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preface



TRUTH BOMB: EVEN PSYCHOLOGISTS GET THE BLUES


► I remember lying in a hospital bed, muted light filtering in through the blinds, marvelling that I was still alive. I thought of my precious newborn daughter and wondered how on earth I was going to look after her when I wasn’t sure I could look after myself. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to be here any more, it was more of a question of how I was going to muster the energy or the strength to keep going.


This time in my life, when I felt energetically bankrupt, was precisely the moment that I was called upon to step up like never before. Any parent will attest to that challenge of caring for a newborn. And similarly, at a time when I needed my parents like never before, I was losing my father, and for a time, my mother too. My dad was lying in his own hospital bed, fighting for every breath. My mother was a stalwart by his side, his advocate when he was unable to speak for himself, and there she remained for months.


I felt cracked open like a nut, completely laid bare and utterly fragmented. The world felt like 

a profoundly different place and I knew I was in some kind of transition, but one I didn’t know how to navigate. I needed someone to help me make sense of these feelings, and I voiced that need. A bearded man was sent in to assess me for risk of self-harm or being a danger to my child. This started what I felt was a disappointing journey with the medical system.


It wasn’t that the man lacked compassion, it was just that my cry for help wasn’t met with what I needed. A kind ear, warm understanding and some words of encouragement would’ve gone a long way. Someone to give me permission to feel as I was feeling, to say ‘of course you feel this way’. It took me a long time to find the kind of support I really needed. If this feels close to home, please keep looking. I hope this book will be a tonic for you.


I don’t know whether it was exhaustion, grief, postnatal depression or a combination of those things. In a lot of ways, I don’t think a label is even necessary, I was just having a normal, human response to an extremely taxing set of variables. Whatever it was, I really struggled.


My husband and I had just moved back from the UK to my family home in Sydney to be closer to my parents and to start a family of our own. We’d had a very worrying year with my father and we all knew something was seriously wrong. An esteemed doctor himself, Dad had been investigating the possible causes of his marked ageing and fatigue. No answers had been found. One evening, he looked so grey I gently asked him if he would consider going to hospital. He declined, accepting that he would go in the morning. A few hours later, Mum tapped on my bedroom door saying she had called the paramedics. I went downstairs to find Dad in bed, hardly breathing, twitching from the deprivation of oxygen. I took his hand and all I could do was reassure him that we were by his side and that help was on its way. With the heightened sensitivity of being 40 weeks pregnant, bearing witness to that event understandably had an indelible effect on me and my nervous system.
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With my husband and mother, I sat outside the resuscitation room, in the same hospital I was due to give birth in, waiting to hear if my father would survive this breathing failure. The paramedics had told us it was unlikely he would make it to hospital alive, and like a stunned mullet, I waited there until the early hours of the morning, when a nurse softly suggested 

I go home and rest. Truthfully, my own health and the prospect of giving birth was far from my mind; I was completely absorbed in the crisis at hand.


Amazingly, my father rallied and, though in a coma and on a breathing machine, he survived. Doctors couldn’t explain his breathing failure, and we didn’t know whether he would regain consciousness or even what faculties he would possess if he did. It was a long and agonizing week of ‘last goodbyes’ before I went into labour, delivering my firstborn, Charlotte Rose. The act of giving birth after a time of such emotional turmoil took every ounce of strength I possessed. I began life as a mother at energetic rock bottom – traumatized and deeply sad.


My dad spent the next four months in intensive care, enduring invasive tests and procedures, none of which yielded a diagnosis or hope of treatment. The early months of Charlotte’s life revolved around making hospital visits, and there was little light relief. After months of tending to my father’s needs at the expense of her own, my mother was hospitalized with cellulitis, an infection which left untreated can rapidly turn life threatening. So, for a few weeks there, I had a baby with reflux who didn’t sleep for more than a few hours at a stretch and both parents in different hospitals, needing different things. That experience honestly nearly broke me. Thankfully, my mum made a full recovery. My father gradually reclaimed the ability to breathe on his own while awake and the ability to walk. After weeks of intensive work in a rehabilitation unit though, it was clear that he was never going to be well enough to come home.




Given the high level of care my dad needed, there were few facilities available to him and he ended up in a care home we never felt comfortable with, but there were no other options. It was the kind of place where you knew the residents weren’t going anywhere else, and I found that deeply depressing. People used to come out of the woodwork when I brought Charlotte to visit – a bouncing baby was simply irresistible, a transfusion of light and life, but it wasn’t the kind of place you wanted to take your child.


This chapter was characterized by deep guilt – that Dad was there in the first place and about not wanting to be there either. In truth, I just wanted this suffering to be over. The reality of that statement overwhelmed me with guilt. I recount this part of my journey not to depress you or to elicit your sympathy. It’s that I have encountered so many people since who’ve been through similar experiences and my message is simple – give yourself permission to think and feel as you do. It doesn’t make you a bad person, it makes you human. The guilt you pile on yourself you neither need nor deserve. Please go gently on you.


Witnessing the agonizing decline of my father completely dominated the first chapter of Charlotte’s life. You can’t split your psyche in two. I couldn’t simultaneously grieve for my father and celebrate the new life of my daughter. Quite simply, grief won out. With no diagnosis and therefore no treatment, it was just a painful wait. He was there, but just a shadow of himself and with such a diminished quality of life. Still fighting for every breath and to complete the smallest of daily tasks. You wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy. He finally passed away when Charlotte was fifteen months old and was posthumously diagnosed as having a rare variant of motor neurone disease – nothing would have saved him. My father’s freedom from suffering was a profound relief and it provided the space for the healing to begin. The one silver lining in all this was that he had met Charlotte Rose and seen his granddaughter blossom.
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During those fifteen months, under the weight of all that distress, I felt like my nervous system was completely fried. I was constantly on edge, teary, quick to anger, and highly sensitive to noise and stimulation. I had begun to isolate myself socially – conversation felt difficult, and in my head, it was impossible to make plans with an unsettled baby. The constant thought running through my mind was ‘how am I going to continue?’ I made repeat visits to my doctor asking for help with my exhaustion and low mood. I was given what I felt were two disappointing options – take antidepressants to help me cope better, or minimize the stress in my life. I couldn’t stop mothering or extricate myself from my father’s care and I didn’t want to alter my brain chemistry when I felt I was having a normal, human reaction to an intense set of circumstances.




[image: Illustration]


Thankfully, I found a middle path. As a psychologist and yoga teacher I knew there were options, I just lacked the energy to carve that path on my own. Working with a postnatal depression counsellor I was introduced for the first time to the term ‘self-care’. I was instantly intrigued and couldn’t fathom how in six years of psychology education I had never encountered it. Even now when you Google ‘self-care’ you are likely to find tips on how to adhere to your 

medication regime. From my own healing journey and now in my role as a well-being psychologist, I have come to see self-care as so much more. Self-care is proactive healthcare. I see it as the future of preventative medicine and the route to feeling whole, healthy, happy and the best version of myself. While self-care was enough to get me back on my feet, it is very important to note that there is a valid time and place for antidepressant medication, which can be just the tonic to help people when they need it most and necessary in the management of some conditions. Self-care can be an additional means to feeling better, not necessarily an alternative.


My counsellor opened my eyes to seeing self-care as a way of nourishing myself, rebuilding my energy stores so that I could weather and heal from the storm of stress I was in. It wasn’t going to remove the pain, but it was going to give me the ability to cope better and carry on. First, she encouraged me to think about all the things I used to do to nurture myself. Most of these things had dropped away because I was flat out or too tired, and many were simply no longer accessible to me because of my changed life circumstances. Those walks on the beach, movies with mates, yoga classes and spa days felt like a different lifetime. We took a look together at what I could realistically reintegrate into my life and considered new avenues of replenishment.


Gradually, I got back on my yoga mat, even if it was just to lie there. I took a daily ‘mindful’ walk rather than a ‘ruminating’ one. I started reading uplifting books again and deliberately avoided life-sapping activities. I took a break from watching the evening 

news, which can be toxic to a depressed mind and body. This was enough to cultivate a shift in my energy and a noticeable shift in my thinking.


It sparked my passion for self-care and the desire to empower others with these tools to reclaim their health and well-being. This is why I am writing this book – to share these strategies with you, in the hope that they can build you back up so you can carry on and to best prepare you for the rollercoaster of life.


So, even psychologists get the blues…maybe that’s a no-brainer to you. Great! I figure if it can normalize how just one person feels, then it is worth saying. Learning that our feelings are normal provides us with an opportunity to heal. No one is immune from stress, fatigue, an inner critic, or what I see as an accumulation of tragedies as we grow older – we all lose people we love, we all have a fallible mind and body. If you are feeling at a low ebb, you are not alone. I have been there too, clawed my way back to vitality and I want to share with you that toolkit.


What we need are micro moments of nurturing dotted throughout our days. That’s what this book is about – empowering you with your own bespoke Self-Care Toolkit, helping you navigate stress, loss and change, promoting healing, protecting you from burnout, cultivating clarity and maximizing life’s joys. Read on my friend, we’re in it together.
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INTRODUCTION TO SELF-CARE


► A few years ago during a visit to see my husband’s family in the UK, it became apparent to us that my father-in-law was seriously unwell. Having had the privilege of being with my father during his last chapter, I didn’t want my husband to miss out on that precious time. So we went back home to Australia, packed up our Sydney life and moved back to the UK, all while expecting our second child. We thought we would have years to enjoy together – it turned out to be just months and again we were thrown back into that space of mourning the passing of life while trying to celebrate a new one.


Embarking on that move, we knew it was going to be hard. And it was tough, even more painful and achingly tiring than I had anticipated. But this time around I didn’t fall down. At no point during all the turmoil did I stop wanting to be here on this earth. Yes, I had a different head on my shoulders, yes, every baby is different, but the primary reason for my greater resilience in the midst of those crazy challenges was down to regular self-care.



WHAT IS SELF-CARE?


► Self-care is any life-giving activity that restores, sustains or improves your health. In the simplest of terms, I think of self-care as nourishment. Most people will mention things like facials, dinners out and holidays when asked what they consider to be self-care. Of course they are one hundred per cent right, but self-care is so much more.


The challenge with the activities that come to mind for most people is that they can be costly, time consuming and they need to be booked in advance, making them difficult to access in times of genuine need. This book will show you many ways to replenish that take little time, energy or expense. Simple mood boosters, like wearing your favourite colour or spritzing your favourite scent, or effortless ways to relax, like lying down with your legs up against the wall for five minutes or watching the moving cloudscape for a few moments.
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YOUR ENERGETIC BANK BALANCE


► When introducing self-care to my clients, I like to use the concept of us all having an ‘energy bank balance’. Like a car needs petrol to go, we need energy to get us through our day. Self-care is like refuelling your tank – each activity is a deposit in our energy bank. We need a healthy energy bank balance just to sustain us through the usual demands of life. If you are just scraping by with the status quo of life, how are you going to cope when life throws a curveball at you? You or someone in your care falls ill and you’re up all night, work becomes difficult, you have an accident or you get a promotion – curveballs can be positive too! Even much desired happenings can tax us too, such as planning a holiday, moving houses or starting a family. Because stress is an unavoidable part of life I think it makes more sense to manage our energetic reserves rather than attempting to manage our stress. When we are feeling full of vigour and in great health we naturally deal better with stress. Commitment to regular self-care gives you the best possible chance to cope with all the challenges that come your way.


Another image I like to use is ‘filling your cup’. When people talk of feeling selfish about taking time out for themselves, the image of a cup is helpful. You can’t pour from an empty cup, so replenishing yourself is the only way to ensure your ability to keep giving. Another metaphor is to think of self-care in the same way as the oxygen masks on a plane in the case of an emergency. For the safety of all in your care, you must ensure your mask is fitted first before you can attend to those in your charge.
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SELF-CARE FOR THE MIND AND BODY


► What I have observed in my career as personal trainer, yoga teacher and psychologist is that physical health tends to be high on most people’s radar. Public health campaigns have been very effective at promoting the importance of healthy eating, regular exercise, minimizing your intake of alcohol and the need to prioritize adequate sleep.


On the other hand, the strategies we could employ to nourish our mental or emotional health are seen as more luxurious or indulgent. I would love to challenge this. Additionally, the stigma attached to mental health has us saying, ‘I’m fine thanks, I don’t need that’. I can’t tell you how many traumatized people I encounter who say, ‘no I don’t need help, I’m coping’ when they are the prime candidates to benefit from having someone to talk to. I would love to see a shift in public perception that makes caring for your mind as sexy and socially acceptable as working on your ‘six pack’. So my mission here is to get you thinking about practices that nurture you mentally, emotionally and energetically.


SELF-CARE ISN’T SELFISH


► Often, during periods of stress, loss and change, self-care gets dropped from the agenda. This is precisely when we need it the most – it’s exactly what happened to me. Now in my psychological practice I hear my clients saying the same things; they label self-care as ‘too hard’, ‘selfish’ or ‘an indulgence’. For those that feel it is selfish, take a moment to consider what would happen to the people around you if you fell over. What kind of burden would you place on them if you were unable to keep fulfilling your role? If you can’t engage in self-care for yourself, then do it for the people around you. If it helps you, think of self-care not as ‘me first’, but ‘me as well’.
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SELF-CARE – WHY WE NEED TO BE PROACTIVE


► When the going gets tough it’s common to feel that you just don’t have the time, space or energy for self-care. This is a recipe for full-blown physical health meltdown, for exhaustion, and if it goes on for long enough, anxiety and depression. The World Health Organization predicts that by 2030 depression will be the leading cause of the disease burden globally1. Clearly we cannot afford to be complacent. You will learn a whole toolkit of self-care activities in this book that will blow guilt and other perceived barriers out of the water.
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My experience taught me that when we are stressed, our usual methods of replenishment can become inaccessible and we lack the resources to think creatively about carving new self-care rituals. This is why we need to get the concept of self-care into the spotlight, and ideally before we hit energetic rock bottom. We need to talk about it openly with our friends and family. We need to raise awareness of the ways in which we can pay into that energy bank, keeping us resilient in the face of stress. We need to support each other through the challenging times because when you are in the midst of it, the answers can seem hard to find.


What I came to understand through my own experience was that the things I normally and naturally did well, in terms of constructive thought and behaviour patterns, dropped away when I was stressed and exhausted. But the really encouraging thing is that when I committed to self-care these skills bounced back! Similarly, as I empower my clients to take regular action to ‘fill their cup’, they naturally make better decisions, have more energy to buffer themselves and can engage in more constructive thinking.


WHY DO WE NEED SELF-CARE?


First, let’s zoom out and take a look at some facts about stress:


► Stress isn’t going to go away. Stress is a normal part of life. In fact, life would be pretty boring without some stress to keep us on our toes. It’s no good saying ‘I’ll be happy when…’ The day when there is no stress is the day we are pushing up daisies.


► Stress has a cumulative effect. The stress of daily life can all add up and have us reacting inappropriately to minor events – the key is to have regular pressure releases throughout our day to avoid becoming ‘Mount Vesuvius’. Putting our heads in the sand and thinking we can just deal with it later wreaks havoc with our health and takes a toll on all aspects of our life.


► Too much stress is dangerous. Stress lies at the heart of a myriad of physical and mental health conditions. Quite simply, the evidence is overwhelming that too much stress, either in intensity or in duration, makes us ill. We just can’t afford to be complacent about our stress levels – too much stress greatly diminishes our ability to enjoy life.
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A stress audit of 2,000 UK respondents in 2015 yielded some pretty eye-opening results. A whopping nine out of ten women reported feeling stressed, with 36 per cent agreeing that they were stressed every day. On an encouraging note, over half of respondents stated that taking time to look after their health and well-being is a priority. However, we have a way to go to make self-care an active part of regular life, with 49 per cent of women feeling they don’t have enough time to look after themselves. It was these results that catapulted me into action on promoting the tools of self-care, and I have been running fully booked workshops ever since.



HOW DOES SELF-CARE HELP?


► Self-care helps us COPE during illness, stress, loss and change. I have carers coming to me to help them cope looking after a loved one, parents adjusting to life with a newborn, mothers suffering from postnatal depression, people building a new life after relocating, overworked executives and exam-stressed teenagers.


► Self-care helps us RECOVER from illness, stress, loss and change. Some of my clients are seeking help after losing a loved one, an experience of betrayal, redundancy, recovering from a range of conditions, including depression, severe illness or after a divorce.


► Self-care offers us a PROTECTIVE FUNCTION, forming a buffer against future stress. Sometimes, we know a challenge lies ahead and I have worked with some wonderful, proactive people who are preparing themselves for life-changing events and situations. I know that if I had been aware of the concept of self-care I would have chosen differently during that week before the arrival of Charlotte. Had I made different choices, I may not have ended up flat on my back.


► Self-care helps us to FLOURISH as individuals. In my coaching business, people approach me with a variety of goals. Self-care helps people become the best version of themselves. In this way, I have clients coming to me to help them become the kind of parent or partner they aspire to be, stepping up to embark on a new career, returning to study, seeking a renewed sense of purpose following retirement or simply getting into the shape they want to be in.



BURNOUT


► What is burnout? I describe burnout as energetic bankruptcy, and its prevalence is on the rise. Burnout is characterized by exhaustion, manifesting itself emotionally, mentally and physically. It’s an overwhelming state, when you feel like you have nothing left to give and you just can’t ignore your body’s plea for a break.


► Prolonged stress or overworking frequently results in a state of burnout. It can be caused by too many burdens coinciding or a cumulative period of stress – where you’re hit by one thing after another. Burnout is also caused by relentless pushing, ambition and striving. We render ourselves vulnerable when we neglect our health, burning the candle at both ends as if we are invincible.
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