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Beth’s first book, Freedom Seeker: Live More. Worry Less. Do What You Love. (Hay House) is an uplifting manual for feeling free.


Her second book Wabi Sabi: Japanese Wisdom for a Perfectly Imperfect Life (Piatkus) holds a wealth of valuable life lessons extracted from centuries-old Japanese culture and aesthetics and was inspired by a 20-year love affair with Japan.


Her third book Calm Christmas and a Happy New Year: A Little Book of Festive Joy offers inspiration for a new kind of holiday season – one where you radiate calm and cultivate delight.


Together with her husband, Mr K, Beth runs three different businesses – dowhatyouloveforlife.com, makeartthatsells.com and makeitindesign.com – all of which offer tools, resources and online courses for living an inspired life. She is also a co-founder of slowlifegoodlife.com, an online club for people who want to embrace slow living.


Beth describes herself as a wanderer, an adventurer and a seeker of beauty, with an incurable addiction to books, chocolate and stationery. Mother of two adorable daughters, she lives a slow-ish life in Devon, England. You can take a peek at her perfectly imperfect life at bethkempton.com or on Instagram @bethkempton.
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This book is dedicated to the frontline health workers, and those in the emergency services, and the care workers, support staff and volunteers who are giving their all,


to the scientists working on tests, treatment and the vaccine,


to the delivery drivers, the food producers,
the shelf stackers and the till workers,


to the bus drivers, the postal workers and the teachers,


to the engineers keeping our kettles boiling and ovens cooking,


to the armed forces so rapidly building hospitals and supporting logistics,


to the IT staff sleeping on office floors in shifts to keep us virtually connected


and to all the other key workers doing their jobs;


to the government officials doing the best they can with the information they have,


to the bosses and landlords making the right call,


to the creatives and healers shining their light,


and to the people loving those working so that they can keep on doing it.


And it is dedicated to all those looking out for their neighbours,


and those sending love to their friends,


the elders teaching us about resilience and cheerfulness,


the parents staying positive while doing the grand juggle,


the children reminding us to stay curious and have fun,


and to all the good souls who have stayed at home for the sake of everyone else.


 


Thank you. This is for each and every one of you.


 


And it is dedicated to the memory of every person who lost their life to this pandemic. This is for you too. You will not be forgotten.




Prologue


Inhale. Exhale. It’s a good place to start in a crisis.


Breathing is one of the most essential mechanisms of the human body, moving air in and out of the lungs. The oxygen delivered by the breath powers a host of everyday functions from digestion to thinking. And breathing out releases the waste carbon dioxide that we do not need.


It’s something we often take for granted, and do automatically much of the time, but we can influence it if we want to. Consciously slowing and deepening our breathing is one of the simplest and most effective ways we can calm ourselves in any situation.


Conscious breathing is also an essential part of yoga. In the yogic tradition the art of breathing is called prānāyāma. which is Sanskrit for ‘the prolongation of breath and its restraint’.1 According to BKS Iyengar, the yoga teacher widely credited with bringing yoga to the West, prānāyāma consists of a ‘long, sustained subtle flow of inhalation (pūraka), exhalation (rechaka) and retention of breath (kumbhaka). Pūraka stimulates the system; rechaka throws out vitiated air and toxins; kumbhaka distributes the energy throughout the body’.2


What fascinates me about the way breathing is taught in the context of yoga is that kumbhaka – the stillness at the turn of the breath – is as important, if not more so, than the dynamism of the in-breath and out-breath. This is the sacred pause, and offers a vital opportunity for transformation.


I invite you to consider that we might be in a sacred pause right now: the turn of the breath between humanity’s extended greedy inhalation and a beautiful healing exhalation.


Breath sustains life. The earth has been struggling to breathe – and now so are we. This is our chance to slow down, nourish our lives in simple ways, and to breathe new life into our world.


As a species we have been inhaling everything in sight for so long – natural resources, special offers, information, junk food, other people’s ideas about what is important.


We are full to the brim and just can’t take on anything else. The moment has come to turn the breath, and to savour the stillness here at the edge. And then to exhale carefully, emptying ourselves of everything that has got in the way before readying ourselves for a different kind of in-breath next time.


The pauses are not supposed to last forever – the time for movement will come again – but if we hold them for long enough they can take us to a new level of awareness, bringing clarity and hope.3


Before we begin, let me ask: how are you? Really? These days that question seems a lot more loaded than before. I genuinely hope that you are doing OK in this deeply unsettling time. I am glad this book has found you, and I hope it will be a friend through all that lies ahead.


It’s too early for any of us to grasp the full extent of all that is going on, and what it will mean in the long run. In the time between me finishing this book and you picking it up, all manner of things will have emerged: more statistics, more opinions, more caution, more compassion, more hindsight, more insight. Only time will tell the whole story.


As we go through this experience, let’s be gentle on ourselves. We are being battered by disruptive change on a scope and scale, and at a speed, unseen in our lifetime. Many of us are in pain already, and there is no doubt that more pain is coming, socially, economically, environmentally, individually and collectively. We need each other for comfort, support and a way through.


I know that you might be, as so many of us are, struggling with the immediate challenges of social distancing, health concerns, money worries, childcare support, remote working, and more.


It might be that you just need a hug, and a nap, and some words of encouragement.


Perhaps you are trying to make sense of it, find meaning in it, or let go of the need to do that.


Or it could be that you are working harder than ever, and you need respite, and a reminder that this too shall pass.


In We Are in This Together we will explore ways to ease anxiety, consider new options, and discover joy and beauty among all this. These practical tips and advice are based on a decade of helping many thousands of people to navigate change.


Beyond that advice, however, this book is not about prescriptive answers, it’s mostly about questions: the kind of questions we have been too busy, or too afraid, to ask. But now the world has slowed and something unimaginable has already happened, so let’s start asking and see where those questions lead us.


The most obvious question at a time like this is ‘What should I do?’ But the more important question is, ‘What kind of person am I being called to become?’ You can only find that answer by taking the time to listen, and we have the perfect opportunity to do that right now.


We are standing at a threshold. What we do with this time, and how we think about it and use it, will change the course of each of our lives. Let’s take this moment, and use it well.


We are in this together. We will get through this together.


And perhaps, just perhaps, the world will be a better place on the other side.


Take good care,


Beth Kempton
In lockdown at home in Devon
April 2020




Part 1


THE WORLD BEFORE THIS




Chapter 1


THE RACE


Our bags were packed: two large old rucksacks, and two small new ones, which could convert into booster seats for taxi rides in foreign lands; four pairs of snow boots and a couple of well-loved teddies waited by the door. I double-checked everything before bed: passports, a wad of yen and our credit cards, research notebooks, maps, gifts for old friends and new – then I set the alarm for 5am.


I woke before it and could sense that my husband, Mr K, was awake, too. But something was wrong. On the morning of a big adventure, he’s usually up, showered and dressed before anyone else. But he was lying there in the dark, the air around him heavy with unspoken words. I knew what it meant as surely as I know my own name.


‘You don’t want to go, do you?’ I asked.


‘I just can’t do it. The risk with the girls is too high.’


In that moment I felt simultaneous guilt that I had been prepared to travel, and relief that we weren’t going to.


We had planned this trip to Japan almost a year ago, way before all this. Back then I had noticed how so many people around me and in my online community seemed to be under pressure all the time, constantly striving and reaching and worrying about whether they were doing enough. In the middle of it all we were trying, like most other people, to be productive and efficient, yet present to each other. It wasn’t easy, and we were often busy, and I increasingly found myself wanting to slow down. When I talked to friends about the idea of transitioning to a slower life, their eyes lit up as if it were a dream, but then their faces fell as they remembered all the things they had to do, and all the reasons why any kind of pause would be for another day, or another year. But I could see we were all missing something with our haste and speed, and it got me thinking.


I had the idea for a new book about slow living, inspired by life in rural Japan. As a Japanologist by training, my previous book, Wabi Sabi: Japanese Wisdom for a Perfectly Imperfect Life, had led me to fascinating conversations about what gets in the way of us being happy. Since being published it has resonated with people all over the world, who have found solace in the permission it gives to embrace ourselves for who we already are.


In the course of my research for that book, I heard rumours about a movement of Japanese people ditching city life for the countryside and flourishing in new ways. I wanted to go and meet them, and learn from them, and write about them in another book. I wanted to gather contemporary ideas with ancient roots, to help us to figure out how to slow down. And that was the aim of this trip. My family would join me for the first two weeks, and I would stay on for a full month.


Our little group would make up just four of the 12 million people who fly on any given day,1 and normally we would have been full of excitement for the trip. But a question about whether to travel had been hanging over us since January when we heard about a new virus spreading in Asia. China was five thousand miles away from us in England, but the news was serious, and Japan was just next door. Annually, more than eight million Chinese tourists visit Japan, and most of them head to Kyoto where we would be staying for part of our trip.2


At that point there were no travel restrictions, so it seemed inevitable that the virus would travel too. We were less concerned about visiting the rural places than going through crowded transport hubs with our little ones, who have a tendency to touch everything and then their faces. We also didn’t want their introduction to Japan to be waves of people coming towards them wearing masks.


On 6 February, the day before we were supposed to fly, we heard that a man in his twenties had been infected in Kyoto.3 He hadn’t travelled anywhere, but he dealt with hundreds of incoming tourists each day, including visitors from Hubei Province. Suddenly it all felt a lot more real. But there was still no official advice not to go, and everyone kept saying that it was mostly older people at risk. It was difficult to know what to do.


This was fairly early in the whole situation, when you could still get hand sanitiser at the chemist’s, so we bought some, and stashed it in our rucksacks along with face masks from the builders’ merchant, packets of tissues and no small amount of trepidation. We debated at length as we packed that night, wavering back and forth, until the call to adventure won out and we turned in with the intention to travel.


When we woke, however, less than two hours before a taxi was due to arrive to take us to the airport, we changed our minds. And I have been watching this thing like a hawk ever since.


Too far, too fast


Back in 2019, when global trend forecaster WGSN was putting together its Big Ideas 2021 strategy report, I am sure they had no idea this was coming. But it is interesting to note that all five macro ideas outlined in the report were directly connected to a slower way of life. According to WGSN, ‘As speed and consumerism reach overwhelming levels … we are fast approaching the end of more – a mindset shift that will see consumers seeking fewer but better products and items, and looking to reuse rather than replace where possible.’4


Another of WGSN’s reports, Future Innovations 2021, included ideas on how metrics are evolving to prioritise happiness, how in the face of an uncertain world consumers will be celebrating ‘small happinesses’ and how authenticity will be even more important.5


I wrote in Wabi Sabi a couple of years ago,




As someone who has spent the best part of a decade helping people realign their priorities to build a life focused on doing what they love, I have seen how so many of us are making ourselves ill with overcommitment, constant comparison, judgement and negative self-talk. We are sleepwalking through our days, senses dulled, spending much of our time cooped up in boxes, paying more attention to celebrities, advertising and social media than to the exploration of our own lives, in all their rich potential.
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