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  Introduction




  Welcome to your best year yet.




  This is a book like no other on your shelf – one that’s going to be your companion for the next 365 days and show you how to have the most exciting, challenging and memorable year of your life so far.




  I’m a huge fan of ‘self-help’ books, and inspiring teachers of personal development tools and techniques: so much so that you’ll find me referring to lots of them throughout the coming year.




  But, like you I suspect, I’ve often struggled to stick with all the good advice. Real life has a way of diluting even the best intentions...





  Changing habits takes time




  If you’ve ever gone on a crash diet you’ll know what I mean. It takes an exceptional human being to change eating habits overnight by sheer force of will.




  And there’s another reason diets don’t usually work. Most are designed only at a superficial level, demanding that we change our behavior without understanding and changing the thinking that lies behind the habits that got us into the fix in the first place.




  Inner growth is no different. We don’t expect to learn a new language overnight or to take just one driving lesson before heading out onto the highway. We learn and grow best when we allow ourselves time; taking small incremental steps and giving ourselves space to absorb what we’ve learned, and to embed it into our lives through understanding, familiarity and practice.




  I’ve written this book with those things in mind. To offer you a gentle step-by-step approach to transforming every area of your life. After all, most of us have spent decades learning how to be unhappy or settling for lives of quiet dissatisfaction, stuck in the same habits of thinking and behaving and being. Most of the time we forget we even have a choice… if it weren’t for that small voice that, in our quietest moments, whispers at us, “are you sure this is as good as it gets?”




  Living in the real world




  So, no quick fixes. We’re going to take our time over this: a year at least, and more if you wish. You’ve got precisely as long as you need to gently shift the habits that are holding you back and to discover and choose new ones that serve you better. To learn how to bring more peace and pleasure, more fun, excitement and growth into your life: to be the best that you can be.




  After all, why rush when, as you’ll see, the journey can provide as much joy and richness as reaching the destination, once you begin to use the activities in this book to turn each day into an adventure.




  There’s another reason I favor taking things gently over the turn-your-life-on-its-head-in-a-week approach. Let’s face it, for most of us life is pretty much permanently on fast-forward these days as we juggle a myriad of roles and responsibilities.




  Our days are dominated by To Do lists and seemingly relentless demands on our time, energy and purses. Sometimes we wonder where we’ll find time to change the sheets, never mind change our lives.




  My aim is not to add to your load but to offer you a change program that fits around the realities of your life. Most of the activities in this book can be relatively easily incorporated into any day, and those that take a little extra time or effort can be done on days and at times to suit you. This is your best year and you call the shots.





  Living the breadth of your life as well as its length




  So how are we going to do this? By taking one small step everyday. You’ll see that this book comprises 52 weeks’ worth of exercises, challenges, ideas, growth-work and treats – each activity designed to help you shift a little, to begin to change the habits of your lifetime and discover how rich and rewarding life can be.




  You’ll find activities that gently expand your comfort zone and give you the chance to try out new things, new thoughts and new ideas. You’ll find exercises that allow you to get to know yourself better, to understand how you got to this point in your life, what you want, what brings you alive and how to move beyond that ‘automatic’ setting that you’re so often operating on.




  You’ll get the chance to inhabit all of you: mind, body, spirit and all six senses - I’m including intuition - and learn how to appreciate yourself more, as well as sharing more love and appreciation with others.




  Above all, you’ll see how even apparently small changes eventually add up to a big difference. It really is possible to get more out life right now, without waiting for everything to be ‘perfect’. The moment that counts is the moment you’re in.




  All of the activities in this book are about growth in some way but to make life simple I’ve grouped them into seven categories. These seven represent both the key areas where change can take place and, conveniently, the number of days in the week.




  That gives you as much flexibility as possible about what you choose to do when. So long as by the end of each week you’ve tackled something in each area and can congratulate yourself on another seven days of small shifts in a life that counts.





  Your best year, a day at a time




  These, then, are the seven areas that are our keys to living richer, more joyful and authentic lives:





  Grow




  Growth is as vital to life as air and water. What doesn’t grow stagnates: think of a pond where light can’t penetrate. In time, the water darkens and thickens and life can no longer survive. The same is true of our lives when we don’t allow light to shine in on them.




  At least once a week you’re going to get the chance to do just that. The growth exercises are all about getting to know yourself better, understanding how you got the life you have, recognizing thoughts and beliefs that may be holding you back, exploring what you really want and dream of … on the way to making changes.




  So much of the time we are on automatic pilot, hardly aware of the extent to which the things we do, words we speak and choices we make are just habits: habits borrowed from the world we live in rather than discovered for ourselves.




  As you begin to understand yourself better through these activities you start to have a real choice about the kind of life you want to create from now on.





  Explore




  Our world is such a miracle, yet how often do we remember to take the time to notice; to slow down long enough to wonder at the earth coming alive again each spring, or the vastness of an inky night sky? When was the last time you looked beyond your front door and saw the world for what it is: a vast outdoors playground, a place to be an explorer and an adventurer, as well as a reminder that we are part of a timeless cycle of growth, renewal and change? For most of us, that peaceful sense of being just a small part of a bigger miracle left us as we left childhood.




  And what about the bodies we inhabit? No matter how we may feel about our shape, weight or appearance, our bodies are the vehicles that move us around and perform thousands of complex biological functions every day without us even needing to think about it.




  Our bodies have the most amazing ability to heal and renew themselves and yet so often we treat them like the enemy, disliking them for not measuring up to how we think we should look. So here’s a keep fit program that delivers rewards rather than punishment. Each week the explore activities are a chance to really inhabit all of your body, to rediscover the world around you, to reawaken and recharge your senses and tap into that huge capacity for fun, excitement and wonder that we may have lost along the way.




  Expand




  If you always do what you’ve always done you’ll always get what you’ve always had.




  So often we say we want our lives to change and improve and yet we go on doing the same things in the same way, thinking the same thoughts that we’ve always thought. Why do we expect anything to be different?




  Or, to put it another way, what have you got to lose from trying something new?




  The expand activities are designed to test the limits of your comfort zone a little and get you in the mood for change. Sometimes it’s easier to begin by changing the color of your hair than attempt to change your whole life. Yet as we chip away at lifelong habits, trying new things and old things in new ways, we’re re-educating the voice inside that says change is always a risk and we’re better off staying put.




  Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle with you while we test those limits you’ve unconsciously placed around your life, on the way to becoming an expanded version of yourself.





  Receive




  I’m deliberately telling you about these receive activities before we look at giving; so many of us find receiving harder. And when I write of receiving I don’t only mean what others may do for us, but what we are willing to do for ourselves.




  One of the biggest challenges facing us in our search for more joyful, loving and authentic lives is learning how to love and appreciate ourselves. The more we practice loving ourselves, the more able we are to love others. The more we appreciate who we are, the more able we are to make good choices. Loving ourselves allow us to create a life based on respect, compassion and truth rather than habit, fear, envy, low self-esteem or any other of the qualities that prevent us achieving our potential and filling the unique place in this world that only we can.




  A life full of love and appreciation shines like a beacon for others, and attracts more of both back into our lives.




  So forget everything you’ve been taught about how it’s selfish to think about yourself and honor those days in the weeks ahead when I ask you to do something for you .





  Give




  Giving is something you’ve probably had a lot of practice at.




  But in even the most generous of lives there are limits. We may enjoy organizing a child’s birthday party or making time to hear a friend’s woes but how often are we too preoccupied to notice the parent with a pushchair struggling to get up the stairs? Too busy to pick up the phone or write a letter to a relative who irritates us but who we know is lonely?




  Sometimes our kindnesses are conditional on how we’re feeling, or limited by what we feel comfortable offering. After all, we’ve been brought up to believe it’s important to ‘mind our own business’.




  It’s that belief that often prevents us from taking our place in our communities. Just as a belief that one person can’t make a difference stops us taking small actions on big issues like poverty, inequality and the survival of this amazing planet. Whereas the truth is that the biggest moments in history all began with one individual thought or action. Who knows, when we choose to give, where it will lead?




  You may find some of the give activities a little challenging, but what they offer you is the chance to rediscover that vital sense of connection and of being a part of something bigger than you are alone. Remembering that as we give to life, so we throw wide the channels for life to give back to us.




  Connect




  Why do we find it so hard to make time for our lives? Because we’ve all gone a little mad, creating lives so full of busy-ness and distractions that our heads are always full of noise.




  We’ve become human doings rather than human beings, to whom stillness and peace is so alien we pipe music into our shopping malls and put the TV on ‘for company’ rather than risk ourselves with silence.




  Of all the activities in this book, these connect suggestions are my favorites. For I’ve learned on my own journey that the most profound insights, guidance and peace come when I allow myself to simply stop.




  Each week I’m asking you to do the same: to take a moment to read and ponder a few words of wisdom from some inspiring writers and teachers. To assess whether there is truth in there for you.




  It was one of those wise souls who quietly urged us to ‘be still and know that every answer you seek lies inside’. We all know so much more than we realize; we’ve lost sight of the truth that we’re the experts on our own lives if we will only take the time to listen to ourselves.




  The connect activities are a chance each week to tune into your intuition, inner guidance, heart and soul, where the truth waits.





  Commit




  In any worthwhile venture there’s usually a point when the going gets a little tough: doubts creep in, something knocks our plans for six, or our self-belief starts wobbling.




  The word ‘commit’ has two meanings here. Firstly, I’m asking you to make a commitment to yourself that you’ll ride out those doubts and wobbles, even when you can’t see results for your effort.





  Think of it as like planting a seed and tending it while you wait for it to grow. You can’t see what’s happening beneath the surface until the day the first green shoots appear to reward your faith.




  There will be days when you see the fruits of your efforts, and others when you don’t, but a year from now you’ll be looking back at a landscape that’s changed. You deserve this opportunity to rediscover and recreate a more authentic you. You deserve joy, happiness, peace. You deserve the chance to really live all the days of your life.




  And that brings me to the other reason I’ve called these activities ‘commit’. Creating the best lives we can is an ongoing process. I don’t believe we ever really stop learning and growing. Nor that we’d want to, when these are the things that make the journey so much more worthwhile.




  The commit activities offer you the chance to try out tools and techniques that will serve you long after you reach the final page of this book; for as long as you want to continue moving forward, growing, expanding, exploring, giving, receiving and connecting.





  How to use this book




  When I wrote the first draft of this book I imagined you picking it up on January 1. New year is traditionally a time when we focus on the ways we want our lives to improve – which may be how you come to have the book in your hands right now.




  I’m a fan of anything that helps motivate us, so for those of you who are starting your best year in the new year I wish you a happy and fulfilling new year.




  At the same time, one of the most powerful ideas I know is Louise Hay’s reminder that the point of power is always in the present moment . In other words, every single moment we have the power to make a different choice, to think a different thought: to take control of our lives.




  You may have picked this book up on a very ordinary Wednesday in the middle of the year. And if you’ve done so then something within you knows the moment is right for you to start changing your life.




  If that’s you then you’ll see I’ve left space each week for you to write in the date so that your best year can start the moment you choose.




  Why not right now?





  You can get anywhere from here




  At the start of this introduction I told you I believe small incremental changes are ultimately more powerful in making a real difference. Jump in the car and drive one mile down the road and you are still on familiar territory. But drive one mile a day for 365 days and you’ll find yourself somewhere entirely new.




  Each of the activities in the book represents one of those miles. So enjoy each one as more distance traveled and remind yourself often of your commitment to go the whole way and see where you end up.




  If it really isn’t possible for you to do a particular activity then simply repeat one you have enjoyed. But a word of warning here: if your gut is telling you strongly it doesn’t want to do something then you need to test that out. Strong reactions often betray an area of our lives we really do need to work on




  Feel free to swap the activities around to fit with your own life schedule. But be conscious as you do so of being too busy. If there is one theme that connects every single activity in this book it’s about making time for your life.




  As for missing a day altogether, well, the sky won’t fall down on your head. I promised you a book that you could fit around real life, so let’s both accept that there’s going to be the odd time when you miss an activity, and days when you have less time, just as there are days when you have more.




  What really matters is that when you stumble you don’t give up. That’s the thing about incremental change: one slip doesn’t undo all the good work you’ve been doing, any more than stopping for a breather on that 365-mile journey will mysteriously catapult you right back to the beginning. It doesn’t and it won’t.




  Just pick up where you left off, or allow your year to be a truly exceptional one that runs for 13 or even 14 months rather than 12! I won’t tell!





  Share the journey…




  There are times when we need the space and quiet that comes from journeying alone, but also times when it helps to have someone to share the view with, to worry about the navigation, to chat to, to moan to and to celebrate with.




  For those days when you lack a little motivation, don’t want to be alone, or can’t wait to share what’s happening in your life, then visit the Best Year website,www.bestyear.co.uk. You’ll find more ideas and more inspiration there, as well as support with staying the course.




  The website is also a chance to catch up on how others are doing with the activities – and to contribute your own ideas, experiences and feedback.




  As for those of you who are not fans of computers, do drop me a line via the publishers and let me know how your best year is shaping up. I’d love to hear about your discoveries and share in your successes.




  May this be not only your best year yet, but the first of many, in an amazing, joyful and fulfilling life that goes on getting better, and better, and better.




  With love




  Jane




  




  Week 1




  date....................





  Monday




  Explore




  Whatever else you may have planned today, make time for a short walk. Living the breadth of your life as well as its length means remembering to climb out of your busy, busy head and be a physical human being too.




  As you take your walk, choose one souvenir along the way to bring home and set on your bedside table or kitchen windowsill as a reminder of this, the first day of your big adventure.




  On my bookshelf I still have the acorn I brought back from a walk to remind me that the greatest creations start as small seeds.





  Tuesday




  Commit




  This year we’re going to be doing some journaling and some activities that will need writing down - quite apart from which I want you to have a record of this amazing year.




  So head out today to buy yourself a beautiful notebook in which you can make notes and record what you see, feel, discover, learn and decide.




  On the first page, write today’s date and a few notes on your hopes and dreams for the year ahead.





  Wednesday




  Give




  Today, leave a book you’ve really enjoyed in a public place with a note explaining why you love it and want to share it with whoever finds it.





  Synchronicity is the word we use to describe those ‘coincidences’ that happen when the precise thing we need in our lives turns up, whether it’s a book that catches our eye, a phone call from someone we’ve been thinking about, or a car parking spot!




  Don’t doubt for a moment that your beloved book will fall into the hands of someone who will really appreciate it right now.





  Thursday




  Expand




  There are hundreds of ways in which we stay in our comfort zone every day without giving it a second thought. Yet making small changes to even the most mundane of activities sends a message to ourselves that we are willing to change.





  Tonight, flex those change muscles: for one night only, swap sides of the bed. Whether you share your bed with someone (in which case, they’re going to get a taste of change too) or tuck up alone, swapping sides gives you the chance to fall asleep and wake up with a very slightly altered view.





  Friday




  Receive




  When you get up this morning, put on a favorite piece of music before you do absolutely anything else. Notice whether starting your day with something you love makes a difference to how you feel.





  Saturday




  Connect




  “Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.




  Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.




  It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us.”




  In her wonderful book, A Return to Love, Marianne Williamson urges us not to ‘play small’ but to let our light shine.




  How about it? As we look ahead to the coming year, are you ready to shine?




  Sunday





  Grow




  Today, let’s talk about love, which is a theme we’ll be touching on often during the coming year. After all, this book is about creating a life you love.




  You’re going to get lots of opportunities to look at who you love, what you love, how you love, and how you could love more. But first, let’s get straight to the basics by looking at the love you feel for you .
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