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There’s something lovely about you (no matter how stressed out you are)

If you’ve ever said, ‘I’m so stressed!’ this book is for you

If you’ve never said it, but have thought it, it’s also for you. No matter what kind of stress you’ve experienced, given there are many different kinds, this book is for you. Whatever stress is, it’s something worth thinking about; it’s worth taking the time to double check how we feel about it and relate to it.

And if you’re particularly interested in how you might be able to bring mindfulness – the practice of simply being in the moment – to your stress, then this book is most definitely for you. It’s for you whether you know something about mindfulness or not. But wait, let’s slow down. We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s not get stressed now.

To begin at the beginning (as someone famous once said)

Before we get into wondering what mindfulness is – assuming you’ve picked this book up because you’re at least curious about it – I would like you to take a moment to just stop and be with yourself.

In a moment, after you’ve read these few sentences, stop what you’re doing and just be. It’s harder than you might think! You might be in a bookshop, or one of those places we used to call libraries, or you might be at home having downloaded this to your e-reader, or at work on your lunch break, on a crowded train with your noisy kids, or on the bus heading somewhere nice (or not nice).



Pause, look and listen to the things around you

Wherever and whoever you are, just take this moment to stop and be; bringing attention to yourself, noticing yourself in this moment. Take yourself by the hand and guide yourself round this moment. You might notice things like objects, sounds, feelings; there might be expectations, other people, or even just your plain old breathing. Notice all of them. Acknowledge them without trying to get rid of them or following them. Simply let them be, and let yourself be with them. Take a minute or two. Literally, enjoy yourself.





This is mindfulness

Holding onto yourself in this way – letting things be as they are, letting them come and go – is what we call mindfulness. That’s as easy and as difficult as it gets.

Knowing that, I would like you now to read this next sentence to yourself – either out loud, if you can, or in your head if you can’t. So get back to that place you were just in – that place of noticing yourself, your body’s sensations, your breathing, your quietness, with your eyes shut if that works for you; and, when you’re ready, read this sentence out loud, or in your head:

There’s something lovely about me.

Give yourself some time with that. This is an unusual thing to do, of course, let’s recognize that right away, particularly if you’ve said it out loud on a train. But even before we wonder how it feels, let’s try it again. So, sitting or standing or walking along quietly, say out loud – either in your head, or to the world:

There’s something lovely about me.

How was it that second time? You don’t have to wonder what it is that’s lovely about you. You might not even feel it’s true. It could sound like I’m trying to flatter you (I’m not). You might have experienced some judging – something like ‘This is a silly thing to do’ – but let’s not worry too much about our judgements.

Try again, this time taking extra notice of how you’re breathing

Without changing your breathing, notice yourself breathing in and breathing out; even noticing, if you can, the gap in between. Do that and have one more go at this sentence, reading it either aloud or in your head (you could try both, observing any differences):

There’s something lovely about me.

Did it feel OK to say it? Did you believe yourself? I wonder if it led to any thoughts or feelings that were compelling? I wonder, were they strong enough to take you off on a tangent, even off onto another story? Were you up for thinking – or feeling – that there is something lovely about you? Without labouring the point, I would like to suggest that there is indeed something lovely about you – whoever you are, wherever you are – and that I know so without even having to know who you are. You’re just lovely, you are.

We might call the lovely thing about you your mindfulness

Your mindfulness is your aliveness. Your mindfulness – your aliveness – is your ability and capability to live in the present, ongoing moment, without judging yourself or the things happening around you; noticing simple things like your breath, or sounds. We might even throw in a smidgen of kindness too – mindfulness is a practice that involves being kind to yourself and, potentially, to others.



Listen to some music you like, and breathe

Throughout this book, we’ll have some practical exercises for you to try. They’re aimed at everybody, no matter how experienced or otherwise you are at mindfulness. This one’s simple:

Put on some music you really like listening to. Whatever you fancy is great. It can be gentle classical music or the loudest heavy metal. For a few minutes, just listen to the music, to the sounds you hear and the sounds between sounds, and pay attention to the words, the music, the rhythms, the melody, the feelings behind the music. Notice your own breathing in and out as you listen. Notice the music coming to an end and then notice the silence after the music, all the time bringing some gentle awareness to your breathing.





Your mindfulness is a lot of things, but we can start with that. It’s your ability to be you, plain and simple, in the moment, without distraction or judgement and with plenty of kindness. It’s your ability not only to not criticize yourself, but to turn up to each moment in this ongoing present you find yourself in – called the present because it is, famously, very much a gift.

Your mindfulness is about you turning up and being aware of as much as possible of what is happening in your field of awareness, not following any particular thing as such, just letting all the things be. With your mindfulness, you’re not following the sounds of the cars going by outside, you’re just letting them be. You’re not following the inner monologue about why you’re so stressed, you’re just letting it be. If you’re elated – the happiest you’ve been for a while – your mindfulness whispers, ‘This moment, like the stressful ones, will pass.’ So, here too, you can find the stillness that runs through your life, like a thread through everything.

The reason there’s something lovely about you has everything to do with you taking your life into your own hands. You’re breathing and being you. That’s an exceptional story to tell. Maybe you’re coming back to yourself after you’ve been away. Maybe you’re really good at being you (in which case, congratulations!). Maybe this is the hardest work on the planet and the minute you sit still with yourself your heart breaks open. Whatever condition you are in, if condition is an OK word to say here, there’s something lovely about you: you’ve woken up to yourself, to what’s already here, and you’ve done it in the nick of time.

And if you’ve come to this book because of stress, brilliant!

Stress is a great reason to want to become more mindful. The authors of this book have certainly held hands with their stresses and strains on their own paths to mindfulness. And if you’ve come to this book because you’re stressed, or at least because you’re interested in your relationship with stress, then even more brilliant. The good news is, the solution to your stress is already here. It’s right under your nose: literally.

There are a few myths about stress that we’ll be looking at

One myth about stress is that you need to be stressed to experience it. In a paradoxical way, it really helps, in fact, not to be stressed, in order that you can experience your stress. We’ll be talking more about this.

Another myth is that stress exists in the first place. But does it? Or at least, what are we talking about when we talk about stress?

Even if stress does exist, what can mindfulness do about it? And conversely, what can stress do about your mindfulness? It might be a case of redescribing our stress and our relationship with it – through mindfulness – rather than eradicating stress altogether. Let’s keep all these options in tow.

These are the key questions for this book and I hope you like the sound of them

Unlike classic self-help books, we’re not going to claim we can solve your problems (actually, plenty of classic books don’t claim that either). Truly, mindfulness isn’t a cure-all. But mindfulness certainly can help you work on your relationship with stress, and that’s a big enough start for now. In fact, rather than being a self-help book, we think of this as a Help-Yourself-to-Yourself book. So this book you have in your hands is saying something like: ‘Here’s mindfulness; help yourself to it.’



Give yourself a little half-smile the next time you have a free moment

Perhaps you’re wandering along a riverbank, or in a shopping aisle, or watching the news, or writing a to-do list, or in a cave heading underground. Whatever you are doing, there will be a free moment at some point in amongst the busyness. In that free moment, inhale and exhale quietly three times without speaking or counting or changing the rate at which you breathe. Give yourself a little half-smile to acknowledge you’ve opened this space for yourself in amongst the rocks of your life. Be gentle with yourself. Even if you can’t focus on the three in- and out-breaths, just allow what wants to happen to happen. You’ve been breathing your entire life; it’s just that now you’re coming afresh towards your secret breathing self. Breathing freshly in this way, knowing you are breathing, is mindfulness.





There’s nothing mysterious about this

Mindfulness is just about being in the present moment, with all that it holds, and accepting that present moment for what it is, no matter what it is.

Mindfulness has a wonderful history. As you breathe in now, intentionally, bringing awareness to your act of breathing in and breathing out, noticing the pause between, you are connecting with over 2,500 years of breath-bodies breathing and knowing they are breathing. This knowing is called awareness. People have been sitting quietly in rooms for millennia, noticing their breathing.

Now’s your time

Why? Because the benefits are exponential; because neuroscience and psychology are telling us great things about mindfulness and other embodied self-awareness practices; because through mindfulness come compassion, resilience and an all-encompassing kindness towards yourself and others around you; because, regardless of needing any proof whatsoever, you are alive and, somehow, ignoring that fact does you, and all of us, an injustice.

Breath and body are our best friends

In secular mindfulness, as it has been taught by pioneer teachers like Jon Kabat-Zinn, we learn to shift from the domain of doing to the domain of being. The frantic, frenzied running around and ‘getting things done’ becomes a gentle, quiet ambling back and forth. We learn to slow our bodies down and observe our minds and perceptions in a kind, calm and accepting way. We let thoughts come and go, we observe them; always we gently guide ourselves back to the breath and the body.

We’re not the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland

We don’t rush down the rabbit hole after our thoughts. We just look at them, greet them, identify or label them (making them clearer, and therefore making it clearer to ourselves not to follow them), and then let them go. In this moment, we return to our position – our sitting or standing – and we continue to focus on the breath and our contact with the earth. Our breath and our bodies are our best friends in mindfulness.

Breathing’s the thing

Have you noticed your breath as you’ve been reading the last few pages? If not, don’t worry, your body was probably doing the breathing for you. Breathing is one of the most beautiful, simple things we know. It’s the bedrock of life. The breath of life is the stuff of life. Even the word ‘animal’ literally means ‘have breath’. Think about it: you breathe from the moment you’re born right through to the moment you die. And sure, I’m being simplistic here – there may be moments when machines have to do the breathing for you – but you get the point. Your breath is a thread that runs through you and your entire life. How you notice your breath right now is how you live your entire life.
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