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To Philippa Cox, Rachel Anderson, Amina Ali, Emma Wilkinson, Stephanie Lamping and Nana Yaa Larbi – the women who taught me English.





I always pay attention
When a small joy grabs me
Some say easily pleased
I say, frequently happy!






Introduction

Hello.

If you can, please take a deep breath in … and a deep breath out.

Relax your shoulders.

Unclench your jaw.

Take another deep breath in … and another breath out.

I’m so happy you’re here. This is a book for all seasons, so whatever season it finds you in, you are so very welcome.

The structure of this book is simple: 52 chapters split evenly across winter, spring, summer and autumn. Each chapter has a poem, thoughts and a journal prompt for personal reflection. By no means, however, do you need to read it in chronological order. You can follow a chapter each week if you wish, but you don’t have to. Just as the weather can be anything it chooses despite what we expect from the season, you might decide you need something unexpected at any point in life. If a chapter title springs out at you, read it right then. If something resonates with you, return to it and stay there as long as you wish before moving on. If you need to hear something specific at a particular time, look through the chapters and find it. If you want to read everything in one sitting, do so with enjoyment! Write down notes, thoughts, ideas – anything that comes to mind, anywhere you can find the space. Use the journal prompts to write, to contemplate, to create.

This book is yours; it is my hope that you will find reflection, hope and joy in its pages, however that may be. This book is for the child you were who still lives and feels, the person you are today for whom you live and whom you take care of, and the person you wish yourself to be tomorrow and beyond. Whatever your journey with these words, I hope it is a wonderful one.




Growth in Cold, Hard Earth

If winter was my enemy

The cold would bother only me

The dark would hold me in my home

The cold would not release my bones

Winter doesn’t hate me, though

So I should let my hatred go

Maybe, in the wintertime,

Not everything must cease to grow

THE EARTH IN WINTER is cold and hard, and so are certain facts.

I struggle in the winter. It frustrates me every year. I can feel my energy dip in tandem with the earlier setting of the sun. My interest in leaving the house wanes with the drop in temperature, my replies grow slower and the temptation to stay indoors – a modern-day hibernation – grows stronger. I feel that winter takes from me; it steals my vibrancy, my energy. My skin is less rich, my footsteps are flatter, my eyes lose some of their twinkle, my smile is wan.

When I think of winter, I think of struggling to heat the house. Of layers and blankets that should warm me up but feel suffocating instead. I know I sound bleak, but I need to voice my complaints, acknowledge my problems before trying to solve them. For years I have made winter my enemy, gritting my teeth as the colder months of the year approach. I have narrowed my eyes and growled at my adversary – only to open them and realise I have been fighting an unnecessary war. For all the problems I have with winter, winter has none with me. The cold is not personal, the darkness not directed against me, the freezing temperatures not fashioned as a weapon to hurt my skin. Winter can only be what it is; my job is not to fight but to accept.

Life itself is seasonal. We have seasons of hard work, seasons of rest, seasons of joy and seasons of sadness. If I were to choose every season, I would only choose seasons I like. It’s in the seasons we don’t choose, however, that we grow in the ways we wouldn’t expect – often in the ways we need to most.

Now I try to greet winter with this knowledge: although it may not be my preferred season, it still has much to offer us all. Things don’t typically grow in the winter, but we can try to.

JOURNAL PROMPT

What do you struggle with most in the winter?

What is something you don’t mind so much about winter that could help you grow through it?




I Believe in You

You used to hate the skin you’re in

And now you think it suits you

The pain you thought you’d hold for life

Replaced by things you’re used to

Love, acceptance

All those changes for the better

They show in your eyes;

And the things that you thought you’d hide for life

The people you have round you, they like

They love you, the way you needed

And you hold it and you keep it

Close to heart; the validation they provide

Is nothing next to what you now have inside

It feels so precious you could weep

You almost pray before you sleep it doesn’t disappear

All your fears come crashing back

But I promise, it’s here to stay

Progress doesn’t just go away

You don’t start from scratch

You start from more than you have ever known before

Now you’ve turned your heart to song

And you know the sky is exactly where you belong

I believe in you

IT CAN TAKE A LONG time to grow into yourself. Being told that you will eventually, that you’ll find your place and your people, that things will make more sense than they used to – these are not easy things to hear when you’re in the midst of uncertainty. We’re told that we deserve to love ourselves, but that can be easier said than done. It’s also inescapable that the way those around us treat us has an impact on how we see ourselves; it’s not easy to just ‘get over’ the feeling of not fitting in. These challenges are what make it all the more important that we give ourselves the time and respect to try to find the things that feel authentic to us, because there are people who will love us, just as we are.

I have been around many people and in many places where I felt I did not belong or couldn’t be myself. It’s a cruel irony that most of us can relate to that feeling – but just because it’s a widespread phenomenon doesn’t make it any less isolating when we feel it. I can’t say either that there was a specific light bulb moment when I just decided to ‘be myself’, because if it were that easy, that’s where I would have started. I do, however, remember how it felt when I started to feel the impacts of being authentic to the things I loved, the dreams I had and what truly brought me fulfilment. I slowly realised that the ache in my chest was no longer noticeable, that the weary thoughts in my mind had quietened. There was no flick of a switch, only a consistent effort to just try to be what felt like me, because it was simply too tiring to be anything else. Every person who affirmed that version of me, whether in friendship or through a fleeting word of encouragement or a moment of support, helped to dispel the idea that I must be a certain way to find love and acceptance.

It gives you a unique sense of pride, one tinged with emotion, when you look back and realise that you have moved and grown through a difficult time. It’s an equally wonderful feeling to see others go through similar transformations. Seeing people become confident and succeed in new endeavours, realising that there are sides to loved ones that we may not have seen and that they are finding the confidence to show us for the first time – witnessing these things happening is a privilege, and we don’t always know just how impactful our support in these times can be. One of the many positives of having made it through a difficult time is being able to offer perspective to others who are experiencing the same challenges and encourage them on their own journey.

It can take one change – whether that’s a location, occupation, friendship group, romantic partner – for things to begin to make far more sense and for us to feel a much deeper sense of self-actualisation. The process starts inside, with understanding that we are worthy of being ourselves.

JOURNAL PROMPT

How have you been encouraged recently, in a big or small way, to be your authentic self?

What is a way you can push yourself to take steps in that direction?




Cold Feet

I just got a hot water bottle

For my feet!

On these cold winter mornings

It’s working a treat

Extremities are where

We lose much of our warmth

And being cold robs me

Of rational thought

Having cold feet

Robs people of dreams!

So keeping mine warm

Doesn’t seem so extreme

I feel as snug as the bug

In his proverbial rug

There is nobody around

Who is cosier than me!

WHEN I FIRST HEARD about hibernation as a child, learning about it in school and seeing it in cartoons, I believed that all hibernating animals slept all winter until spring. I was envious of those animals – doesn’t it sound like a dream to sleep the time away? I was surprised to find out, a somewhat embarrassing number of years later, that this isn’t the case for all hibernating animals. Some animals wake up and move around during hibernation, which means emulating them is far more possible than I first imagined!

It might seem melodramatic to label sleeping the winter away as a ‘dream’, but it is truly one of life’s great joys to find warmth in the cold. I find the shorter days make me feel low on energy; the cold makes me feel physically and emotionally shrunken. I was once told by a body language expert that one of the best ways to maintain positive, open body language is to avoid being cold, as it makes us close in on ourselves – and that made plenty of sense to me. Thus, in the winter, I take joy in prioritising warmth and cosiness. It’s lovely to be comfortable in contrast with the weather around us.

The warmth that spreads through me as I sip a warm drink (hot chocolate or any kind of tea for me); the warm lighting of lamps and night lights; the satisfaction of wearing my warmest knitwear and coat. I’m grateful for everything that makes me feel cosy in the winter, because although my enjoyment may take very different forms during the cold months, small happinesses still abound. Even more than this, I try to keep my words and actions warm in winter. I know it’s a time when I’m more likely to feel discomfort or irritation, so I do my best to share the warmth I want to feel.

JOURNAL PROMPT

What things or practices make you feel cosy?

What is the importance of the things that make you feel warm in your life?




Dealing with Comparison

‘I wish I was more like you’

Said the left hand to the right

Not realising they both had strengths

Just thumbs on different sides

IT CAN BE HUGELY encouraging to look at somebody we admire. Ideally, the similarities between us will give us confidence, while the differences will inspire motivation and ideas about things we can work on. Looking at the examples of others also gives us information we may not get otherwise, direction that can be invaluable.

In complete honesty, though, how often are the comparisons we make between others and ourselves positive and healthy? If you respond, ‘Always!’, perhaps consider the legitimacy of your answer or consider writing your own book!

There is a danger that in comparing ourselves to others we begin to see only our own shortcomings. It’s far too easy to compare somebody at the apex of their journey to us in the learning or growing stages and become demoralised. It’s easier still to see the highlights of somebody’s life and believe their circumstances to be so much better than ours that they’re unattainable. Social media isn’t inherently negative in nature, but it does allow us to see people and things in a perfect light more often than we would otherwise, thus making it easy to feel negatively about our own ‘imperfect’ lives and to forget that all things are imperfect in their totality. Dan Warrender and Rosa Milne – a lecturer in mental health nursing and a community mental health nurse, respectively – summarise this phenomenon perfectly: ‘The problem is individuals experiencing social comparison can struggle to find anything other than upward comparisons to measure themselves against, so an average day is always compared with the “greatest hits” of others.’1 When social comparison starts to make you feel less than, it’s important to remember that somebody achieving their goals does not divert you from your path. You don’t do yourself justice if you act as though it does.

I find that when I compare myself to others, it’s important that I pause and examine my reasons for doing so with honesty. If they’re good ones, I try to make sure that remains the case, and if not, I try to cut the comparison short. Comparison can begin as healthy but mutate over time without us realising. Admiration can easily become envy, and what once was motivating can become disheartening, at which point comparison is not a tool but a hindrance. That isn’t our fault, but it is something we should be able to recognise and choose to change.

Comparison is not always our choice, either. Many will know the feeling of being compared to someone else’s children as a child. ‘Auntie X’s son was doing Y at this age!’ ‘Your cousin is already achieving X, Y and Z!’ It can be hard to break free of the feeling that we should be like someone else, or be doing what they’re doing, simply



JOURNAL PROMPT
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