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For all the moms out there who take care of so many others and often don’t find time for themselves.

This is for you.








INTRODUCTION



It took a pandemic for me to discover self-care.

Despite being a consumer health columnist at the Wall Street Journal for nearly a decade, my definition of self-care had been eating a lousy salad for lunch and dragging myself to a spin class that felt like bodily torture. Or maybe getting a massage when I had a spare hour in between work, soccer carpools, and PTA meetings.

When Covid-19 shut the world down, things abruptly changed for me. At first, for the worse. But then with more time, fewer obligations, and boredom, things changed. I went on weekly weekend hikes with my children. I took daily walks with my neighbor, discovering new streets and pocket parks in the neighborhood I’d been living in for more than a decade. I taught my six-year-old to ride a bike, and we went on bike rides during my lunch break. I enrolled in a tennis class—a sport I had never played—and outdoor exercise classes I actually enjoyed. I learned to make homemade pizza and salads that were surprisingly delicious. I enrolled in an improv class and laughed harder than I have in ages. I even got a full night’s sleep.

I discovered what self-care was for me. As a result I was a better mother, spouse, daughter, friend, and even reporter—I was logging more hours than ever working and covering the Covid-19 pandemic as a health columnist.

We are constantly taking care of others. Yes, in this whirlwind juggle it’s very easy to forget the most important person: ourselves. Self-care often falls by the wayside. Yet we forget an important truth: we can’t take care of others if we don’t take care of ourselves.

I have found the key to self-care is making it a ritual, a habit, something you do again and again. Incorporate different forms of self-care into your daily or weekly routine. Taking incremental steps can lead to fulfilling larger goals: For example, my tennis lessons have turned into regular doubles games with people whose company I enjoy. This is exercise and socialization that I look forward to. It’s OK if you miss a day or even a week of something. Perhaps the greatest form of self-care is having patience with yourself and forgiving yourself when you don’t meet your goals.

In researching this book, I found most evidence-based self-care tips seemed to fall into one of three categories: things that nurture the mind, the body, or the spirit.

Our physical health is the form of self-care that we typically think of. Eating a healthy diet, getting some form of physical activity regularly, and getting enough and quality sleep are among the most important pillars of physical health. But there are many other ways of taking care of our bodies, from getting regular checkups to wearing sunscreen and giving our eyes a break from digital strain.
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Our mental and emotional health directly impacts our physical health. Setting boundaries with people at work and home, staying connected with friends and families and even acquaintances, and seeking adventure, laughter, and new experiences all help promote our mental and emotional health.

Finally, nurturing our spiritual self is also an important part of self-care. Meditating or even the act of breathing helps us connect with ourselves. Taking a break, be it from social media or work or just pausing to surrender to silence or nature are all important ways to reset. Having a gratitude practice, volunteering, or paying it forward with random acts of kindness help strengthen our spirit.

An important thing to consider is balancing the different forms of self-care. You can exercise every day, but it’s just as important to cultivate emotional and mental forms of self-care. So if you work out every day, try skipping one and use that time to get a coffee with a friend. Or better yet, go on a walk outdoors with a friend during your lunch break and eat outside. You’re getting fresh air, socialization, exercise, and a mental break. Four forms of self-care in one act!

Consider this a book you can turn to when you’re in need of inspiration. You can read it cover to cover or feel free to open it to any page when you need a simple tip or two or guidance to improve some aspect of your life. I know from the research—and my own experience—that those changes to your daily rhythms and routines can lead to larger, positive changes in your life.
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PART ONE
Body













1
Include Sleep in Your Diet





Binging on popcorn in the evening? Try getting more sleep. Studies show getting your z’s—seven to nine hours per night—could help you eat in moderation. You’re also less likely to fill up on salty, fatty, and sugary foods as quick fuel.
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2
Curb the Midnight Munchies





The clock is inching toward midnight, and all of a sudden you’re having cravings for potato chips or popcorn. Try to avoid snacking or eating after dinner or dessert. Late-night snacks tend to be processed foods or foods high in sugar and fat. Because your metabolism slows down at night, the calories are often stored as fat. Late-night eating can also interfere with sleep. If your body is still digesting food, lying down and going to sleep may result in digestive problems, such as heartburn.
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3
The Sound of Sleep





Get a sound machine, particularly if you live in a noisy environment or get woken up easily. Use an app to figure out which frequency works best for you.


	White noise is the most well-known of frequencies and uses a mix of sound frequencies resulting in a static-like sound. It’s good at masking other loud noises, and studies have found it can improve sleep. It’s commonly used with babies.

	Pink noise consists of deeper and lower sound waves and may be more soothing than white noise. It has a consistent pitch for a steady sound.

	Brown noise, which is lower in frequencies, is a bit rougher with a deep and steady sound.



[image: ]








4
Actually Rest on Your Sick Day




It seems obvious: stay home from work when you’re sick. But the culture of working through sickness pervades, and so many of us martyr our way into the office when we’re feeling down. This serves no one. First, you are possibly infecting your colleagues with your germs. And when it comes to your own self-care, resting will help speed up your own recovery. Try to avoid working from home, especially if you’re running a fever. It’s OK to respond to emails if you’re up for it, but take a nap and truly rest so you’re fully recovered when you return to work.








5
Skip the Chips





Ditch the chips aisle in the supermarket. Ultra-processed foods are bad for your health and waistline. They often include artificial additives and are rich in sugar, salt, and starch. Eating a diet high in processed foods makes you more prone to obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. Ultra-processed foods are also designed to be addictive, making them hard to put down once you dig in.
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6
Make Meal Prep Pain-­Free





Hunching over while peeling that pound of carrots ­isn’t helping your posture or back. Get a kitchen stool or chair to help during longer periods of kitchen prep. Prolonged standing, repetitive motions, and awkward positions while cooking can exacerbate existing back pain and cause new issues. Plan ahead and lay out the ingredients and tools you need to make a meal ahead of time. Take breaks while cooking. Try not to stand still for more than twenty minutes. Maintain good posture, and keep your elbows at a 90-­degree ­angle.
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7
Remember Your Meds





Did you take that pill or not? It can be hard to remember in the blur of the morning rush or evening wind-down. If you frequently skip days taking medications or supplements, set an alarm on your phone or leave a sticky note in a prominent place in your home. Make sure you store your medications and supplements in a visible place, and if you have many to take, use a pill box. Many medications need to be taken at the same time. Leave your pill box or bottle near a spot you frequent in the morning or evening—next to your toothbrush or coffee maker. Once you’ve taken your pills, turn the bottle upside down so you know they’ve been taken.
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