of hard work but finally, at the age of 27, I was officially a homeowner! We were so thrilled and proud of ourselves! There were some minor improvements that we wanted to make before fully living in the house including changing the carpets, painting the whole house and making it feel like home. We immediately got to work so that, by the end of February 2020, we had completed these first steps and had bought some furniture – beds being on the top of the list. We were in the process of looking for more furniture and decorating when suddenly we were hit by the news of the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown. Luckily, my sister and I had done enough to move into the house!

During the early stages of lockdown, my sister and I spent time watching our favourite TV shows, cooking lovely meals and most importantly getting out there and getting some fresh air. We were both working from home so going for walks was very key during lockdown to ensure we remained sane. It was great exploring our neighbourhood, having lovely walks in the park and just talking about life. We would often get into deep conversation about our careers, relationships, our health (both mental and physical) and spirituality. These discussions have formed the chapters that you are about to read from my perspective and my own personal journey.


And what a journey it is… life! The countdown to my 30s has definitely taught me a lot of valuable lessons… it has been a journey and the journey continues. We often ask ourselves what we would say to our younger selves today. There is so much I would say to that young little girl as she now continues to discover herself as a woman each day. Dear younger self:


[image: image]



James 1:2-4 reads ‘Consider it a great joy, my brothers, whenever you experience various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. But endurance must do its complete work, so that you may be mature and complete, lacking nothing’.

Through this journey of life, God has guided me through every season. He is continuing to guide my steps to this very day. Life can test us in various ways. Someone’s test may look different to another person’s test depending on the path that has been set ahead of them. The tests can either make us or break us; however, I believe that having faith no matter what life throws at us is essential to getting us through whatever season we are going through. It is not always easy and definitely tough at times, but I have found that having faith over fear through the ups and downs of life is definitely worth it. I will elaborate more on this during the Spirituality chapters of this book.

		
	
		

RELATIONSHIPS – EXISTENCE

Relationships, relationships… what can I say? There are so many dynamics to relationships, where to start! I have always been the kind of person who treasures relationships, regardless of whether they are familial, platonic or romantic.

Growing up, I was definitely a people pleaser. I was extremely sensitive to the moods of others, keenly observing expressions and behaviours and going out of my way to serve, to please and to avoid conflict – even at my expense.

This showed up in all forms of relationships. As a child, I would always aim to please my parents. I wanted to be the model child who would work hard at school so that I could come home with good grades and make them proud. I would also come home and, without even being asked, do all my chores. I was so eager to please!

I grew up with my three siblings – two older sisters and a younger brother. As the youngest girl in the family, culturally, I was the one who would get sent most to do certain chores around the house. I also took it upon myself to go above and beyond to show that I was fulfilling my ‘duties’.


I did not mind having this role within the family as it worked well – I just got on with it and did what I was ‘supposed’ to do without ever questioning anything. I would listen obediently to my older sisters and parents as, culturally, to do otherwise would be considered disrespectful.

As I grew older and started developing romantic and platonic relationships, I realised how the same patterns I had developed in my family relationships were showing up.

In friendships, I would do the same and go above and beyond to make sure I was being the best friend I could be and did not question much. I always wanted to keep the peace. Confrontation did not exist in my world. I thought of confrontation as something that would ruin my relationships.

The same behaviours showed up in romantic relationships in which I would want to please the person I was with by not confronting some of the things I was unhappy with. In my early 20s I was set on finding the man that I would spend the rest of my life with – I was determined to meet my target of matrimony by the age of 25! This came from having conversations with friends from the age of 15 in which I was so sure that by the age of 25 I would have my dream job, husband and kids (25 just seemed like that ‘I’ve got it together kinda age’). I had always viewed this as the standard route for my life and little did I know that there were spanners in the works and that no matter how meticulously I planned it all out in my head, life has so many outcomes. I would get into relationships on the basis that we liked each other and I was somehow sure that somewhere along the line the marriage and the kids would fall into place as it is ‘supposed’ to. I was unclear about the rest of the things that I wanted in the relationship and thought that the love, kids and house would satisfy all. Being unclear made me question certain things when I was in a relationship such as my values, beliefs and how the person I was with treated me – are they respectful? Do they value my opinions? Are they supportive? Are they open with me? Do they have the capacity to lead in a diligent manner? I did not have many deal breakers in my early 20s which meant I let things slide and disregarded some of my values and beliefs.

This is an introduction to how my view of all relationships started. I had to decide whether this approach to relationships was going to continue or change. In life, when we are uncertain about how to change situations for our own good, we often go into survival mode to keep things moving without realising the stressful impact this is having on us.

Colossians 3:23 reads ‘Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not human masters’. This verse has so much meaning and at this point in my life I was unaware of the value this verse had. The start of my relationships was definitely a sign that I was putting all my strength in pleasing those in my life. It can be hard to break away from habits that have been formed from childhood. These habits can follow us into adulthood if we do not take the time and opportunity to fully analyse the reasons for our behaviours. In this instance, the behaviour for me was having the constant need to please others.

In the next chapter, ‘Relationships – Survival’, I will take you through the development of my relationships, detailing the ways in which I literally went into ‘survival mode’ and the impact this had on me and those close to me.

		
	
		

RELATIONSHIPS – SURVIVAL

In the last chapter, ‘Relationships – Existence’, I wrote about how I went into survival mode to keep things moving in my relationships. Survival mode meant that I continued to avoid confrontation at all costs in all forms of my relationships. I did not have boundaries and would agree to do things I was not 100% happy with. If I was asked to do something that I did not have the capacity to do, my immediate response would often be ‘yes’ whilst sometimes internally complaining to myself, asking myself why I had agreed to something when I had a million other things to do?

It was in my mid-20s that I began to truly see the effect this was having on me. Going above and beyond in my relationships was becoming exhausting. In some relationships I could see myself constantly giving without receiving. Regardless of this, I continued to do it. I thought that if I stopped giving so much of myself to people, then I would lose that bond and relationship with them – this scared me. I thought that going above and beyond showed people how much I truly cared about them. If asked by a family member, friend or significant other to do something at short notice, I was often there ready with the response ‘yes’, even though it meant juggling a few other things that I had already planned.


I later felt like I was losing control of my own life and plans by being at the beck and call of others. I did not know how to express myself without ‘hurting anyone’s feelings’. Not knowing how to express myself left me feeling stuck in some relationships. In my familial relationships I felt stuck because of the guilt of saying ‘no’ to a family member, feeling the need to be there whenever they wanted me to be. Anything less was not good enough. I had also become so accustomed to pleasing people that the word ‘no’ did not come naturally. This created a barrier as I often felt I could not freely communicate about certain things for fear of upsetting or disappointing a family member. This was a similar thing in some of my friendships where I thought being a good friend meant not disappointing your friends and again saying ‘yes’ to things even though I did not have the capacity to do them.

In my romantic relationships I also felt stuck because I was so keen on making the relationship work that I would ignore red flags. As mentioned in my earlier chapter, there are things that I started to question in certain relationships I was in. I went on dates ignoring things such as someone cutting me off mid-sentence, someone finding some of my values ‘ridiculous’ or someone failing to communicate with me, leaving me guessing their thoughts and feelings. I figured, if they like me then what does it matter? Well, all I can tell you now is that it matters a whole lot! I would often give someone multiple chances to show me that the red flags I was getting from them were not part of their true character, often being misled. I would also make excuses for them, forming reasons in my mind for their actions and giving them the benefit of doubt. I would then later realise that I had wasted time investing myself into something that was not going to give me what I needed or wanted out of a romantic relationship. I also found that certain people I would date would take advantage of my people pleasing ways and willingness to make the relationship work.
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