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            The body is still a mystery,

The brain is still a mystery,

The spirit is still a mystery,

The mind, body and spirit connection is still a mystery,

You are still a mystery.
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“If I’d known how nice you’d be, I’d have come ages ago.” This is what many people who came to my Zumba classes would say. 

Very often, people would also tell me, on their first class, all the many things they couldn’t do. I would just say, ‘Don’t worry, just do what you can.’ Most of the time, once the music started and the people were dancing together, I’d look around and they would be doing everything they said they couldn’t. In some classes, people would even be moving their legs and arms, when they’d been paralysed before. I’ve witnessed miracles.

I’ve also had people tell me at the end of their first class, or second or third... ‘By the way, I’m recovering from a heart attack/am having chemotherapy/have COPD/had a stroke...’ 

I’d say, ‘Why on earth didn’t you tell me when I asked if you had any illnesses or injuries?’

‘Well... I was afraid if I told you, you wouldn’t let me do the class.’ But as long as you haven’t specifically been told it’s unsafe for you to exercise, I’d let you into my class!

We can have many fears around exercise, in fact one of the top fears in the world is dancing in front of others, and we might not understand other people’s fears – dancing around in front of people is one of my favourite things! But when I went to my first Zumba classes, I was afraid, because I didn’t think of it as dancing, I thought of it as exercise, and I – like a lot of people – am carrying around in my head all those failures in PE class. The fear of looking bad and losing. 

We also worry... will we make ourselves feel worse, or hurt ourselves? Can we do it at all, can we do it safely, let alone what other people will think or say to us. 

A really deep fear is, what if I start and then have to stop and lose everything I’ve gained (or gain everything I’ve lost!) Or even... will people treat me differently if I become fit and healthy, will I start to get more attention if I lose weight, or have to do things I don’t want to do if I get fit?

Sometimes, to confront our fears, we have to encounter a bigger fear. For me it was the fear of becoming even sicker. But we can also fight fear in a lot of other ways. Including using exercise to change our brain chemistry so we reduce fear and anxiety and increase confidence. We can break free of the vicious cycles that stop us being healthy and fit.

I hope I can show you in this book why exercise can be so challenging for many of us and what you have to gain by exercising. I hope to show you that the words that really matter, like “high intensity interval training” are not that scary after all. That the people who want to support you on this journey are not that scary after all. (And if they’re mean to you, you just come and tell me!)

I am just one of thousands of people in the world who are passionate about helping people get back to moving and enjoying life as much as they can. Physiotherapists, fitness instructors, rehabilitation specialists, personal trainers... you literally have an army of people waiting to help. Sometimes there are gyms with special, even free programs for specific conditions, sometimes you can get a prescription for exercise, including swimming.

But even knowing all that, having helped people with fitness for over a decade, when my health declined and my migraines (my monster) became chronic, I genuinely thought I was doing the best thing for myself, my health, by not exercising. I thought everything I was going through was perimenopause related and when I got through it, I’d be able to pick up and start again. But it didn’t work like that. And when I had a diabetic scare, I realised that I had to start exercising, no matter how difficult and painful it was.

At the time, I was still trying to teach Zumba Gold online once a week (usually collapsing for the rest of the day) and I was walking a lot. In fact, if you took the 20,000 steps a day rule, I’d have been super healthy. But I was very ill. Turns out steps are just one type of exercise – a type of exercise I’d come to rely on through lockdown after lockdown, but not the best type to help me recover my health.

I thought that resting when I had a migraine was the best answer – doctors would all say the same thing – but in doing so, not only did my general health decline, but my migraines were getting worse. I was becoming more insulin resistant (I’ll explain how that works) and I didn’t put two and two together until this year, that by not exercising I was also not taking care of my “happy” chemicals or neurotransmitters, all of which can help chronic pain conditions, migraine and mental health! 

There are other ways to improve our health – honestly, if I’d known then what I know now, I probably would have started with probiotics! But I started with exercise, which is arguably the best and quickest way (we’re talking minutes rather than months!) even if it can be the hardest – and sometimes feels impossible. That’s okay, as the saying goes “The difficult we’ll do right now, the impossible may take a little while.”

One of my teachers, Don Miguel Ruiz, who has battled heart failure and is now the grateful recipient of a second heart transplant, talks often about the importance of will. Getting up and keeping going when the doctors have counted you out. I often thought about it, but I didn’t know how to use my will, except in keeping going with the structured existence I had created to manage my migraines, taking various supplements, eating enough magnesium, trying to get enough sleep, drinking plenty of water and having supplies in for those long bouts. Was I supposed to use my will to nag the doctors for medication? Was I supposed to use my will to keep trying to work, booking appointments and interviews, even if I had to cancel so many times due to migraine? Was I supposed to use my will to just keep going... perhaps for another seven years of perimenopause and menopause?

So when I had (what I thought was) a different health emergency, when I thought I was pre-diabetic, it was in some ways an easy path, despite being physically hard and painful. I finally knew which way to go. Like doing the Camino de Santiago, the hardest part was getting to the beginning.

If you want to start right this second, you can go straight to The Plan to plan your journey. But no matter where this journey takes you, you have to start from where you are.

If you want to understand the benefits of exercise and how they might help your specific health condition (if you even have a diagnosis) check out the chapters on insulin resistance (the forerunner to Type 2 Diabetes) serotonin and other “happy” chemicals like dopamine, oxytocin and endorphins. When we look deeper at all the things they are responsible for in our bodies (particularly pain and mental health) we can see why exercise is so well known in the fitness community as the “magic bullet”.

It's a vicious cycle, isn’t it? Our problems with exercise, with just engaging with all the things that can help us feel better and even heal us. I’ve spent a lot of time studying fear of success, fear of what we actually love, but when I started looking into “happy” chemicals it reminded me that we are always mind, body and spirit – even if we talk about mindset and motivation, or inspiration, when these chemicals are deficient in our bodies, our brains, dealing with fear becomes even harder. Fear of exercise can actually cause depression, anxiety and even more fear!

Don’t worry if that fear of exercise is too big right now. I’m going to give you lots of useful advice to start from wherever you are – but we can also boost our “happy” chemicals in other ways, check out the easy and fun Happy Chemical Menu. I hope everyone’s able to try at least one of the things on the menu and start to feel better.

When I started looking deeper at “happy” chemicals, I also discovered that a lot of our problems can come from chronic illness, painful conditions, trauma and even specifically Covid. (Covid had a huge impact on our gut and microbiome too, which we need to keep our brains healthy.) Exercise is important to help us maintain healthy levels of all the “happy” chemicals, but for serotonin and its related, lesser known chemicals, exercise is even more critical. When I learned about the Kynurenine Pathway, I was bowled over – why isn’t anyone talking about this in the wake of Covid? Check out that chapter for why, sometimes, 15 minutes of exercise (that’s the amount it usually takes for me) may be the answer to painful symptoms. It doesn’t always work, but it’s a brilliant alternative to pain medication, especially for those of us who lack safe, effective choices.

Low blood sugar is a common trigger for migraine. And whilst doctors may tell us to just eat less or “experts” recommend fasting, when your body is struggling with managing blood sugar, a low blood sugar can make us feel just awful. It’s not just hunger, low blood sugar can make us feel weak, dizzy, even nauseous. Likewise at times, if your body’s blood sugar management isn’t great, you may experience sugar spikes and symptoms of high blood sugar – even when you haven’t eaten anything.

If I had tried to improve my insulin sensitivity just by diet or fasting, I would have made myself sick with migraine before any real improvement. That’s also the reality of scientific studies – despite what doctors and the NHS tell us – which is really upsetting when you consider how many people are suffering as a result.

It was two years ago that I started focussing seriously on exercise. I am not exaggerating when I say that, if I hadn’t made those changes, I am not sure I would be alive today. With the changes in perimenopause, my migraines are now almost every day, but the severity is much, much lower. I have found a path, stepping stones to cross the ocean.

Each year, I have lost about 5% of my body weight. It’s been slow and sporadic, as there were many times when I felt I had lost a lot of weight, but I also had to rebuild muscle, so the scales went up! At times, I’ve become a little obsessed with weight loss, before remembering the big picture, the huge picture - that my migraines are so much more manageable than they were – and I haven’t ended up back in A&E!

As a living kidney donor, I have annual checkups. When I began this program, my kidney function was, if I remember right, 65%. Last year around 75%. This year, a whopping 90%! Whether it’s staying hydrated or even having more dopamine in my system (which is related to kidney function) or just being healthier in general, I’d call that a huge win, when one of the reasons I wanted to make sure I didn’t become diabetic was because I was scared of kidney failure.

Now that I don’t get as severely nauseous or sick, I’ve been able to start taking other vitamin supplements. It’s early days, but I keep hoping that something will really do the trick and one day, I’ll be migraine free. I’m taking care of my body and hopefully that will help me to avoid or deal with any other illness that might come my way.

Time after time, I see people complaining on social media that they’re not being taken seriously by their doctors because their doctor recommends diet and exercise. They are not wrong. In a society obsessed with weight and weight loss, we have to get used to saying, ‘No!’ to all the voices telling us that our lives would be perfect if we just lost 20 pounds or drank kale smoothies every day. 

But when we change the conversation, stop making the goal “weight loss” and instead just make the goal “health”, and with a little bit of information and advice (and a lot of almost impossible work at times) we can see that exercise and diet are key, and weight loss is a helpful side effect.

It's like the pressure to work when you’re not well. If we make work the goal, it’s counter-productive, because we need to first and foremost make health the goal. When we do that, work may be a happy side effect.

We still don’t know what happens in the body when someone has a migraine. That’s the same for a lot of people and their illnesses – if you even have a diagnosis! But we do know that it is all connected – mind, body and spirit. Sometimes just listening to music can help, or going for a walk, or you may need to close the curtains, climb into bed and have a little cry and even moan and groan for a bit. If you feel like that, try to stay hydrated and I’ll leave the Happy Chemical Menu here for when you feel up to it.

Working with so many people who were very ill taught me a lot about how to help others (actually, it’s harder to help ourselves a lot of the time). We use music that is very well known, so people connect with it, we slow down the moves, maybe to half the speed of the music, maybe quarter speed. We work just one part of the body, not necessarily arms and legs together, we add in more breaks, more rest, even in the middle of a song and the biggest thing I learned over the years, teaching people especially in chairs, is not to underestimate them. But I did underestimate myself!

So I hope you can learn from my mistakes – I make a lot of them – but that’s what happens when you are an explorer and when you can’t find a map that you trust. I hope you can use this book and others in the series as maps to help you on your journey.

Buen Camino!

\|/
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Basics – Take What You Need

[image: ]




I’m going to give you a lot in this book – because I’m writing this book for a lot of people. You might need some very basic information and support on getting started (I’ll give you that in a mo). 

You might need to understand some of the benefits of exercise that could improve your health condition. You might even need the scientific research to feel confident about exercising. That’s all here.

But just do the bits you need. Read the sections you want, because this book is not about reading it all, it’s about giving you enough to take the next step. That’s all. One step at a time is great progress. If you don’t care about the science bits, just skip on to the next bit, okay?

Stay hydrated. Start hydrated. Get a water bottle or glasses of water so you can have a drink when you need it. Make sure you have enough salt, especially if it’s warm. Coconut water is a great natural rehydration drink. If you are on a fluid restriction diet, then make sure the space you are exercising in is not too warm – maybe even think about exercising in water so you don’t get too hot. 

Try to maintain a level blood sugar, especially if you have migraine or think you may have insulin resistance (remember 80% of people with the level of insulin resistance to be pre-diabetic do not know it). I started by eating a light meal an hour before exercise. Then sometimes I would leave it two hours, especially after a heavier meal. As your body adapts to exercise, this usually becomes less of an issue and you can work out hungry (because your body gets better at releasing energy) but I still always eat breakfast.
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