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INTRODUCTION


Go on. Admit it. How many times this week, or even today, have you told someone how busy or wrecked you are? How many times has someone told you how busy or wrecked they are? It’s our national pastime now! Every conversation seems to start with something along the lines of:




Random person: How are you getting on?


Us: Oh, stop, don’t talk to me! Crazy busy at the moment. Mad busy, up the walls, flat out, chasing my tail, out the door, round the twist!





Then there is usually a pause as we realise that all that may actually sound a little unhealthy. So then we prepare to throw in the phrase that suddenly makes that desperate, frazzled approach to life seem perfectly acceptable:




But, you know, good busy!


Random person: Yes, that sounds like a perfectly wonderful nervous breakdown you’re having for yourself!







Good busy. What exactly is good busy? When is busy just busy, and how long does it take before good busy becomes bad busy? ‘Good busy’ is such a loaded phrase. It suggests the busyness that we are experiencing, and that clearly has us wound up like a bonkers clock, is actually okay because we chose it. It implies that, although we’re running ourselves ragged, we’re still in control. It’s good busy because it seems productive and is a means to an end. We’re moving forward, getting after it, checking things off the list. So what if we’re not feeling great and our mood is up and down – this is what we signed up for, and doesn’t everyone feel like this? We want to challenge ourselves and say yes to life and lead by example and live our best lives, so being busy is now part of the package. Anyway, I’m sure we’d know when to stop being so busy before the busy became an issue. Wouldn’t we?


So we spend all of our time getting busier, and sooner or later we start to feel wrecked. Because being busy, while sometimes productive, can also be exhausting! Now we’re not just telling everyone we meet how busy we are, we’re also telling them how wrecked we are. A lot of the time, we’re not even sure why we’re so wrecked because we don’t seem to be doing anything particularly exciting that would explain it. Thus we feel the need to ask anyone we meet if they feel wrecked too, so we know there isn’t something wrong with us. How many conversations have you had that sound something like this?






Random person: How are you?


Us: Oh, my God, don’t talk to me. Wrecked! Are you wrecked? I wouldn’t mind, but I didn’t even do anything last night! I was asleep at nine-thirty. I just feel wrecked. And I’ve so much on at the moment. Work and kids are full-on and I’m just so busy … but you know … good busy!





And the tiring life-loop continues. Because, although we know that maybe this isn’t the healthiest or most sustainable way to live our days, we feel a certain amount of guilt about complaining. Again, we chose a lot of the things in our hectic schedule, so in a way, isn’t it our own fault we’re so busy? There are people far worse off than us, and doesn’t the busyness allow us to have nice meals and the odd holiday? Well, maybe we can’t totally switch off on the holiday and there are emails to be answered, but isn’t that always the way? Complaining makes us seem ungrateful for the good things we have in our lives, and suggesting that our physical or mental health may be suffering as a result of how busy we are is almost admitting defeat. Everyone else is doing it so why can’t we seem to manage? Maybe we just need to dig deeper and try harder. If only we didn’t feel wrecked all the time, we could get so much more done! It feels like we jumped on the rollercoaster and getting off isn’t really an option. We paid our money, willingly climbed aboard and everyone else seems to be having a whale of a time. So we keep going round and round.


But even with the grittiest of determination, being busy and wrecked takes its toll. We start to lose the spark that ignited our passion in the first place. We begin to feel like poor photocopies of our former selves and worry that we’re not as much fun as we used to be. God forbid, we have that thought that no Irish person ever wants to have: ‘Maybe I’m no craic!’ When the busyness is all we know, our mood fluctuates more and more. We get cranky and start to moan more often. As we try on a subconscious level to deal with the chaos in our own world, we can start to find fault with the people around us and criticise them for not being as ‘on it’ as we’d like them to be. Pretty soon our sleep can be affected, and we find ourselves waking up in the middle of the night, often at the same random time. And even if we do sleep through the night, we wake up in the morning – you’ve guessed it – wrecked!


When we’re with our loved ones, it can seem like we’ve one foot in their world and one foot somewhere else. It’s hard to feel connected to anything because our thoughts are bouncing from one to-do item to the next. And if the wear and tear continues, just like our cars, we can eventually break down. I remember very clearly sitting in my GP’s office, crying into my hands and being unable to really explain why I was crying. I had just had enough. Enough of the busy. Enough of the wrecked. And something had to change. No more pushing. No more guilt. No more good busy!


This book is here to tell you that you are okay. If you are feeling busy and wrecked, I want to tell you it’s not your fault! Everything in our world right now is set up for busyness and distraction. We reward activity and scoff at rest. If we do actually take time out to rest, it ends up being beautifully curated for Instagram! Doing and striving is seen as justifiable, no matter what the consequences are, and work–life balance is often an elusive ideal whose meaning can seem vague and guilt inducing. If you feel frayed around the edges, like there’s just not enough space in the day to do all the things you feel need doing, please don’t despair. In this book, we’ll discover how we all became so busy and why the world wants us to stay on that treadmill. We’ll see that busyness, while promising productivity and success, is actually procrastination and avoidance, and holds us back from living the life we actually want to experience. We will look at productivity itself and identify the parts that are just pseudo-productive window dressing, so you don’t miss any more of those precious moments. Most of all, we’ll learn to see through the busy haze and uncover the space that has seemed so elusive until now. With exclusive and original guided meditations, and my favourite tips and techniques, including my 10 Tools of Space, this book will help you to open up your world so that, even though you may sometimes find yourself with lots of things to do, you will be able to navigate them with patience, joy and excitement.


My wife, Corrina, borrows my baseball cap sometimes when she’s walking the dog and, very annoyingly, the cap looks so much better on her. (I think my head is too skinny but that’s another discussion.) Why am I telling you this? Because, just like hats, busyness looks different on each person. That’s what makes time-management tips and quick-fix stress hacks so ineffective – we’re all different, as are our nervous systems. A pace of life that suits you might drive me to drink and vice versa. We all experience the effects of busyness in different ways. In fact, to demonstrate this, each chapter will open with what I’m calling ‘The Confessions of the Busy and Wrecked’. These excerpts are taken from the responses to a survey sent to my newsletter subscribers and are all real-life examples of how stress and overwhelm can affect us! There are also different types of busy, and I will try to be mindful of that throughout. Your sense of busyness or stress could stem from parenting small children while climbing the corporate ladder, overwhelming workloads, caring for a loved one, remote or hybrid working, intense school or college work, balancing academic and paid work, demanding bosses, starting or managing your own business, running a home, intense volunteering or charity work, navigating shiftwork, looking for employment, overcoming health challenges, emotional issues or just plain living! And any of these can change with time as we journey through life. We also have to factor in things like our upbringing, whether we see stress as wholly negative or potentially positive, our stage in life, natural mental toughness and a whole heap of other factors that can dictate how balanced we feel on any given day.


There will be, therefore, parts of this book where you think, ‘Oh my God, that’s me!’ There may also be places where you think, ‘That’s not me right now but it could be at some other time.’ All I ask is that you keep an open mind and appreciate that you may be wearing a different hat at some time in the future where things look and feel a bit different. What’s key on this journey together is that we create the space to learn what I call our own ‘busy balance’ – the pace, intensity and variety that is healthiest for us at any given time. There will be periods when you are ready to pour your heart, soul and time into a job, project or relationship and other periods where you need to pull back, slow down or shift focus. This is the beauty of life! Like the seasons, it gently guides us through activity and rest, being and doing, holding on and letting go. The secret is getting in touch with the deeper part of yourself that intuitively knows the best busy balance for you, no matter where you are in life. This book will help you connect with that special place.


Meditation is the greatest tool I know to create space. I have practised it for 15 years and came to it after I realised the stress, alcohol and cigarette diet wasn’t as effective as advertised! If you’d like to know my complete personal adventure from panic-attack sufferer to meditation teacher, I recommend my previous number-one-bestselling book Mind Full. In short, meditation has gone from being something I thought only smelly hippies did to something I do, something I teach, something I now spend all my time sharing with the world. I’ve been teaching destressing methods for over five years in some of the biggest companies in the world, on stages across the country, on TV, radio, social media, podcasts and to whoever will listen! I do it because I believe in it, and I’ve seen the positive effects both personally and from thousands of people’s stories.


As a result, I want to include special bespoke meditations for you to try as we go through the book. You’ll find the guided audios on my website, www.dermotwhelan.com. After each chapter, I’ll prompt you to go there to try them out. Don’t worry if you don’t have the time or it doesn’t suit right there and then – just pop over there when it feels right. It doesn’t matter what time of day you listen to the meditations, just try to introduce them regularly into your week. Science shows the more we turn up to create spaces for stillness and recovery, the more benefits we’ll experience in our daily lives. You can even use these meditations to change the shape of your brain, giving you less anxiety, less depression, more self-awareness, more calm, better sleep, more balanced moods and more joy.


Further scientific data on the potential benefits of meditation emerges every year. An analysis of over 200 studies shows practising mindfulness-based techniques ‘is an effective treatment for a variety of psychological problems, and is especially effective for reducing anxiety, depression, and stress’.1 Meditation has been shown to reduce activity in our brain’s amygdala, which is involved in the fight, flight or freeze response.2 This helps us with our emotional regulation and our ability to stay calmer in the face of life’s busyness and stress. It helps us change the way we process fear, helps with focus, improves our self-awareness and reduces mind-wandering.3 What all the science shows us is that meditation, even for total beginners, can quieten our minds enough to allow us to make choices from a more present, less frantic state of being. We become less reactive and more responsive, which can cause a sharp decrease in ‘headless chicken’ mode! Suddenly, we realise we have more control over the pace and clutter of life than we think. Just like in that famous bunk-bed scene in the hilarious movie Step Brothers, meditation moves the furniture around in our minds so that we can appreciate a new-found sense of space, giving you ‘so much room for activities’ – hopefully without a bed falling on your head!


In Mind Full, I took you through the basic steps for beginning meditation, but if you haven’t had a chance to read it yet, don’t worry: every meditation in this book is designed to be perfect for beginners and seasoned meditators alike. With guided meditations, you can just slide into the passenger seat and let me take you into space. To access the meditations for this book, just visit www.dermotwhelan.com and select Start Meditating from the menu. Then click Bonus Book Meditations and enter the access code BUSY25 – all caps, no gaps. As a special gift, I’d also like to offer you special access to the guided meditations from my first book, Mind Full. In there, you’ll find more of my favourite simple meditations, like the 16-second technique, belly breathing and much more. Simply go to Bonus Book Meditations on the website and use the special access code MINDFULL21. For ease, you’ll also find some of these highly effective simple techniques toward the end of this book.


If you’re tired more than you’d like to be, if you daydream a bit too often about packing it all in, I’m here to tell you there is another way – a way that allows more time for the people and things that matter most to you. A way where your time is truly yours and not parcelled out in tinier and tinier pieces to everyone and everything making demands of it. Busy and wrecked was fun for a while, but we know it’s not sustainable. This book will give you a map to find the way home to yourself, to reawaken those parts of you that maybe you feel have faded away in recent times. The great news is those parts are still there, and they are dying to shine brighter than ever before. The lightness will return, the fun will return, the joy will return. And most of all you’ll be delighted to find that, yes, you still are very much great craic!


Thank you so much for taking the time to read this book. I’m excited to see where it will take you. And the best thing for me is that I get to go there with you! So let’s ease ourselves into this wonderful adventure from frantic busyness to rejuvenating space with a simple meditation to find peace, calm and the present moment. Go to www.dermotwhelan.com and select No. 1 Starter Meditation now or whenever you’re ready.
















CHAPTER 1


YOU’RE GOING TO BE OKAY


I tried to open another person’s car door (their car was nothing like mine, but I was totally distracted). I’ve worn various items of clothing inside out – or back to front – without noticing. And I’ve even brushed my teeth with moisturiser instead of toothpaste.


— CONFESSIONS OF THE BUSY AND WRECKED


‘You know it’s not normal to sleep in your car in the afternoon, right?’


The man with the puzzled look on his face sitting across from me is a psychologist. I had begun to visit him weekly on my doctor’s recommendation. She made the suggestion after I turned into a gibbering mess in her little office down a Dublin city side street. I’ve got to be honest, I had no intention of crying when I went into her surgery. In fairness, I suppose it would be a tad odd if we pre-planned our weeping and scheduled it in our diaries. ‘Hey, Mark, I was thinking of popping round before golf on Saturday to have a meltdown on your couch. That cool?’ Crying is a bit like rain. You get a vague feeling that it might be on the way but there’s a good chance it won’t happen so you just get on with your day. This particular afternoon, I’d parked my car on Dublin’s Merrion Square and walked around the corner towards the GP’s office. I had booked the appointment because I was feeling exhausted. Or, if you like, wrecked. I was not long into the new Dermot & Dave radio time slot of mid-morning, I had a live tour on the way too, and I was aware that I hadn’t been feeling like myself for a good while. I realise, depending on whether you are a man or a woman reading this, ‘a good while’ might mean different things. Us men tend to let things slide a bit longer before we get our act together when it comes to our health. Typical conversation:




Doctor: How long have you been feeling like this?


Woman: A good while.


Doctor: Like two weeks?


Woman: Maybe three.





Perfectly normal. For men:




Doctor: How long have you been feeling like this?


Man: A good while.


Doctor: Like two weeks?


Man: Since I was twelve.





It’s fair to say we’re slower to react, so I’m not entirely sure how long busy and wrecked had been my normal, but it was definitely ‘a good while’. So round the corner I walked to the doctor’s surgery, feeling worn out and run-down, but like the rain that never came that day, I certainly didn’t feel I was going to be the bringer of any deluge. In I went to see the doctor. She said hello, I bawled in her face. It’s a strange feeling, that uncontrollable weeping. I remember apologising in between gasps for air and snotty nose wipes. ‘Sorry … [wail, snort, sniff] this never happens … [weep, squeal, blubber] I might have had too much coffee … I think I’m just really overwhelmed and burnt out.’ What will always stick with me, aside from the doctor’s patience and warmth, were her words after I had made quite the dent in her box of Kleenex.


‘Me too.’


‘Eh, what?’ I replied.


‘I’m burnt out too. I’m totally exhausted, and I have so many patients coming every day, I can barely handle it.’ Okaaaay, this was not what I was expecting! I didn’t know what to say. After a few stunned seconds of silence, I almost asked, ‘Have you tried exercise? Would you like me to write you a prescription?? I don’t know anything about drugs, but I do have terrible handwriting, that’s a start!’ It struck me in that moment where we are with busyness these days. The people who are tasked with caring for us are often more busy and wrecked than we are. I would later learn that over 70 per cent of Irish doctors are at high risk of burnout since the Covid pandemic.4 So the two of us just sat there for a while in our shared experience as two humans doing their best to get through their busy lives. You may find her honesty surprising – I certainly did in the moment – but I’m so grateful she shared that with me. It made me feel less like I was failing and a bit more normal. So I charged her €85 and told her to come back next week. Joking! After a small chat, she said she would do some tests but she felt my issues were not wholly physical: they were also psychological. I was doing too much, I was experiencing an overload of stress, and my mind and body were exhausted. She recommended I take some time off and then see a psychologist once a week for a short while to see if that would help.




WHAT’S YOUR NORMAL?


I followed her advice and, within a few weeks, turned up at a door on Dublin’s Capel Street. The psychologist’s office was above a less-than-salubrious-looking massage parlour. It was through one of those doorways that you feel the need to throw a quick glance behind you on entering to make sure no one you know saw you go in … But in I went, and soon I found myself looking at this kind American man with dead straight hair and a deadpan expression, who was raising an eyebrow in surprise. I had just explained to him that in order to have the energy to sit and converse with him without completely zoning out and possibly drooling on myself, I had had to take an hour-long power nap in my car. But, I reassured him, I was fully engaged and ready to go.


‘You do realise it’s not normal to sleep in your car in the afternoon?’ And that’s what was so scary. I didn’t realise it at all. It was like being shook out of a dream. I was so used to being tired and overworked that going for a quick doze in my car had become my normal. If someone asked to meet me for lunch, I would have to do the maths in my head to see if I could somehow manoeuvre my work schedule to get the head down beforehand. Otherwise, I knew conversation would be next to impossible, as the fatigue and brain fog would take over and I’d sit there like a boiled potato. I don’t quite know how it became my normal. I even had a pillow, a blanket and an eye mask in my car to make the whole experience more cosy and travel-chic and less like that of a jaded cop on a stakeout. Don’t get me wrong, a power nap can be a beautiful thing. Forty winks if you’ve had a long week and you want to be in good form for the party or date night can be wondrously energising. But if you can’t get through your average Tuesday without going unconscious for an hour in the dark recesses of an inner-city car park, then it’s time to question your lifestyle.


As I write this, I have an enormous feeling of empathy, and possibly pity, for that version of me. I see a guy who was doing his absolute best to keep going, to keep the show on the road, and who had managed to create a system to get through the day. Sure, it was a crude system and definitely not the healthiest, but it kept him functioning, turning up, earning the money and paying the bills. So if he looked like someone sleeping off a hangover in the front of his Hyundai from time to time, so be it. I don’t really know how long more I could have kept that up, but I’m very glad I didn’t have to. And I was very glad that now someone was suggesting that this way of navigating my life was counterproductive. It’s often only when something or someone happens along to hold a mirror to our antics that we can begin to make a shift. That feeling of realisation when somebody pulls the curtain back on an element of your behaviour that you had accepted as normal can be a powerful one. You can feel quite naked and exposed as you think to yourself, How did I get here? And it opens the door to a whole pile of other questions. When did this start? What caused it to begin? Where is it leading? And that was my jumping-off point into exploring the nap-inducing, stress-overloading, mood-dipping, mind-boggling, plate-spinning, ball-juggling ways of being busy and wrecked.


Busyness will always be a part of our lives. To borrow a weather analogy again, it will drift in and out of our lives like clouds whether we like it or not. But how we handle that busyness really depends on our definition of it. It can mean that at times there is simply a lot going on. You may have a job where you are facing deadlines or targets. You might have young children making demands on your time or be caring for elderly parents or relatives. Maybe your busyness is the result of extracurricular activities that you’ve taken on to test yourself in some area – we’ve all met the triathletes or Ironman hopefuls who enjoy nothing more than telling you about their hectic schedules! You may be an entrepreneur or a business owner who is required to lean into busy periods to keep the show on the road, so to speak. Or perhaps you’re a student dealing with challenging workloads and preparing for exams. Our goal is not to eradicate activity from our schedules and lives so that we exist in some kind of blissed-out utopia where all we do all day is lie around like an oiled-up Love Island contestant. (Sometimes they remind me of those seal colonies you see on nature documentaries, lolling around on the rocks all day nuzzling each other!) Our goal is to navigate periods of increased activity with as much excitement and joy as possible, while appreciating that these events may bring some stress our way but it’s nothing we can’t handle. Life by its very nature is changeable, and our hope is that we can move through its various stages without our wheels coming off or finding ourselves blubbering in a doctor’s office. But do you know what? If that happens it’s actually okay. These occasions are opportunities to reset, to step back and look at the direction we’re headed in. Life is full of course corrections – they’re a natural part of moving through our experience and can be wonderful moments of growth and learning.


But we must have the awareness to lift our heads every now and again to make sure we’re not headed unwittingly towards the other definition of busyness: a frantic cocktail of over-packed schedules, unrealistic demands on our time, endless people-pleasing, poor sleep, frayed relationships and dwindling health. I call this ‘blue-arsed-fly mode’. It derives from the ancient and much-loved Irish phrase, to be ‘going around like a blue-arsed fly’, where your busyness has no beginning and no end, and you’re buzzing from here to there with no coherent plan or direction, until eventually one day you collapse in a heap and expire on your favourite windowsill beside the corpses of all the other poor misguided, colourfully back-sided souls.


You may have picked up this book because you feel this version of busyness is more relevant to you and you’re looking for a way to avoid that great cluttered windowsill in the sky. Maybe some well-meaning friend or family member has handed you this book with a look somewhere between pity and ‘if you don’t get your act together and stop being a busy crank, you’re sleeping in the shed from now on’. As I say in my live shows, some of you are here because you’re ready for real, tangible change and a new way of experiencing and appreciating all the beauty life has to offer. And some of you are here because someone else is sick of your shit. No matter which category you fall under, the outcome is the same. You have reached a point in your life where things are about to change. You are about to begin to question things and ways of being that up until now have seemed perfectly normal to you.


What’s your normal? Sure, you may not be glamorously power-napping near massage parlours, but we all have our equivalent. Perhaps for you low mood has become an everyday occurrence. Maybe you find yourself cranky in work or at home. Your language may have become cynical or sarcastic and you miss that more fun-loving, carefree version of you that seems to have got lost in the endless piles of undone laundry. Do you find yourself saying no to social occasions because you’re constantly ‘wrecked’ or wishing away your children’s bedtime so you can flop on to the couch and zone out of the busyness with some binge watching? Perhaps you feel caught in a frustrating cycle of constantly looking forward, outsourcing your happiness to some vague time in the future when you’ll finally get that much-needed rest and properly appreciate the people and things in your life that matter the most.


Whatever version of blue-arsed fly you’re feeling like right now, I’m here to tell you that you are going to be okay. In fact, more than okay. You’re going to feel amazing! You are about to discover that there is a new way of living. There is a way that you can have lots of exciting things on your plate, places to be and people to see, passions to follow and hugs to feel, and most importantly, you’ll be fully present for all of it. You won’t be missing great chunks of time in a pseudo-productive haze. You’ll be right there, enjoying your life and the beautiful people in it. Most importantly, the person you will enjoy and appreciate the most is you.


When we’re in full-on busy-and-wrecked mode, it’s not just the key relationships with our family and friends that suffer. It’s the relationship with ourselves that takes the biggest hit. Maybe that’s a bond that you haven’t really thought about much, and perhaps you consider that kind of language a bit too ‘new-agey’ for your liking. But how we feel about ourselves defines how we turn up each day. When we can create the space to support, accept, encourage and actually have some fun with ourselves, all of our relationships benefit. Just as with any other friendship, the more time we make for that special connection with ourselves, the more vibrant it gets and the more we get out of it. When we’re run ragged, however, it is the first relationship to suffer. The parts of our personality that we appreciate and that are touchpoints for who we feel we really are can seem like they’re fading into the background. It brings to mind that part of the film Back to the Future where Marty keeps frantically checking his family photo and panicking as he sees he’s slowly disappearing from his own life as he knows it. We can all feel like that when the hectic nature of modern life takes over and we begin to lose touch with the person who embarked on this grand adventure to begin with.


The wonderful news is that this person is still very much there. All those parts of you that are funny, kind, excited, optimistic, adventurous, loving, patient and present are still just that, present. They just get covered over with to-do lists, school lunches, endless Zoom meetings and TikTok dog videos (actually those last ones are okay …).


This book is your opportunity to rediscover those unique parts of yourself. Uncovering them is kind of like the special relationship Irish people tend to have with their patio furniture. We start out with such high expectations the day we bring it home from the garden centre. We imagine the lazy sunny evenings lounging on the soft cushions, swilling rosé and scorching our eyebrows from the firepit. But sooner or later the reality and everyday dampness of the Irish weather kicks in, and before long, this once-exotic six-piece rattan coffee sofa lounge set is no more than a sorry wet tarpaulin-covered lump that is home to 15 different types of snail. But every now and again, that elusive sun pokes its head out, the cover comes triumphantly off, the snails are flung to the extremities of the garden, and we reacquaint ourselves with the brochure-like luxury of our garden-centre daydream. Busyness is your damp tarpaulin. It’s time to rip it off. Snails be damned!


If you’re anything like me, you pick books up, put them down, leave them for two weeks, start a different book, come back, try to remember where you were and possibly end up rereading the same chapter eight times because, well, you were busy! As a result, may I present the Busy Box. It’s a short recap of the main messages of the chapter with directions to the relevant guided meditation, so at a glance you can remember where you were, and it won’t take three and a half years to finish the book!





BUSY BOX – CHAPTER 1



Key Message: What’s your normal?


This could be a good time to do a gentle audit of how you feel these days. Try these questions:




	How are my energy levels?


	Am I tired more than I used to be?


	Do I feel I have enough time to get things done?


	How are my friendships and key relationships?


	Has my attitude to work or career changed, and if so, how?


	Does my life feel any different to, say, five years ago? Does it feel smaller or more expansive?





This isn’t an excuse to beat yourself up or feel miserable. It is an exercise in checking in with yourself, gently and without pressure, rather than trying to immediately fix anything. If things are going really well or there are areas where things have really improved, then celebrate that too!


Meditation: Go to www.dermotwhelan.com and select No. 2 Meditation for Checking in now or whenever you’re ready.






















CHAPTER 2


HOW DID WE GET HERE?


I accidentally brought my young lad halfway to work with me before realising I had forgotten to drop him to school! And he never even said anything – he just thought I was going some round-about way!


— CONFESSIONS OF THE BUSY AND WRECKED




CHASING THE CHEESE


Every spring bank holiday weekend in May, thousands of people gather at a place called Cooper’s Hill at Brockworth, near Gloucester in England, for a unique and somewhat painful event. A 9-pound wheel of Double Gloucester cheese is sent rolling down the steep 200-yard hill, and a bunch of foolhardy competitors chase said cheese to the bottom as fast as they possibly can. The winner is the person who is closest to the cheese at the base of the slope. It is utter carnage as people from all over the world tumble, twist, slide and contort themselves at high speed while their poor bodies attempt to cope with the steep one-in-three gradient. A life-saving but slightly lacklustre cushion comes in the form of burly forwards from a local rugby team who line the finish and do their best to stop the competitors from continuing to tumble headlong into the neighbouring field. Every year there are injuries, many serious, but it doesn’t seem to dampen the spirits of people travelling from the four corners of the globe for a chance at taking part in this dangerous one-of-a-kind race and, of course, collecting the grand prize – the very wheel of cheese for which they have been risking life and limb. (I mean, I like cheese but I’m not risking my neck for it. Not even for a net of Babybels.) The first recorded race dates back to 1823, but the tradition itself is said to be at least 600 years old and may have originally been a way of deciding grazing rights for livestock. Hadn’t they ever heard of booking a meeting room at a reasonable hotel and discussing it there?


Maybe you’ve seen footage of it over the years, online or otherwise, and have some experience of this mad event. It’s not the race itself, however, that interests me. It’s a particular moment within the race that applies to what we’re discussing in this book. It’s the moment when the eager competitor, running for all they’re worth at the beginning of the race, slowly realises that the momentum of the chase is too much for them to stay upright, and they gradually begin the transition into an uncontrollable tumble that will see them careering head over heels through the grass and mud before slamming into the beefy arms of a Brockworth Rugby Club prop forward. This is the moment we can all relate to – when we realise the everyday speed of life and the pace we are expected to maintain to stay in the race become too much and we can feel ourselves losing stability, balance and confidence. If we don’t manage to course correct, we can lose our bearings completely and fall. And as we tumble we become more and more self-absorbed as, just like those brave cheese-chasers, all our energy is spent on doing our best to keep ourselves upright and we lose any real ability to keep our true goals and priorities in mind.


I realise a wheel-of-cheese analogy may not be the one that suddenly lights the fire of deep insight within you, but it just might be novel enough to stick in your head. So next time the invite arrives to take part in a project that you know, deep down, you don’t have time for, maybe this will be the moment when you learn to set boundaries, practise true diary-friendly self-care and say, ‘No, I’m sorry. I’d like to sign up to the parents’ First Holy Communion committee, but I’m afraid I am already chasing too many wheels of cheese down the hill of life.’ It will be worth it just to see the look on the school secretary’s face.







THE TWO DERMOTS


Throughout my life, I have never been a one-job kind of guy. For as long as I can remember, I have always done several things at the same time. It’s what I’ve been drawn to. I’m not sure if it’s how I’m wired since birth or if it’s a trait I picked up from my upbringing. My father, who trained as a mechanical engineer, had a very solid job managing a company that made medical devices. He was Dermot also and a very impressive man. He was reliable and hard-working, overcame an alcohol addiction, smoked many, many cigarettes, drove too fast, fixed anything, earned an honorary doctorate, adored watching snooker, golf and westerns, and always seemed to have a million jobs on the go. He was on every board, every committee, did a master’s on the side and seemed to be continually attempting to bat away phone calls to the landline in the evenings. In the 1980s and 1990s, ringing someone’s landline after 7 p.m. was a crime akin to aggravated assault. The innocent enjoyment of an episode of The A-Team would be shattered by the harsh analogue bell of the phone followed by much remonstration and consternation as my father bellowed classic dad phrases like ‘Who in God’s name is that calling at this time? It’s practically the middle of the night!’ It was 7.20 p.m. But in the calls came, and he disappeared to the kitchen to talk in a serious phone voice.


This, of course, meant nipping in to grab a quick biscuit was utterly out of the question and would inevitably lead to one of those ‘you’re lucky I’m in the middle of a call otherwise you’d be getting a selection of slaps’ looks from over the brim of his glasses. You know, standard fare for that point in time. Dermo Senior died in 2003 and I would give anything to have a conversation with him. I was quite a different person back then and not one inclined towards deep and meaningful conversations – more craic and banter. But I’d love to talk with him about so many things: how he managed to overcome alcoholism, if he felt stress, the moments when he doubted himself, how in God’s name he managed six children – and why he did so many different kinds of work at the same time. Did he feel the need to be busy or was it just passion for building things and exploring new ideas? Maybe he didn’t feel he was that busy at all, and my hindsight isn’t really a true reflection of how he spent his time.


In fairness, the idea of work–life balance had not truly formulated in the minds of our parents back then, and it’s fair to say I don’t think he was taking part in lunchtime chair-yoga sessions in the Limerick factory. He was the quintessential ‘provider’ that his generation produced in numbers. As long as there’s food in the fridge, the toilets flush and we can all pile into the car on a family holiday now and again, it was a job well done. I wonder, though, towards the end of his life, if he felt any regrets for working so hard towards a retirement he really didn’t get to enjoy. A stroke and cancer put paid to his twilight-years plans. If he had had his time back, would he have chosen a life less busy, a schedule less packed? These are big questions, and I have to be honest, if he was still somewhere in the house, screwdriver in hand, can I be sure I’d actually ask them? It’s easy in our minds to imagine these powerful heart-to-heart conversations with parents or loved ones who have passed on, but knowing that generation, it probably wouldn’t be the Dr Phil moment you’d be expecting.




‘Dad, when were the moments you felt most vulnerable, and did you feel that you had a good balance between reaching your work goals and spending quality time with your loved ones?’ ‘Shush, the news is on.’










PARENT PRESSURE


I’m going to talk about parenting here, so if you don’t have children and you find parents bleating on about their off-spring boring then I apologise. It won’t last long. I do feel, though, that for so many right now the task of juggling work and family life is particularly challenging emotionally, financially and energetically. That’s not to say that those without children have no experience of overwhelm. Quite the opposite. Busyness doesn’t care about age, number of dependants or what life stage you’re at. It’s like water and will fill all the space it’s given once we welcome it in. However, being a parent is one of those tributaries that busyness flows through.


Thinking of my dad’s provider generation, it makes me wonder about the pressure we put ourselves under as parents today. We’re expected to care and provide, of course, but also to be a friend, psychologist, sports coach, inspiration, guide, entertainer, teacher, mentor, IT consultant, nutritionist, villain, pushover and taxi. All of this is performed under the constant worry that one over-zealous episode of flipping the lid on our part will mentally and emotionally scar our children for life and cost them thousands in therapy fees sometime in the future.


You get into one fit of rage over them leaving yet another cereal bowl in the sitting room and next thing you know they’re sleeping under a bridge selling their bodies for vapes. I exaggerate, of course, but parental perfectionism is real and compounded by the well-curated Instagram feeds of parents whose lives seem to have the soft multicoloured warmth of a posh Avoca blanket.


And who’s to say that our recent approach of ‘everything to everyone’ parenting is the right way to go? Maybe this hands-on style where the lines of pal and parent are constantly blurred is only producing wave after wave of anxious, confused young adults who are destined to spend their days wishing for an ADHD diagnosis to explain their ‘cool parent’-induced neuroses? It reminds me of a bit I saw comedian Tommy Tiernan perform, where a person is in a therapist’s office wailing and lamenting that their parents spoke to them too much. At least I think that’s what the sketch was about. I saw it for 11 seconds and was then never able to find it again. (Why is social media so desperate to gobble up content it has literally just gone out of its way to show you?)


Want to hear an amazing statistic? I promise not to delete it as soon as I’ve shown it to you. Mothers who work outside the home today spend just as much time tending to their children as stay-at-home mums did in the 1970s.5 As a child who was born in the 1970s, it makes me wonder what my mother was doing the rest of the time. Oh yeah, tending to my other five siblings! There are two ways we can look at a statistic like that. Firstly, our ’70s and ’80s mothers were clearly slackers who, instead of caring dutifully for their darling children, were downing bottles of Babycham while watching people smoke on daytime chat shows. Alternatively, and probably more correctly, mothers, despite increasing financial and sociological pressures to be out of the home more over the last few decades, have managed to keep the time they spend with their children as consistent as possible. But that comes at a cost. After all, there are only a certain amount of hours in the day. One study, where mothers kept track of their time and activities in diaries, showed that ‘the time women spend parenting comes at the expense of sleep, time alone with their partners and friends, leisure time and housework’.6 Sounds exhausting.


For those of you wondering how fathers fare in all of this data, we’re definitely improving in terms of time spent with family. Analysis from the Fatherhood Institute in the UK shows that the time fathers spend looking after their children has increased by almost a fifth since 2015. The pandemic is said to have seen the biggest effect on dads’ working lives in decades.7 A 2022 survey showed one in nine stay-at-home parents are now fathers, up from one in fourteen in 2014, with the number of fathers leaving the workforce to look after children at home increasing by 34 per cent in the same period.8


What’s reassuring about these statistics is that us parents seem to want to spend as much time as before, if not more, with our children. And it’s positive that the care imbalance between mothers and fathers, although not yet perfect, is moving in the right direction. As one self-deprecating, and slightly cringey, marketing campaign for the Irish national rail service in the noughties once put it: ‘We’re not there yet but we’re getting there.’ But this desire to be more present, more involved and in control of our children’s lives comes with a cost. It can bring with it considerable pressure to be all things to all people, to be everywhere at once and never drop the ball as we try to balance all the demands being placed on us outside and inside the home. The list of responsibilities never ends. We have to be Instagram-worthy parents, LinkedIn success stories at the office, side-hustle entrepreneurs and Strava-worthy athletes, all while remembering everybody’s birthday and keeping in touch with every important friend we’ve had since we were five. But does being super-involved in our children’s lives actually help them? Is the guilt a lot of working parents may have, especially solo parents, for not being available as much as they’d like actually justified? Will our children turn out to be drug-taking joyriders if we aren’t cutting out felt farm animals at the kitchen table with them every afternoon? And, other than the added pressure to split ourselves into 10 different people in order to get everything done, are there any potential negatives to being involved in every aspect of our children’s lives?


Well, according to the latest studies it would seem so. So-called ‘helicopter parenting’ has been shown to lead to increased anxiety, depression and low self-esteem in children. Over-protective parents also risk alienating their children from their peers and can diminish their child’s ability to deal with setbacks later in life.9 So, it would appear that we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t. Is it any wonder parents are stressed? If we pay too little attention to our children they’ll be neglected ne’er-do-wells and if we’re too involved they’ll be nervous wrecks. Pass the Babycham …


Navigating parenthood and feeling like we’re never doing quite enough, or worrying we’re not getting the balance quite right, can certainly be contributing factors for feeling busy and wrecked all the time. But maybe a lot of our problem is that we’re focusing on the wrong things. We’re getting lost in the weeds when we could be smelling the roses. Yes, there are a lot of things we have to do for our children on a daily basis. There are meals to prepare and baths to run and lunches to pack and cuts to kiss better. But it’s less a case of what you are doing for your children and more a case of how you are doing for your children. What I mean by that is that, annoyingly, after all the little things you do for your children, that’s probably not what they’re going to remember most. They will remember how you were when you were doing those things.


My dad did so much for his children in terms of providing for us and making sure we got so many opportunities. And I am acutely aware that every child’s experience of their parents can differ drastically from sibling to sibling. But my overriding memory of my father when I was very young was his short temper and angry outbursts. I remember not wanting to make too much noise in case I got yelled at, and I was aware of a mood change when he came into the room. Sometimes small, seemingly innocuous events can become scorched into your memory as if with some kind of temporal branding iron, and the clarity of that moment stays with you forever. On one occasion, when I was about six, I was in the sitting room and was in full-on performance mode. I remember holding the arm of the couch my mother was sitting on as I stood there singing a song to, or probably at, her, in that free-style improvised-nonsense way only a child of that age can truly master. I was totally oblivious to what was happening outside of this award-winning improv session, when suddenly my dad sat up and roared at me to be quiet. You’ve guessed it: the news was on, which of course was every serious father’s comfort blanket, and I was interrupting it. The shock of the yell in my direction, coupled with the jolted removal from my flow-state gobbledygook, hit me like a punch to the chest. I remember the energetic wallop it gave me, which caused me to immediately start to wail at the top of my lungs, ironically ruining the news experience for my poor father even more. Whereas nowadays an outburst like that as a parent may kickstart a week of soul-searching in our gratitude journals, at that time yelling was considered God’s work and my parents didn’t seem too fazed. My mother offered some light consolation with ‘Ah, you’ve hurt his feelings,’ and I remember thinking, ‘Hurt my feelings? I’m bloody terrified!’ You’re probably picking up that I was a sensitive child and you’d be right! I told you the little things that stick with us can be random and seemingly unnoteworthy.







QUALITY OR QUANTITY


My point, however, is this: I don’t really remember how many hours per week my father was in our house during those early years, but I do remember how he appeared to me when he was there. He often seemed serious, agitated, short-tempered, easily annoyed and, most of all, mentally somewhere else. This may seem like a surprisingly astute observation for a six-year-old, but think back to your own parents’ or guardians’ mindset when you were a young child.


Are there any feelings or intuitions that stick with you? Perhaps one parent was very anxious and fussed a lot, or maybe they were withdrawn and aloof. Unlike the study mentioned above, we don’t all keep time diaries and there will be no official Time Spent in Your Children’s Company awards sometime in the future. What there will be is a sense from your children of what you were like when you were around. There are parents reading this (or perhaps they’re just too damned busy!) who have no choice but to work two or even three jobs to keep a roof over their family’s head and food on the table. And maybe even at that they’re struggling to make ends meet. Their time at home will be limited in the extreme. There are solo parents who have no constant source of support to allow them the luxury of spending more time with their children. They do what they can. Maybe both partners are gone at the crack of dawn every day and two incomes plus childcare is the only equation that makes financial sense. Maybe you’re a stay-at-home parent who feels so snowed under by chores and detached from the ‘real world’ that it is difficult to connect with anyone, never mind your children. Do these examples make any of us bad parents? Of course not.


Everyone’s situation is different, and that situation may change and evolve over time. So there’s no point instructing any one of you to become better time managers or to blow up your jobs. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to feeling less busy and less wrecked. What we can do, though, is ask ourselves how we want to be for those moments we manage to spend with our loved ones, however fleeting they are. How do you want your loved ones to remember you? Because it’s not just about our children – it’s also about our parents, our siblings, our friends, our work colleagues. People don’t really remember how many minutes we have spent in their company. They remember how we made them feel when we were there.


When I think of that moment with my father in our Limerick sitting room, lots of things come to mind. I think of how easy it is, if we’re not careful, to be knocked off centre by someone else’s differing emotional state. I think of how my awareness of and sensitivity to other people’s behaviours was obviously there from an early age. And I also think about what my dad’s internal landscape might have been at that time. He had quit drinking a short time before and was probably feeling the weight and challenge of that experience. He may have had feelings of guilt or shame around how he had behaved over the years before. He had six children, ranging from me to my eldest sister, who was 15 years older. All this while also having 400 workers relying on him to keep their lives secure, in a time of penal interest rates in a recession-hit country. He was dealing with a lot at a time when going to see a therapist was at best ‘American’ and at worst for ‘loonies’. Growing up, I don’t remember him having regular pals that he could have opened up to over a coffee and, again, I guess that sharing of personal issues wasn’t really the done thing. (Also, did anyone really drink coffee in the ’70s and early ’80s? That too fell under the umbrella category of ‘American’, and pretty much the only coffee available was instant coffee that was closer to dehydrated mud.) Generally, his generation weren’t really in the habit of opening up.


It was a ‘stiff upper lip’ and ‘best foot forward’ type of existence where spilt milk was rarely mourned. So if giving a dancing and singing six-year-old version of me both barrels during the headlines was his only way of dealing with accumulating stress, then so be it. And, hey, no harm done. It’s not as if I’ll be writing about it 45 years later, is it …? I feel nothing but love for my dad and miss him a lot. I know that he was doing his best given the tools and upbringing he had. He also greatly mellowed as he got older and loved nothing more than the company of his children and grandchildren, company I definitely could have given him more of in my distracted twenties.







WHO ARE YOU LOOKING AT?


I believe that we are in a much better position as a result of being more open than our parents. And it offers us a wonderful opportunity to exercise some awareness in our closest relationships. As I mentioned, there will be times, either for financial reasons or because you find yourself with added responsibility, say caring for an elderly or sick relative, that you find yourself with less available time for your children or other family members. But how we show up in those moments when we are available is always something in which we have a say. We can choose not to yell. We can choose not to be distant or distracted. We can listen. Even simpler, we can actually look at them. That may sound weird, as in ‘Eh, of course I look at my partner and children, Dermot?’ I’m not suggesting that you normally walk around with your eyes closed, but if we’re busy and wrecked enough, we can miss the chance to actually see the people close to us.


A while back, I realised that I had fallen into the habit of what I later called ‘blind seeing’. My wife or children would enter the room and I mightn’t even look up. They may have come home from school or work, drifted down from upstairs or emerged from a bedroom and because my focus was on something like my laptop, phone or TV, I mightn’t even actually see them come in. Maybe I was preoccupied with a task and passed them en route in yet another predictable search for my glasses. (What I really need is one of those chains that allows you to hang your glasses around your neck, but that, as far as I’m concerned, is akin to digging your own grave and climbing in!) One afternoon, as I was sitting at the kitchen table on my laptop, my wife came home from shopping, plonked down some bags on the floor and started to unpack them. I said hi and, as we chatted, I could hear from her voice that she was tired and feeling the effects of a long day. About a minute into the conversation, it hit me. I hadn’t really looked at her since she’d come in. I had probably thrown a glance her direction as she entered the room, but I realised that if you had asked me what she was wearing, I wouldn’t have been able to answer in any great detail. So I remember stopping what I was doing, closing the laptop and looking up. This time really looking. I was struck by how beautiful she looked and, despite how bedraggled she may have been feeling, that she seemed full of life force, like a really vibrant human standing in front of me. I realise this may sound overly profound for a moment about the weekly grocery shop! But for me, I guess, it was profound.


I immediately became aware of all the moments that I had on offer to me in the past where I didn’t look up from the laptop or TV when somebody who I deeply care about was talking to me, hoping for my full attention. I thought of those instances where I missed seeing the true beauty of the person standing in front of me and imagined that these are the very moments we long for the most when that loved one is no longer around to truly see. When we lose the people most important to us, it’s not the big holiday or grand occasion we miss with them, it’s the most simple of humdrum, everyday interactions, like bringing in the shopping bags. We would give anything just to see them standing in front of us and have the opportunity to really listen to them talk about the ups and downs of their day. So that’s what I did that day. I saw her and I listened. I walked from the kitchen table to her as she began opening the shopping bags and I interrupted her to give her a hug. I felt her body soften and her breath deepen and I was immediately aware that I had changed the trajectory of both our moods. Instead of that charged energy of two busy people coming into each other’s company, there was now a tangible feeling of calm and a sense that we were both really sharing the space we were in, not just occupying it at the same time. The ‘fizziness’ of both our days had been discharged, and I’m pretty sure that moment of intention to actually see and listen to her changed the direction of our entire evening. As the wonderful Buddhist author and teacher Pema Chodron puts it, opening ourselves up to these moments is ‘like opening a door to the vastness and timelessness and magic of the place in which you find yourself’.10


I’m not suggesting that you go around hugging everybody you see throughout the day, although I’m sure you would feel all the better for it. (You may get thrown off the bus, though.) All I’m asking is that you take a moment or two to really see the people you are interacting with, especially the ones that are dearest. Un-distract yourself from whatever is eating up your attention and look mindfully at whatever face is generous enough to look your way. Life truly is an accumulation of the less glossy, and if we allow ourselves to indulge too deeply in busyness, we miss the good stuff and, more importantly, the good people. When our children are small or our relationships are new, it’s natural to be more aware, more tuned in to the magic. We watch our babies sleep and sniff their heads. We stare into our lover’s eyes and trace every curve and line of their body as we lie next to them. But the downside of the amazing human condition that can help us to adapt to the most challenging of situations is that we can also become acutely unaware of the rewarding ones. The most nourishing and nurturing elements of our life can become wallpaper, and we don’t really see them for what they were until they’re gone.


Now, I don’t want to give you the impression that my house is constantly full of these scenes of touching romantic affection, the kind that used to make my mother tsk and roll her eyes when she saw them on American TV shows like Hart to Hart. And I am sure if you asked my wife if I am fully engaged and present in every moment we interact, she would crack her neck from throwing her head back in laughter.


She may also arch an eyebrow at the suggestion that I am in a constant mindful state of appreciative alertness when it comes to my children. She is regularly bemused at the fact that I may not even notice when one of them hasn’t appeared for hours or has disappeared for the entire day on a sleepover. I regularly hear something like ‘You haven’t seen Rosie since this morning. When were you going to ask where she was? Tomorrow?’ This outsourcing of general awareness about your children’s whereabouts to your significant other may be a general dad thing. More research needed! And I clearly don’t always manage to be perfectly mindfully present when it comes to the important people in my life. But that day at the kitchen table woke something up in me. And as a result, I try more to be present and aware of these walking, talking gifts of humans in my life. One of the symptoms of busyness disease is this ‘blind seeing’, an inability to recognise and appreciate what’s right in front of us even though we are in its company every day. So why not take a moment right now to look at someone who means a lot to you? And this time really see them. Really listen to them. And if they’re not in front of you this second, then they’re probably on a sleepover your wife told you about three days ago but you weren’t really listening.




BUSY BOX: CHAPTER 2


Key Messages:




	It’s not how often you’re with those special people in your life, but how you are when you’re with them.


	Is there anyone or anything special in your life that perhaps you’re ‘blind seeing’?


	Pick one small gesture that could show someone special in your life that you really see and appreciate them.








OEBPS/images/title.jpg







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Guaranteed to help
you stress less while
actually enjoying the

process. Dermot makes
finding calm easy and fun.’
PAUL O'CONNELL

CREATE SPACE and TIME for
THE THINGS that REALLY MATTER











