

Chapter Eight

The Gift of Reassurance: Everything is Going to be OK

When I find myself in the grip of my own panic, anxiety or a difficulty that has demanded something from me that I was yet to discover about myself, one simple phrase has meant more than any other wisdom under the sun: ‘It is going to be OK.’

This statement is simple, arguably oversimplified and overused. It can be annoying to hear on some occasions too. Yet, in essence, it is still powerful. And there is no harm in trying to incorporate something that is simple, harmless, potentially powerful and definitely straightforward into our fundamental thinking and feeling.

When in the grip of fear, nothing is more helpful than positive presence and reassurance. And this statement, seeming so straightforward and simple on the outset, is actually a gateway to a whole new world of experience. It’s like the wardrobe in C. S. Lewis’ beloved The Lion, The Witch and The Wardrobe. Walk through it (explore it) or even hide in it awhile (sit with the meaning, digesting it) and you are bound for a world of illuminating possibilities, magical happenings, ever-evolving marvels and extraordinary undertakings. The statement ‘It is going to be OK’ is the entry point into learning how to parent your heart, which is fundamental to any healing passage or journey of emotional development.

We can live in a spiral of stifling hypervigilance, the kind of tension that permeates and weakens everything, keeping you on edge all the time. You feel sick to your stomach. It wears you down, so that you become stifled and muted in your self-expression. It’s the worst of fear, always leaving you feeling exposed and defenceless. And it can turn  into an existence, albeit a draining and horrendous one, that you can become all too familiar with. You live in a constant state of looking over your shoulder for fear of being attacked or otherwise everything falling apart.

Once fear has invaded and drained the life out of you, then severe demoralisation seizes your soul and your perception. This is a harsh reality to survive. It leaves you unable, hopeless and, eventually and naturally so, you start to estimate most of life to be entirely threatening and hostile, even when it isn’t. And if this is your reality and you have completed the task of surviving it up to now, you are amazing and far stronger than you realise.

‘Everything is going to be OK’ is the first thing I always tell my daughters when I find them emotional or overwhelmed by something. I hug them and that hug is an expression of the same reassurance. My eldest daughter actually confessed a couple of years ago that, when she was younger, she would hit our coffee table with her hand and start fake crying, until my husband would run in to see what was wrong. She would then lie and say she banged her head, just so that he would pick her up in his arms and stroke her hair, telling her gently that everything was going to be OK, over and over again. We have giggled about it numerous times since, and I think the kind of hugs that accompany the words ‘Everything is going to be OK’, when genuinely communicated, are often more potent than a simple hug without them.

In a similar vein to what my eldest girl confessed, we all too have a little person inside us who occasionally comes to the surface, looking for that kind of reassurance. I believe that need is lifelong. We don’t grow out of it. We can just learn to better integrate it into our intimate relationships and our relationship with self, without feeling the need to simulate some kind of dramatic happening to receive that kind of attention. We don’t always have to bang our hands on the coffee table! But that kind of positive feedback offers incredible emotional nourishment. It acts like fuel to our courage. You are never so brave as when you feel loved. And bravery is just what you need when faced head-on with any mess you have to deal with.

There are people in this world who are the walking embodiment of the spirit of ‘Everything is going to be OK’. They have this beautiful calm about them and, just by being in their presence, you find yourself exhaling, dropping your shoulders and relaxing a little more. I have always thought that the best kind of love you can offer anyone is when you allow them to be themselves with you. When you make someone feel like everything is going to be OK so that they take their masks off, lower their walls and remove any defences – I don’t think there’s a better gift to give in all the world. We all need at least one person like that in our lives. And we also need a prolonged period of stability in our years of growing up to reinforce the truth of that statement. But some of us aren’t that fortunate. So, we look for that kind of reassurance or anything that marginally resembles it wherever we can. This was the story of my life up until I reached my thirties.
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There’s no greater expression of love than to be made to feel you don’t have to hide any part of you away.
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If this kind of attitude was a vitamin, honestly, I think I have always been deficient. There has always been this background noise behind my smiles – fake and real – over the years. It has been behind my attitude problems. All my drama. My loss of identity. My many stories of finding strange, ill-fitting identities along the way before finally settling in what now has proven to be authentic and enlivening. All the collapses and the shattering. Perhaps even more ironically, it has remained behind the best parts and times of my life, too. And the background noise can be summarised by this kind of friction: ‘But what if it’s not going to be OK?’ or ‘What if/What about when I mess this up?’

I think nearly all of us share this background anxiety that has a way of often submerging the forefront of our lives as well, because of experiences we had in our childhood that rocked the foundations of this truth to some debilitating degree.

The Reassurance in Re-Parenting

To personally comprehend the unique power of these words on your own complex being, you will need to look back on your life story and trace either the absence or presence of them along the pages. You need to remember when you heard those words from someone you loved and relied upon, and imagine how your senses would be enraptured if the spirit behind those words, the profound truth behind them, was the basis of every day of your life; how you might perceive the world and what you would listen out for, and all you might then feel.

You need to remember what it felt like to not hear those words when you needed them and the feelings that emerged in their absence. You need to be able to imagine how certain days might have progressed in an opposite direction had you been reassured with the words ‘Everything is going to be OK.’ Imagine how tall you might have felt, how giant you might have seemed in yourself. How you might have slowed down to smell the flowers, rather than frantically living at a pace that was solely focused on the destination rather than the adventure. How you might have said yes to the challenges ahead, rather than hiding in a corner, announcing your failure before any possible invested action.

This is where the mysterious transformation has grounds to happen. Once you have reflected on how much or how little you have felt those words in your life, you have to be daring enough to take it upon yourself to now become that person to your heart. I know this is quite a leap. I am suggesting that you take on the role that has either been fulfilled or unfulfilled in your life from here on in, but this is what I have learnt in coming to this same point in my own life.

If you keep looking for someone else to fulfil that role of reassurer in your life, your relationships will always be imbalanced and largely disempowering. This essential need is never filled in the way that you alone can fill it once you reach adulthood. That doesn’t mean you can’t lean on people you love to remind you of this beautiful truth when you have forgotten it or feel too overwhelmed to encourage yourself, but it is no match for replacing a relationship grown with your own heart based on being your own primary source of encouragement. Nobody, not even the closest person to you, can ever know your suffering like you do. And you are with yourself more than anyone else will ever be.

To really adopt the outlook and explore the powers of reassurance (even if you have a hard time considering it could be true), you have to approach it like an experiment or a project. For all the times you find yourself flirting with the possibilities that might occur if everything went wrong, you need to give that same time and energy to the idea that everything is going to be OK. Just like with any skill, it will take time to see the benefits. But approach it rationally and work out which slant offers most back to you. You will be surprised how much your heart will eat up those words, the possibilities and energy behind them and the underlying implications. You need to fill up on your tank of reassurance if you are going to venture out into the lands that the Great Mess occupies and return with some incredible stories to tell. In learning to be your own cheerleader and support, you are offering yourself the best of love that nobody can take away from you.

It is imperative that we grow the spirit behind the words ‘It’s going to be OK’ right in the soil of our being if we are going to bloom into the life we are worthy and deserving of. And if you look at those five words and don’t know what to do with them, start by repeating them to yourself over and over again, gently, quietly, under your breath, whenever you need to, even if at first you don’t believe them; even if it feels wrong and painful to say those words because that hasn’t been your experience up to now.

Learning to parent your heart is the most healing thing you will ever do for your life. Learning to be your own support and encouragement – to be the one to rustle up those words whenever you need them – will birth new worlds inside you. It is where all the magic happens. It’s the worthy opposition to that inner critic that has had too many days reigning over all the thoughts that transpire inside us. And actually, it has the most potential to usurp that critical voice from its throne, more than any other positive mindset you might integrate as part of your self-care routine along the way. When dealing with the messiness of life, you need to make choices that will dethrone your inner critic and put the maternal voice of reassurance in its place, bit by bit. Begin with replacing ‘Everything is going to go wrong’ – which is what we often feel when intimidated by coming chaos – with ‘Everything is going to be OK’. Consider it enough over time, experiment with it and you will begin to believe it. The spirit behind those words will keep you on the path of love.

Write it out

1. Go back to a time in your life when you needed to hear the words ‘Everything is going to be OK.’ And then, as you are imagining yourself in that vulnerable position, write a letter to that version of yourself, reassuring yourself with the comforting and calming spirit behind those words.

2. Write another letter to the person you wanted to hear those words from at the time that you have remembered; be really honest about why you wanted to hear them and how it impacted you not to feel them. You are activating the power of honesty in completing these prompts. Unless you decide otherwise, these letters are just for you, although you may want to read them aloud to someone you trust, because there is a magical power in bringing the written and spoken word together.

3. Remember your backpack. Consider something heavy in your bag that you could remove so that you can take this reflection with you on your adventure and give it ample space to support you. It could be the opposite of reassurance, like discouragement and doubt. Choose to focus more on reassuring your heart than discouraging yourself in this new direction. You will feel lighter for not carrying so much.





Chapter Eleven

The Art of Balance

I have been looking for balance since my early thirties, after surviving three decades of extremes. In any extreme, you are always tipping over the edge of some kind of cliff. There is no positive extreme in my experience. Even the best parts of life when imbalanced are no longer the best parts of life. Even too much bliss is simply that; too much for your optimal sense of well-being, in the same way that eating too many sweets leaves you feeling sick and regretful of your indulgence.

One Foot In and One Foot Out

I always suggest my ‘one foot in and one foot out’ technique when trying to ascertain a sense of balance as you wade through the challenges of establishing new principles in your life. It is also a wonderful way to look after your heart, mind and body when in the middle of some kind of upheaval or trouble. It’s another tool to put in your backpack as you venture off into turning the Great Mess into a meaningful passage of growth and self-exploration.

I define ‘being present’ as having one foot in our inner world and one foot in the world around us. This is what having both feet firmly planted in real life looks like to me. It’s also how I would define living with an open heart. It’s when the two worlds that make up our existence dance together and we become conscious of how they boundlessly orbit around each other. Let me explain.

The inner life of a human being is a universe in itself. It is the conceptual landscape of our feelings, thoughts and sense of self, and all other energy that exists within us and through us. It is the realm of the sixth sense. It is where and how we feel love, anger, wonder, joy, chaos, sorrow, curiosity and fear. It is where we deposit our memories and extract meaning and feeling from them. It is the landscape of our consciousness, where our awareness of who we are can and does unfold. It is where the first-person narrator’s voice of our personal stories is formed and resides, and where our subjective perceptions thrive. It is the playground of our imagination and the soil in which our deepest dreams can be conceived. It is who you are.

It is also where the destructive self-chatter belonging to that pesky inner critic has a field day, every day, until you learn how to hush it. It’s where our fears can grip us from taking steps forward. It’s where we overplay scenes and events from the external world over and over again. Sometimes we distort them. Sometimes we clarify them. Yes, sometimes, our inner world showcases what we are and what we are not.

The external world is a combination of our natural and social environment, and all its movement and activity. It includes the practical needs we aim to meet every day. It comprises the responsibilities we hold and how we carry ourselves. It also includes our physical existence, the health and ill health of our bodies and our physical interaction with the world around us. It is all the elements that make up the part of our lives literally outside of ourselves. Our external worlds are also us. And sometimes they are not.

We all tend to feel more comfortable in one than the other, but both worlds are indisputably connected and dependent on each other, creating equilibrium together. To develop and sustain optimal emotional health, you need a strong footing in both. Being connected to both parts of your life and approaching them like two halves of a whole is essential to being present in this world and growing a wholesome and holistic awareness of everything that makes you who you are.

We are defined by the states of consciousness we live in and our behaviour. We are made up of our unfulfilled dreams and our existing responsibilities. We are both our imaginings and the character we forge in our reality. To live with one foot in each generates a steadiness we can become comfortable, determined and confident in, especially when the ground beneath gets shaky and life suddenly turns stormy. You have more reserves to lean on and a more competent map to turn to when navigating through difficult currents in either sphere of your life. For example, when you are going through an immense amount of inner turmoil or pressure, trying to deal with some difficulty or sudden chaos in your life, directing some of your attention to the everyday tasks you have can offer breathing space from the difficult terrain you now have to make passage across. It can widen your vision, so that it is not wholly absorbed into the one area of conflict in your life. This in itself can help steady your nerves and keep your mind open, rather than diving into some kind of survival mode that has you shut down and unavailable to possibilities.

I learnt this very thing through motherhood. Be grateful for the roles you can’t suddenly turn off or hide away from when in the midst of an internal storm, because, quite unexpectedly, they can offer you the anchor, distraction/focus and relief you need. Feelings can be frightening spheres of consciousness when they have enough room to sweep you away and control your actions. But when you fulfil at least some or even one of those tasks and roles, despite the feelings that are raging inside you, you are slowly building a state of mind based on equilibrium. Even something as small as getting out of bed and washing or brushing your teeth, when you feel like you have absolutely no motivation to do anything, helps to do this on a micro level. However micro it feels, it is still significant. That sense of equilibrium is a state of mind that will increasingly integrate your feelings rather than have you succumbing to them.
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Feelings are there to be felt and to be felt through, but not necessarily to be followed through on.
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It works the same when overwhelmed with practical circumstances too. Taking time away and investing in other aspects of your life is a way to ease stress and worry caused by them. Rather than have your mind go around in circles over a work problem that is out of your hands until the following day, picking up the phone to talk to a friend or putting on some music and cooking up a wholesome meal for yourself offers you space away from the stress so that you can remind yourself that life is more than the problem.

It’s imperative to actively remind ourselves that we have more going on in our lives than the struggles we are going through in the moment. We do it every week, with our working weeks and then our days off. Directing our attention towards concepts that illuminate and nourish the movements in our inner world and then actively investing in them, generates discoveries about yourself and life that the external circumstances have far less reach to influence. This is both empowering and restorative. In the face of unpayable bills, redundancy, abrupt changes, complications or endings in relationships, where it feels like all the tension and complexity of the overwhelming circumstances is mounting on top of you, taking time to physically look after your body and mind away from the heavy scenario can rejuvenate you and illuminate truths you couldn’t tap into when seized by all your practical worries. Self-care can act as a magic wand. And finding balance is always a form of self-care.

Visualising Balance

I crafted a little visualisation based on the necessity of taking time-outs and why it’s important to apply the principle of balance all through your days, all through your life, and definitely when you are facing some kind of demanding transition or disarray. Because of the sensory overload in such situations and how they tend to consume us emotionally, mentally and physiologically, it feels like there is no way out of them when they arise. They indeed take the driver’s seat in our thought-life and often have too much influence on the subsequent choices we make. Practising walking away from the overwhelm through visual meditations slowly initiates new and expanded responses you can lean on in the future, when the overwhelm is fast approaching again. It’s another way to give yourself permission – taking time-outs and balancing out where you are putting your focus can add significant empowering details to your perspective, and a subsequent sense of autonomy to break the cycle of regularly feeling intimidated and overcome.

Below is my visual meditation. As you read it, feel free to add any details that make the scene more personal to you:

 

Imagine a beautiful landscape; the kind of environment that makes you happy, even just to envisage it. Give me a white-sanded, Sardinian beach with transparent sea any day. You may be more inclined to conjure up tall birch trees or even the great sequoia, or red, rocky mountains, or miles of white desert sands. Whatever environment has you mesmerised and naturally unwinding, build a picture of it. Using your senses as a guide, conjure up some colourful details. Think of what you might see, what you might smell, what you might feel. The grass underneath your feet, speckled with daisies and buttercups. A warm sea breeze blowing through your hair. The silver-kissed moon passing by you at the edge of the earth. Imagine anything and everything. There are no rules. This daydream can be both familiar and mythical at once. The unicorns can be running with the horses, and elephants can be flying with reindeer above your head. Whatever blesses your spirit, conjure up and weave away. Be as detailed and specific as you can. The more details you paint onto this canvas of sorts, the more vibrant this mind-scene will become.

Once you have set up your scene (and hopefully had some fun doing it), imagine there is a little hut in this beautiful scene. And this hut comprises of one simple room. In that room is a table and two chairs opposite one another. Now, this is where you will need your imagination to go up a gear. If you can, I want you to imagine a kind of being/form that represents something difficult and consuming in your present life. It might be depression or self-hatred. It might be conflict at work or the relentless demands of being a carer. It might be toxicity in a familial relationship. It might be childhood trauma. It might be the catastrophic impact of a mistake you have made. It might be imposter syndrome. It might be grief. It might be your anxiety. Again, it can be anything – whatever might be eating you up at the moment or does so on a regular basis. It’s the thing you find yourself thinking about at night when the world has gone to sleep and it’s also there waiting for you when you wake in the morning.

I tend to just imagine an outline for its appearance and then fill it with squiggles, or I imagine a huge ball of electric, bustling energy that can either grow or diminish, depending on the circumstances. Some people I have done this visualisation work with will imagine an actual person. It might even be someone they know and, of course, someone they deeply struggle with. But what’s important is that you imagine it, sitting on one chair and you sitting on the other. You are facing each other and you are engaged together.

You don’t have to be talking to one another, but there is some kind of communication, verbal or non-verbal, going on. It might just be an active, tangible awareness of each other and, whether your imagined being has eyes or not, you are interlocked in focus on one another, together. Visualise this for a couple more minutes. Imagine the feelings that normally arise when your attention is consumed with this particular issue or challenge. Make this essential stare-down as physiological as possible. You might imagine yourself sweating a little, or your stomach churning, or perhaps just feeling anger and frustration surge through your body. And at the point where your senses and thoughts feel as overwhelming as they can be, I want you to do something deliberate and purposeful. I want you to imagine yourself getting up from your chair, perhaps nodding your head at the abstract being in polite acknowledgement. But you turn around and walk away, leaving the table, the being and the room behind you.

You walk onto the veranda and you look out to the beautiful scene you have already created. You take some deep breaths. You listen in to the bird song and feel the sun warmly kiss your brow. You might venture out and walk along the tide of the sea, dancing with the sand. You may sit under a tall tree and listen to the song of the wind playing upon the leaves like hands on the black and white notes of a piano. You may find your favourite cold drink magically appears and you take some thirsty gulps of that. (Everything is possible in the world of your imagination.) Whatever it is you find yourself doing, you are allowed to do. You get to walk away from the stress, the sorrow, the pain, the discontent, the upheaval, the dejection and rejection whenever you need to – whenever it feels timely or beneficial to remember other parts of your life, other elements to your existence and indeed how you experience your own self. Yes, you get to walk away.

 

Walking away doesn’t mean leaving for good. Walking away doesn’t mean giving up. Walking away doesn’t mean you are weak or incapable. It simply indicates it is time to recharge so you can power yourself up to go back and face whatever you need to face, once you feel re-energised. Walking away means you step back so that you can remember and notice more of life than this particular difficulty – the beauty, the aliveness, the hope. Walking away makes you available to new insight and perspective that you cannot access when something is right up close and obstructing everything else. It reminds you that you get to call the shots, more than you tend to think. It also opens up an opportunity for you to again experience other aspects and expressions of who you are; the you who is also buoyant, fun, wild and relaxed. Making contact with those parts of you when navigating through chapters that are simply hard going is essential.

You might need to remind yourself of this time and again in any messy situation. You might need to practise this visualisation over and over again. But the message is simple and powerful: you can have one foot in the mess and one foot in life outside the mess, and actually that will offer you the balance you need to make your way through the obstacles and trials with your emotional and mental health intact.
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Just because the situation is messy, it doesn’t mean that it has to consume your entire waking and sleeping life.
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I remember sharing this particular visualisation during one of my live journaling workshops on Facebook during the lockdowns that took place all over the world in the Covid-19 pandemic. It received a lot of positive feedback. It was an almost revolutionary possibility – the idea that just because life is disconcerting and utterly challenging right now, doesn’t mean you have to be plugged into the severity of it all the time. I kept repeating the words: ‘You get to walk away. You get to notice something else. You get to experience something other than this. Your entire life is more than this moment. Just give yourself permission to move away from its grip for a little while.’

It was a timely message, offering a forgotten possibility in the midst of a pandemic that had locked down our world, consumed all news outlets, conversations and the logistics for making everyday choices. I could read light bulbs going off for people in the comments underneath my live recording, as they practised the visualisation.

‘Even with something as consuming and overwhelming as the pandemic, I get to walk away for a while?’

My answer was ‘yes’.

Maybe not literally, because, for some, leaving the home was patrolled, but you get to walk away from the drama in your mind, and you always have the power to make small autonomous choices for your own benefit, no matter what you face. You don’t have to watch the news. You don’t have to keep up to date with the pandemonium we call social media (that was a big one for me). You get to have a break whenever you need it. What the break actually looks like is dependent on your circumstances, but you can always activate the mindset of the exhale whenever you need to (see page 129).

Feelings are Messengers

One woman participated in that particular live workshop and found it so useful she got in touch with me after. She shared with me how overwhelmingly hard she had found the lockdown, because she was used to keeping herself busy. She realised that her efforts to keep herself occupied were actually a survival method she’d adopted many years ago, to keep her inner demons at bay. In the absence of the normal structure of her life, old memories of childhood trauma started to haunt her through the empty lockdown nights and days. By the time she came across my workshop, she was riddled by them. She was stressed, because, up until this point, her reaction was to focus on how to get rid of them, how to essentially squeeze them back into whatever closet in her heart she had once buried them. And nothing she tried worked.

Her focus was on what to do with them and trying to find ways to stop them drowning her. Her goal was to make them change. But this is what the visualisation aims to correct: the assumption that all your attention should be given to whatever is stressing you out in this moment, especially when it’s very serious. To consider that she could have a moment back where these emerging and relentless memories weren’t the central focus of her day or vision was revolutionary. The visualisation offered her a bridge in that moment to dip her foot in different terrain, in a different feeling, in details that would stimulate, or better soothe, her senses in a new way. I just wanted to present an opportunity to remind her there was life outside of her spinning thoughts. Even if she couldn’t get rid of them, or put them back in the closet they escaped from, or change them, she could still show them her back, for a while, until she felt strong enough to look at them again – even if it was just in her imagination. She didn’t have to follow their lead every time they came to the surface.

The one foot in and one foot out principle is essentially about how to navigate through strong feelings and learn how to hold them in place, as they arise, in response to difficulties, and often to express something inside you. We can feel all the feelings in the world without feeling like we have to follow their lead. This is so important to know when facing the Great Mess, because life’s messiness has a way of conjuring up stormy feelings. And if you know that they do not have the last say and that they are also temporary, this will then help you to not be swept away by their currents. With both feet in your feelings, which essentially implies you identify them as a part of you, rather than just an expression of emotion that wants to pass through, you will feel controlled by them, confused by them and in contention with them sometimes too. But they are best summarised as messengers. The ‘one foot in and one foot out’ principle is a way of moving through the feelings without them consuming your actions and overwhelming your sense of direction. Keeping one foot in the feelings means you offer enough of yourself to feel them and not deny their presence, so that they can, in effect, pass through you and help show you something. Because all feelings are temporary. All feelings are essentially passing through. But keeping one foot out of them means you protect your actions and responsibilities from being controlled by the feelings that can and often do come at full force. And your actions and responsibilities are an important and empowering part of your life. You can make your dreams come true through them.

Write it out

1. You get to walk away from life’s messiness when you need to. You get to have breaks. You get to put the burden down for a while. Look back on a difficult time in your life when you didn’t know this. How might it have felt to get through it if you had?

2. Make some plans to balance out the tensions in your life right now. Work out where a particular tension is coming from and how you can lean on the other side of your life and participate in activities that give you a break from the heaviness.

3. Do you find you are someone who is more engaged with their external life and world or with their internal life and world? What are the pros and cons of that?





Chapter Fifteen

Look Out for the Goo(d)

I have always wondered why we don’t call the caterpillar and the butterfly a ‘butterpillar’ and a ‘caterfly’. I write that sentence in jest, but the process and transitions of life in the cycle of this duo-being is entirely remarkable. And yet this wasn’t the detail that drew me so much to butterflies, to the point that I would name my business in part after them. It was actually a lot simpler than that. I simply fell in love with how close they bring an ethereal beauty to our senses. How they make an alternative and seemingly faraway world feel like it’s just on our doorstep. It’s something about their movement, their shape, the direction they take. It’s the fact that they are more wing than anything else and yet, ironically, they cannot see their wings. It’s the way light travels through their thousands of tiny scales, reflecting photonically on each other to glitter in the sky above. The dance of the butterfly can lighten any heart that takes note of it.

It’s quite remarkable that the beauty of the butterfly is the produce of the worst fear come upon the previous caterpillar. I like to think of it this way anyway. It is a symbol of hope for this very reason. Few creatures ever want to die when the time comes. The prospect of death is only ever appealing when another moment of life
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