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INTRODUCTION


When we wrote our first book about self-care, we talked about how looking after yourself helps you to ride the waves of everyday life. But a lot has changed since then, in ways none of us could have predicted. And some of the waves have got way bigger. As we write, we – like so many around the world – are in a government-enforced social-distancing lockdown due to coronavirus. Workplaces are closed, supermarket shelves are empty and our health service is overwhelmed with patients who are struggling to breathe. As well as the threat to health, the virus has caused unprecedented economic chaos, with unemployment and uncertainty for many. We are all staying at home, but home may not feel like the comforting sanctuary it once did.


When we were first asked to give self-care advice for this time of global pandemic, we felt concerned that it would seem trivial to talk about self-care when people’s lives and livelihoods are under threat. We understand that, to some, self-care sounds like manicures and bubble baths – something indulgent and unnecessary – but this crisis is forcing us all to go much deeper into how we take care of ourselves and others. For us, self-care right now is not about yoga classes or smoothies (as much as we might like both) but allowing ourselves to fully experience everything that is going on in the moment, good and bad.


We have both been sick ourselves with symptoms of Covid-19. We couldn’t get tested so we don’t know for sure that we had it, but we were hit pretty hard, despite being healthy people with no underlying health conditions. And we were self-isolating well before the government asked us to, as we were concerned about being contagious. So we’ve had a while to think about what self-care looks like when you’re confined to your home, when you can only go outside once a day, when you’re unable to get to the shops, when the food delivery doesn’t arrive, when you’ve run out of what you used to think of as essentials.


One message that was very clear when we called the medical advice line to ask about our symptoms was that we had to look after ourselves. We couldn’t see a doctor in person, we couldn’t get medication and we had to avoid spreading the virus to others. Self-care became not just a nice thing to do for ourselves, but a public service and an obligation to others. We had to think not just of what we wanted in that moment as individuals (to go outside or to the shops), but of what was best for society as a whole. We were encouraged to think not just of the self of self-care, but of the collective self. Not just me, but we.


Even if you’ve been fortunate enough to escape catching the virus, all of us are dealing with the mental fallout of an extremely intense and unprecedented situation. You may be anxious about your job security or the health of elderly relatives. You may have noticed old, unwanted habits sneaking back into your life because of stress. You may find yourself feeling lonely without seeing your friends, neighbours and colleagues. Maybe you’ve got way more time on your hands than you’re used to, or maybe you’re working harder than ever. There’s a lot going on while we’re staying home.


Like many of you, we’ve found this period of time very confronting when it comes to being faced with our turbulent thoughts and emotions. It’s much harder to escape your own thought processes when you’re isolating at home and can’t be easily distracted by outside life, friends and commitments. At first, we resisted getting into the more uncomfortable thoughts, but then we began to lean into them and to try to use this experience as an opportunity to get a little softer, a little kinder, a little gentler to ourselves and others. This is what self-care is really about as far as we’re concerned.


It seems likely that we will be in some kind of lockdown for longer than we first hoped, as governments around the world try to contain the virus until a vaccine is found. So we’ve collected together some of the tips, techniques and reflections that have helped us through this period, and we hope you might find something here that resonates with you, too.


Please remember that there’s no right way to practice self-care – these are just suggestions, and we invite you to take or leave them. Literally no one is an expert on how to cope emotionally with a global pandemic – we’re all doing the best we can – so don’t put yourself under additional pressure to have some transformative spiritual experience during lockdown, or to finally write your novel or overcome your past or whatever. That might happen for you, or it might not, but let’s make this time about being as kind to ourselves as possible, not making excessive demands on an ever-changing situation.


We’d like to remind you that true self-care is very, very simple, especially now. It’s not something you need to buy or perform or get ‘right’. If all you manage in this period is to stay home, wash your hands and look after yourself, you’re already nailing it.


Stay well, stay safe.


Nadia and Katia
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IT’S OKAY NOT TO BE OKAY


‘An abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behaviour.’


Victor Frankl


Self-care is about survival for some people right now, and that may look like simply making it through one day at a time. Nadia tells her pregnancy students to take labour one breath at a time when it feels like they won’t get through it. Sometimes all you can cling to is this moment. Perhaps you find yourself supporting an ill relative or helping someone who is particularly vulnerable in this critical situation. For those working at the frontlines of critical healthcare, finding time to eat and sleep is about the most self-care they can manage. We are assuming that if you have the time to read about self-care in self-isolation, you are fortunate enough not to be in the middle of a life-threatening situation for either yourself or your loved ones, but that doesn’t mean that you aren’t allowed to be overwhelmed or struggling.


We might be known as the self-care sisters, but it doesn’t mean we can breeze through a pandemic without our own challenges and demons coming to visit. We have to check in with ourselves every day and push through using the tools that we have. Not just for ourselves as individuals, but for our families, friends and communities. We don’t always get it right, of course; no one does. There have been tears and arguments, feelings of loneliness and sadness, and anxiety about the future. All of this is perfectly normal. What isn’t normal is trying to put a positive gloss on everything with #inspiration or feeling like it’s wrong to be struggling. Self-care means meeting yourself exactly where you are, not where you think you should be. It’s not about covering up the less appealing feelings, or pretending you feel better than you do because that makes a more palatable caption for Instagram. It’s not about adding shame and judgement to our difficult emotions.


Once we might have beaten ourselves up over feeling bad or seen it as some kind of a failure of the self-care tools and techniques we have learned over the years. But now we understand that hard times come to all of us, no matter what. You haven’t failed if you’re finding this difficult, you’re just being honest with yourself about what you’re feeling, and that’s a good place to be. Give yourself a break and allow yourself to feel whatever comes up in these crazy weeks and months.


No one saw this coming. Some people may have understood the implications of the spread of the virus earlier than others, but everyone has been shocked by the speed at which countries around the world went from ‘It’s just the flu’ to full lockdown. Perhaps you had been reassured by remembering the SARS or MERS viruses, both of which were deemed to be a threat to humanity some years ago but were swiftly contained. Or maybe you were catastrophising from day one and always expected the worst to happen. Regardless of your initial response to the news, the effects of the coronavirus lockdown on health, society and the economy are both a huge global shock and a collective trauma.


We believe it’s important to have some understanding of how stress and trauma affect us, so that we can learn to understand why we may be responding to this situation in a certain way, and how we can regulate some of those responses to feel less anxious.


TRAUMA


Many of us think of trauma as something very immediate and dramatic, such as a car accident or a serious injury, but really trauma is anything that overwhelms our being. Experts tend to divide trauma into three types:


Acute trauma is a response to a single traumatic incident, such as an accident.
Chronic trauma is generated by repeated or prolonged incidents, such as abuse or violence or a consistently unsafe environment.
Complex trauma results from exposure to many and varied incidents, often over some period of time, and often feeling invasive to the self.


It is highly likely that you will be traumatised if you have seen a loved one hospitalised, if you have lost your job or found yourself forced into a lockdown living situation that doesn’t feel safe. Alternatively, if you have been more fortunate, if those you love are safe and well, if you have a stable income, you may think you have no right to claim trauma when others are suffering far worse. But trauma is about the response, rather than the trigger. Even watching the news can be quite traumatic right now.


When we are traumatised, the body responds by priming us to be ready for the danger it has detected. This is an automatic and unconscious response: the heart rate will rise, and your body releases the stress hormones adrenaline and cortisol into the bloodstream. Your response to immediate danger usually falls into one of three states:


Fight: Your body prepares you to defend yourself with aggression. The heart rate increases, blood rushes to your muscles, breath becomes rapid. You may shout or use violence to protect yourself from the perceived threat.


Flight: Your body prepares you to run away from the danger. Digestion is put on hold; the heart begins to pump hard; you look for escape routes.


Freeze: You are unable to move, your mind may go blank and you may feel entirely disconnected to what is going on around you.


At times of stress and great emotional strain, we may find ourselves falling into one of these three states without an immediately obvious trigger. They can come in waves, and unexpectedly. In a situation of prolonged and constant stress, you may only recognise that you are overwhelmed by the signals your body is sending you. Perhaps you notice that you are particularly quick to feel angry or aggressive. Or that you are numbed and find it hard to feel anything much. It’s common when very stressed to experience an increased heart rate, shallow breathing, sweating and a tight chest.


It doesn’t help that one of the symptoms of Covid-19 is a tightness of the chest – it can be hard to know in the moment if you are feeling anxious or if you are sick, and that makes us all the more stressed. Plus, when we are stressed, our immune system’s ability to fight off threats is compromised, as the body focuses on survival instead.


The physical symptoms of stress can lead to a panic attack, which is a sense of being absolutely overwhelmed by your body’s warning signals. In the throes of a panic attack you may think that you are seriously ill or even dying – plenty of people have gone to hospital believing they are having a heart attack, as the symptoms can be very worrying.


Exercises for when you feel overwhelmed


There are some very simple exercises that can help you deal with anxiety before you get to the stage of a panic attack. They may all sound so simple that you find it hard to believe they will help, but simplicity is what you need when you’re emotionally overwhelmed. It is important to have the tools to ground yourself; you can do this by providing the information to your brain that your senses are still working.


We’ve used these exercises ourselves, and with friends, and we know they’re effective – even if you don’t believe in them at first.


5-4-3-2-1


When you feel your emotions spiralling, and particularly if you think a panic attack is imminent, ground yourself with this exercise. It is about taking yourself out of your imagination, where you’ve perceived danger, and into the physical space where you are right now. Cabin crew sometimes use this exercise on passengers who are freaking out in mid-air – it works!


Focus on five things you can see. Say them out loud to yourself (or in your head if you feel self-conscious).


– ‘I can see a lamp. I can see a window. I can see the curtains. I can see a chair. I can see a bookshelf.’


Focus on four things you can hear. Say them out loud to yourself.


– ‘I can hear someone talking. I can hear myself breathing. I can hear the wind outside. I can hear a bird singing.’


Focus on three things you can feel. Say them out loud to yourself.


– ‘I can feel my feet on the ground. I can feel my necklace against my chest. I can feel my tongue against my teeth.’


Focus on two things you can smell. Say them out loud to yourself.


– ‘I can smell my cup of coffee. I can smell soap on my skin.’


Focus on one thing you can taste. Say it out loud to yourself.


– ‘I can taste coffee.’


Deep breathing


If shallow breaths are a distress signal from your body, deep breaths are the way your body communicates that all is well – think of the involuntary sigh you give as you sink into a hot bath or flop down on the sofa after a long day. You can help your body to relax by bringing the breath into a deep and steady rhythm.
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