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			About the author

			Hayley Hughes is an Australian author and working mother who writes to heal. Her debut memoir, Thank You, Burnout, is a journal through burnout to newfound life. Hayley’s writing offers a sincere example of finding peace in a world so complicated and burnt out. 

			Rich in poetic portrayals of courage, vulnerability, healing, self-help and personal transformation, Hayley’s story aims to inspire hope in others facing self-imposed overwork and unsustainable ambition. 

			Hayley holds a Bachelor of Communication (Business) and has been the recipient of academic and corporate excellence recognition throughout her career.

			In 2024, burnout compelled Hayley to trade her successful general practice management career for a more fulfilling life. Prior to her fifteen-year contribution to primary healthcare management, Hayley also excelled within the corporate sector across communications and sales roles. 

			Today, Hayley works at a specialist practice.

			Home for Hayley and her family is a small acreage block on the edge of the forest in Queensland, Australia. Hayley’s husband, two sons and two Australian kelpies share her fondness for their green sanctuary, hidden creek and all.

		

	
		
			

			  

			For Jackson and Leo, my beautiful boys. I love you.

			Family is the most important thing. 

		

	
		
			

			  

			Preface

			Burnout is a self-inflicted punch in the face. The victim is also the aggressor in this twisted feud. 

			Punching yourself in the face is easier than it sounds. Wrong, but doable when people-pleasing graces your DNA. Each irrational strike breaks something inside, packing a lingering emotional sting. Tender, invisible bruises mark the pain of the pieces of yourself given and eroded. 

			Accepting the abuse and entering the ring for more is never part of the plan. But the martyr within you absorbs the blows, stranded and unsure of how to escape, while your inner offender prepares for ongoing exploitation. More is fine, thanks for the opportunity.

			Each round repeats the last, conditioning you to your new environment, unable to tap out. 

			I battered my soul to a pulp while burnout wiped the floor, hiding the emergency behind yet another yes. You see, burnout is a first-world problem caused by the first world. First world logically, geographically and socially, and first world personally and spiritually—the world inside; our own first world. 

			Healing, too, is both situational and internal. The same exertion that fuels burnout is also a requirement of recovery. A project of equal measure, daunting and large, but directed towards the most vital bottom line—yours. The difference is the outcome, the result—a freedom distinct from your familiar prison of exhaustion.

			How is your balance sheet? How healthy is your business and busyness of self? burnout asks, prods, shouts. Burnout occurs despite good deeds, often the product of overabundant acts of service with little regard for self. As we add more, our shiny first world celebrates and praises our success. We do too. Burnout creeps and we fade, burying ourselves deeper in the lie of fine.

			

			If you’re questioning whether you are burnt out, chances are, you are. I hope my story serves as an example. These conversations with self record my journey through burnout to somewhere far better. In the year I navigated breakdown, I also experienced some of the best times of my life. If this is possible, anything is. 

			For once, I had no agenda. Instead, I wrote because I was without-a-hope lost. I wrote to document real and aspirational growth, to mark progress and missteps, to process and stay accountable to myself. I didn’t compose my journals for sharing and had no intention of compiling a book. But if I’m honest, writing rescued my life, and so I hope that releasing this might offer encouragement to someone else. We are here to help each other, to relate, to find our way again, and my journal entries share how I found more than expected thanks to burnout. Odd, I know. 

			Earning success while yearning for relief was tough. Burnout struck with a swift hand but it built up with unassuming steadiness. My story’s familiar: young family, ambitions, stressful career and side projects all occurring simultaneously. Had I begun writing when burnout first appeared, my entries would date back a long way. Sad to say, I didn’t awaken to this until 2024. It’s ironic, but breakdown was a powerful call. 

			The illusion of coping looks different for each of us, and I was a pretty skilled illusionist: graceful and in control while self-destructing, one sleepless night after another. My mind wouldn’t stop. My to-do lists were unsustainable, and I worshipped a workload that was eating me alive. I strived on anyway until my new moderator, burnout, burnt me out.

			Early full disclosure: my writings don’t define burnout in a formal sense because there’s much literature on this topic deserving of attention and others that feed into recovery. Awareness is increasing because burnout is affecting more of us more than ever. Trends aside, I do not intend to provide advice, research or a recipe for healing, and I’m unable to promise outcomes. Only we can do that for ourselves. I share to provide relatability and evidence of genuine happiness on the other side of change with the hope that someone, somewhere, might say me too. There’s comfort in that, enough for me to expose my private vulnerabilities. What was possible for me may also be possible for you. 

			

			These are my words, raw and honest, because if you’re navigating burnout, I suspect you’re seeking a look into a real and nerve-deep, lived experience. Real life doesn’t fit into the tidy structure we imagine, and burnout is part of real life. This book honours the roughness of it all to enhance the benefit to you, the reader. Every day I sat to write, I healed a little more. If my story transfers even the tiniest aspect of hope, I’ve won once again. 

			Before we go on, it’s imperative to note that nothing about my external life is grand or bad. I’m a nobody who found peace and place on my own terms, blessed with my healthy children, Jackson and Leo, love from all directions, opportunity and means. But there’s an internal world available that I only recently found. It is northern lights-level beautiful, with no end to possibility. I hope you too stumble, leap, walk or run towards these expansive fields of wildflowers now or when you need to. Everything will feel uncertain at first, but you’ll know when you arrive. 

			If anything, trust that there’s light. Trust that breakdown can be the catalyst for newfound life. I didn’t envisage being thankful for such a dark experience, but here I am. My journey through burnout, as you’ll discover, more than justifies the unexpected thanks. And if you’re sceptical about the thanking burnout premise, I understand. It’s a strange take, but gratitude serves. I’ll show you. 

			

			Ahead of entering my journal, I’ll say that my burnout achievement went something like this…

			Situations and contributors amplified my burnout over time, but the responsible party was me. My perfectionistic expectation that all I do must be my best by far aligned me for turmoil, but also transformation. Talk about self-made! I’m certain “do-it-yourself burnout” didn’t feature in any curriculum I considered, but I found it, selected this beast of a life elective and fleshed it out into an MBA of personalised pain. 

			However, to be clear, nobody asked me to work the way I did. That too is on my tab, completely my treat. Ineffective at declining requests, I operated beyond capacity for years. My list of continuous achievements is as lengthy as my long flowing hair. Tertiary scholarships, accolades, promotions, praise, offers of more responsibility; I was in positive, forward and upward motion, all the time. For a while, this confirmed that I was ascending a worthy summit. Wrong. 

			Throughout my career in general practice management, I contributed to and in time oversaw various aspects of a complex healthcare business for years as part of a senior team and later alone. I adored my role and learning from generous mentors. Pushing beyond limits is how I excelled. Fast-moving stress came with the job, although managing a primary care facility through a pandemic redefined frontline, pivot and pressure. A tale for another book. 

			Anyway, in 2023 and 2024, my responsibilities expanded to include a key facilitator role in the practice and property’s sale following decades of unchanged ownership while maintaining the day to day. 

			With excitement, I accepted this next opportunity and completed the months of additional work behind the scenes, solidifying my reputation for getting things done. 

			True to form and with delight, I stored the cards and messages of thanks amongst my prized possessions, oblivious that they held the clues to why burnout knocked me further than a home run. 

			

			Your incredible efforts getting the sale over the line were superhuman and exceptional. —Past practice director. 

			You do a wonderful job of making the most difficult tasks seem manageable, and that is a rare trait. Thank you! —Mentor and predecessor. 

			Thank you for your empathetic and ethical leadership style. I have no idea how you display such grace under pressure. You are always busy but have time for everyone. Your guidance, encouragement, enthusiasm, thoughtfulness and kindness are unparalleled. You inspire me every day here to be my best. It is abundantly clear how much you put into this job and its employees. It is hard but you make it look easy. —Teammates. 

			My body faltered as I worked to assist the new practice owners. I ignored my increasing anxiety, weight loss, trembling hands, racing heart, worry, fog, emotional lows, overwhelm and insomnia for a little while. I’d be okay soon, I told myself, so I kept moving fast. 

			As expected, the ownership transition came with challenges, but I aspired to be helpful and wanted to stay, so I agreed to please more people, no matter the cost. I was the go-to person on the ground who descended to literally that. 

			This all compounded my career-long stint of arriving home as my children climbed into bed. I missed family dinners more times than I prefer to admit, and when I did clock off, I was forever fielding a stream of work nonsense in my personal hours. Compassion fatigue can be a legitimate enemy to an empath! 

			At one point, I correlated the number of times I emailed myself reminders and tasks in the early hours of the morning as an indicator of how far I was falling. Things weren’t improving. Exhaustion cocooned me, alongside guilt that the kids would both hit double digits soon and I had already missed so much. 

			

			In truth, I lacked the time and capacity to do everything to the high standards I set. The situation had to improve, but change was one more thing to add to my list. I had many lists. Long ones. 

			While building our careers, my husband, Steven, and I embraced continual real estate projects spanning twenty years, including a challenging one-to-two-block land subdivision and intact home removal. 

			Watching our home drive away on the trays of two Mack Trucks, we were sure that project, which Covid forced us to abandon ahead of the ambitious rebuild stage (also another book), would be our largest, but it wasn’t. It would be one of many in the timeline of our lives. 

			Just as the two-year subdivision headache was winding down and before burnout came to say hello during the practice sale, my brother and I unexpectedly inherited a farm—one side of a mountain, to be exact, in the nearby hinterland. More on this coming up. The point is, we were doing it, succeeding, sometimes failing, and so grateful for the support from our families. Our efforts returned steady rewards, but the hectic pace and weight escalated. By choice, I ran my life as an ultra-marathon without pit stops at sprinting speed carrying a weighted backpack. Not normal. My existence morphed into an overwhelming, multitasking mess ruled by personal benchmarks I perceived as correct. I kept volunteering for more, to eternity and beyond. Change was on me, but I did what any high achiever would do: I pressed on until I had nothing left. 

			“You’re burnt out, lovie. You need a break.” This came from Dad, the experienced, calm and collected calibre of doctor who seldom signals alarm unless there’s a genuine concern. His words registered. Time to take notice of the many hints I long denied. 

			

			When he said it, looking me in the eye, his hand on mine, the pressure released, melting me to a puddle of surrender. Burnt out resonated. My bones gave way, along with my mascara, as I slumped in my seat—and I don’t slump. 

			“Burnout? No. I just have a lot on my plate.” For a moment I had a go at upholding my usual I’m fine approach, knowing full well I’d long ago reached my limit and would either have to resign or find another solution soon. I knew this well before my chat with Dad. 

			Hugging me close while I sank further into the chair, Dad didn’t suggest what I should do, and I didn’t ask. I’d figure things out for myself. I had to. It was the most important part. 

			To be perfectionist-level sure, I digested all I could about the symptoms of my predicament. Confirmation after confirmation came; I featured in each description on every “About burnout” webpage. I had achieved severe burnout. This explained a lot. A strange relief washed over me as I asked myself, Does this mean I get to stop? 

			Prior to my lightbulbs of truth and Dad’s gentle wisdom, I hadn’t made time to think about burnout, or whatever I thought the experience was. I assumed that keeping my cracked lips above the waterline, gasping for air while embodying go, go, go; busy, busy, busy until it hurt, was a reasonable way to live. Denial sufficed for so long. 

			It’s fortunate that context and time—those subtle links between unfolding events, regardless of immediate comprehension—reveal a lot. One day, making sense. Paths wind, twist and deviate, nudging our feet to step towards the pulls of what’s required and waiting all along. 

			Nothing’s by chance, though amid crisis I was unaware of both that and fate. I kept circling back to pain, taking longer than healthy to grasp this pattern as a warning, not a mistake. My appreciation and acceptance lay dormant and overlooked until something jolted me awake (even though I hadn’t slept well for months). 

			

			The unforeseen and the misunderstood became my test, my chance, part of my tale and the most rewarding classroom of my life. Turns out, recognition of burnout, inheriting a farm and writing are my jolts, the forces helping me to master peace (one day). 

			First, the mountain that’s played a towering role in my healing: the farm, a spectacular, secluded place that’s been in our family since childhood. 

			It was manned for decades by our late Uncle Robert, who with little notice selected us as the custodians of his mountain, an honour and responsibility of magnitude. A place like no other, it is laden with green in all forms—weeds, flora, diverse rainforests, steep waterfalls and freshwater creeks, but mostly weeds. The farm is home to ancient trees and giant arches of bamboo so vast they touch the sky. As for the dense bush tracks in all directions, we cut our way through, hoping for the best as far as snakes and palm-sized spiders go. 

			Rough land with walls of green, lush plateaus and grand valley views, away from the busy world, immersed in the wilderness—it’s a special property with a complicated backstory and endless potential. For us, for our children, to make something of, our place in wild nature, together. 

			The eclectic and confronting mix of hoarded rubbish and relics from the past strewn across the 176 acres makes things interesting. Beauty, nature, history and ruin collide here. There are few words to quantify the clean-up that will consume many years ahead. As we sort through, we note any progress as an achievement, a bit like my burnout recovery. 

			Despite the unique challenge it presents, the farm’s not another source of overwhelm. If anything, the timing aligned with precision. The farm is an inviting beginning to an existence greener and higher, providing space, freedom, purpose and meaning. The parallels are poetic. Much of humanity tackles metaphorical mountains through hardship and change. I did too, but many days atop our actual mountain. I doubt I’ll encounter more powerful perspective than that offered by the combined forces of burnout and full immersion in nature while healing, but I hope I do. 

			

			In some ways, Rob gifted us a project for life, a gesture of love and respect paired with a duty as complex as the mountain itself. The learning, too, is steep. But this is how things go. Extraordinary happenings play out every day, beyond plans made. New possibilities bring chance and challenge, often originating from loss, change or even sorrow while also encouraging renewal. Intimidation and wonder mix well. What comes, if met with an openness to listen, offers growth, even if the only germination that’s clear is the rapid-sprouting grass and weeds that appear between weekends riding the mowers and slashers. 

			The farm, like burnout and writing, found a presence in my story for good reason. Legacy, connection and challenge are only the beginning. 

			As for the writing, it’s a simplistic solution for a far-from-simple situation. Journalling never appealed to me. As in, I was not interested, but writing was my last-ditch attempt to save myself. My first-ever entry on that morning in May 2024 is where this book begins. I wrote in tears; I had nothing else left to try, short of medication or a therapist. 

			For a while I wanted to write what’s the point, line after line. My journal wasn’t a fix; rather, it was an element of change, a way to offload and become open to something new and uncertain. Soon, those messy pages were my confidant, on call any time. With questions and answers flowing, the words my release, an entry point to another way. On paper, I bolstered a bravery I’d not known, there in black and white. I rationalised and coaxed myself into further change while locating sense in my world and discovering my voice on those pages. Hence, journalling was no longer lame. 

			

			Change was upon me, collapse imminent and rest within reach, if I chose well. I didn’t know what the future held other than I needed sleep and that it might pay to keep writing. What I can confirm, as you’ll see as you read on, is that burnout happened because of me and for me, forcing a new season, a different life everlasting. You might recognise yourself in these pages. Helpful is my intention. 

		

	
		
			

			  

			Part One

			Burning and Broken

		

	
		
			

			  

			Morning of 7 May 2024 

			Desperate and breaking 

			If I could hold my own hand, I’d guide myself far away with care, so I couldn’t find my way back. To a place of escape, where the noise and need no longer grip my neck. I would lead myself home, to my family, to me. 

			No change, no sleep again, exhausted and running on fumes. My racing mind intensifies as soon as I connect with the pillow. I direct thoughts away, but another comes. Frustrated, anxious, desperate. I must find a lasting solution somehow. 

			Like clockwork, by 3.45 a.m., I reach for a book to read to induce sleep and disconnect from the intrusive rumination, the gazillion lists and the monster of panic waiting under my bed. My ability to detach or introduce anything that resembles a boundary is slow to progress. Every night, tears flow as I focus my thoughts on the boys instead. With eyes pressed closed, I whisper “Worry serves no purpose” on repeat. But my hopeless murmurs get me nowhere. My growing workload, it’s more immense than one person can handle until the end of time and without pause. 

			It’s no wonder day and night have little distinction; the taunting stress doesn’t discriminate. Every day I’m awake to hear the morning birds—that distinct species—sing to signal dawn’s arrival.Tension wraps me while I listen, as if the tangled sheets are alive, tightly constricting. This routine of lying awake and alarmed night after night tests my resilience and ability to turn struggle into hope. There must be a way, even though my efforts are no match for my reality. Drowning, aching, everything’s sore. 

			

			Hopefully, a reprieve will come soon; the off button must be within reach. Press it when you can. Even my daily commute to and from the surgery is a challenge to recall, spent firefighting over the phone or holding back desperate tears while speaking with Mum, but the rest is a blur. Mum’s offering all she can, yet I’m alone, stunned and lost. 

			Despite it all, the feedback from my bosses confirms my efforts are notable. My commitment too. The praise is like sunshine, but it’s meaningless because “impossible” is an unrealistic expectation. A harmful and sad game for the willing pawn. 

			Anyway, it’s now a week since I resigned then backtracked and agreed to tread water forever when asked to stay, all in the same conversation. What have I done? Why didn’t I stick with my decision, the one that required all the courage I have left? When will that clarity come? That’s up to me. I’m scribbling this down with one hand and wiping my cheek with the other, regret welling alongside my tears. 

			I’ve kept myself stuck, hurting beyond this sharp edge of enough. Enough is more a culmination than a single event and the only way to describe having nothing left to give. Yet here I am again, in breathless distress at dawn, questioning how I’m going to get through the day. The situation is unlikely to improve. 

			The answer is still leave. But I said I’d try, so I must do that first. Sigh, the generous donor in me won again despite the internal desert of nothingness and my doubt about how I’ll sustain. 

			Today’s attempted solutions include: 

			One coffee instead of two to aid sleep. 

			Approach the day without concern.

			Incorporate breaks. Take a moment. Step away to eat.

			Don’t forget to breathe. One breath before entering the practice for the day doesn’t count.

			

			Revisit protected time to deter the constant interruptions. 

			Encourage a weekly structure with new owners to lessen the chaotic introduction of unexpected additional responsibility.

			Reiterate immediate priorities to narrow focus.

			Say no and push back if needed.

			Increase delegation attempts.

			Stop worrying if everyone’s happy. 

			Remember, I’m human, not a machine.

			Find hope within however and whenever you can. You will sort this out. 

		

	
		
			

			  

			Evening of 7 May 2024

			Longing to turn my brain off

			Another day, again larger than the last. Overwhelmed. My head hurts, and I’m unsure of what to think, feel or do. Trust my blaring intuition or explore the meek and mild, no-name flimsy bandaid suggestions for solving this dejected episode of life? If there’s anything out there, please give me a sign of some sort. 

			The enormity and scope of the competing initiatives overfilling my plate feed my ferocious worry. Juggling so much at once while sustaining operations in the wake of the change in ownership is nauseating me. Turns out, covering a couple of combined senior roles with the sale efforts loaded on top is not a smart move. I’m deflated. Yet, I raised my hand to stand under this roaring waterfall without a lifeboat in sight. 

			Regardless, assisting the front desk team today provided its usual enjoyment. But like everything else, it came at a cost later tonight, when I should have been at home reading a bedtime story with the boys. Instead, I was playing catch-up. I’m attempting to take charge of the demands on me, but unsure if my approach is reliable in this scattered and foggy state. The top priorities live on my desk, a daunting congregation joined by various items that are not priorities at all. There’s more and more that requires my attention, creeping out of any small crack, while the incessant and maddening interruption soundtrack blasts off the walls. I can’t carry this much longer, but I will continue on. 

			

			Situation normal aside, I exposed too much to my new employer. Admitting burnout and asking for help is confronting, but how else to expedite aid where desperately needed? I received immediate kindness and care from good people, thankful for that. Please let actions mirror words. 

			For now, compress the brakes on my mind to make it through this phase of confused disorder. The throb in my chest booms. What’s enduring inside is perishing. The exhaustion’s deep, a recurring wound. I’m conscious of hiding the weakness and nervousness in my voice behind each fake smile. My anxiety’s visible yet professional, complementary to my smart uniform hanging off me a little more each week. 

			It doesn’t matter what I do; nothing helps. Patience is low as I struggle to stick to my aspirational earlier finish time. My regime of later and later arrivals home lives on. I’m failing the kids, but the photos of them loving their nights with Steven and the caption Love you, Mum provides comfort. I miss them. 

			I’m achieving with all the energy I can muster, although the weight of more is heavy. More keeps coming. I’m far from rested, not as astute as usual and craving space to sort this out. Remove and retreat to thrive again. I wish. 

			I want out, but I need to try. Stress must reduce, but I’m unable to shut off. Seeking morsels of freedom from the destructive overwhelm is my version of locating the imaginary life jacket that must have come through the mist from that elusive lifeboat near the waterfall. So many questions swirling around. Is it me or the place, the role or the load? Stress is part of the job; this is a huge position. I assume this is typical. If so, why does it feel suffocating and wrong? 

			Because manageable levels of stress, a reasonable pace, support, options, control over my time, some counterbalance and periods away are all lacking. Thinking about how best to dial down my thoughts is a counterproductive way of breaking my own heart. I can’t imagine ever being grateful for or finding reason in this pain. Something has to give or change. My existence is more than work; I have to stop living there. Read, breathe, move, stretch—I’m willing, and will keep embracing it all. 

			

			How can I deliver with so few dedicated hours to do my work? The minutes in the day are disproportionate to the agendas expected of me, despite logging evenings and weekends. I’m efficient; speed and direction are not the issue. Do I focus on doing what I can and considering it enough, or do I go on neglecting my world to achieve more? For what? I deliver more than most. I’m respected, and I care. This is enough.

			I need to get better at putting my thoughts to the side whenever I choose. I get to choose. The option to go remains in my pocket. I have endless what-ifs around finding a suitable person to assist, and I’m uncertain if assurances will materialise. Let go a little and things will improve. Keep going. It might work. Do the personal work, try as hard there, within. List it out, select what matters today and let the rest wait. Then, brain off until tomorrow. 
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