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			prologue

			On an overcast day in February, I’m riding my bicycle through the streets of Helsinki toward a wellspring of culture and well-being housed in a grand neoclassical 1841 building by the sea.

			It’s cold, and as I feel a blustery, bone-chilling wind that’s familiar from living in rainy cities such as Vancouver on Canada’s west coast, where I grew up, I start to pedal faster in an effort to warm up.

			I pass a young couple bundled up in their winter coats, wearing colorful scarves and hats. Walking together, they are holding hands, which makes me smile and gives me a sense of hope about the future.

			As I cycle off the pavement onto a gravel road that leads into the parklike setting housing the complex, my destination is Visit Peace, a new wellness space that’s tucked into Lapinlahden Lähde (lähde means “spring” in Finnish), a community center that focuses on arts and culture and mental and physical well-being in a range of ways that incorporate the role of nature.

			Although I’m heading to do an interview with the founder of Visit Peace for a magazine article, I must confess that I’ve already fallen in love with the center’s name, for who wouldn’t like to visit peace? So many people around the world seem to be struggling with the stresses and demands of modern life on so many levels.

			On a personal level, as someone who suffers from depression and anxiety from time to time and has a tendency to take on too much and then crash because my energy is depleted, I feel I could benefit from practical help in better understanding how to manage my own mental and physical energy, as well as bigger-picture societal issues such as the state of the planet.

			Since moving from North America to Finland many years ago, I’ve become fascinated by sisu, the unique Finnish concept of resilience, courage, and grit in the face of all manner of challenges. Through ongoing research, I’m convinced that a good sense of sisu holds the key to helping us all develop a greater sense of resilience in dealing with the challenges we face daily, whether big or small.

			A few years ago, I wrote a book about Finnish well-being, sharing the story of how I had gradually adopted many elements of the Nordic lifestyle after moving to Finland. I spoke about how I gained strength and better mental and physical health by embracing simple and sensible activities such as spending more time outdoors in nature with friends no matter what the weather, and taking up popular activities such as winter swimming and year-round cycling.

			I interviewed a range of experts and regular folk to ensure factual and science-based information was included on the various topics, such as the health benefits of the Finnish sauna steam bath. The Finnish Way was translated into twenty-two languages and published in twenty-two countries (thanks to my agent), and since then I’ve received a fairly steady stream of interview requests from around the world from media ranging from NBC to El País. This media interest has been fueled in part by the fact that Finland has been named the world’s happiest country for four years in a row (2018 to 2021) by the World Happiness Report, a publication of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, which uses a range of metrics to rank the quality of people’s lives.

			At around the same time, I was juggling my work as a freelance writer, editor, and journalist along with major life changes such as the end of a long-term relationship, which left me doing a lot of solo parenting (I have an absolutely amazing eleven-year-old son) and reevaluating many aspects of my life. Even with a very supportive family and a close network of friends, I started to seriously falter.

			And then my own sense of sisu took a significant tumble.

			Overwhelmed by all of life’s demands, I began having a hard time keeping up. I also made the fatal mistake of not heeding my own sisu advice, which in a nutshell is to practice simple self-care so that you can take care of others. Scrambling to manage everything, I was spending less time in nature, in the water, on my bicycle, and not doing commonsense things such as eating and resting properly.

			I felt exhausted and depleted much of the time, and my general sense of malaise was also seeping into other areas of my life, disturbing my sleep. I would often wake up in the middle of the night in a panic, worried about work, finances, and relationships.

			At times, it felt as though everyone wanted a piece of me, and in my earnestness to respond, I sometimes gave toxic people and situations—both in my personal and professional life—too much of my limited energy.

			At some point I also started to suffer from impostor syndrome for having written a book about well-being that so many people around the world interpreted as a guide to happiness.

			The title of that first book in several territories, including the United States, featured the word happiness in the subtitle. As such, I was often asked in media interviews to be a spokesperson for how to achieve that seemingly elusive goal, especially because of Finland’s designation as the world’s happiest country in the World Happiness Report.

			While the report’s metrics for happiness are based on well-being indicators such as good social support networks, trust, honest governments, safe environments, and healthy lives, and a strong part of my message was about creating joy and resilience by tackling life’s daily challenges through lifestyle choices, I felt uncomfortable in this new role as a happiness ambassador. Open about my own lifelong struggles with depression and anxiety, I had underlined the fact that I wasn’t—by any stretch—miraculously cured. Rather, I wanted to share with others the practical ways to manage malaise and improve physical and mental well-being that I had discovered.

			At the same time, I was receiving messages on social media from readers around the world thanking me for my work and inspiration.

			Yet I felt like I was sinking. And struggling to surface.

			Then the coronavirus pandemic hit in spring 2020, dramatically impacting the daily lives of billions of people around the world on so many levels. Like so very many others, I was overwhelmed by what was happening, and I tried to make sense of it all and stay upbeat. Truth be told, I felt a sense of impending doom. Add to that the stress of trying to do the right things to stay safe, adapting to suddenly being very socially isolated with my son, whose school temporarily closed, and working from home, while worrying about the health and well-being of my friends and family, including my parents, who live 4,663 miles (as the crow flies) away on Canada’s west coast.

			After a long stretch of pushing too hard and too fast, I completely burned out in the summer of 2020.

			As I know now, in the lead-up to complete exhaustion—the kind in which simple tasks such as brushing your teeth can seem insurmountable and pointless—many people think that if they try harder to do more, they’ll feel better and push through.

			Which is exactly what I did. But it made everything so much worse. Still in recovery mode from dealing with previous traumas, I was already weak on the ground when the pandemic hit. Yet somehow, in my growing state of mental and physical exhaustion, I rationalized that stopping would lead me to collapse. But if I kept going, I would regain my sense of strength, my sense of sisu.

			There are sayings in many languages and cultures that hold a similar truth: Sometimes you need to hit rock bottom before you can grow and rebuild.

			That’s what happened to me.

			After being hospitalized for serious clinical depression (that was the official diagnosis, caused in part by total burnout), I began the slow and often challenging process of recovery, of rebuilding my sense of sisu, or fortitude, in old and new ways, as I was forced to accept that my previous methods of attempting to function were no longer feasible.

			As I learned to walk again—quite literally, for at my lowest, weakest point I was nearly bedridden—I started to explore the idea of sisu from different angles, such as that of good healthy daily sisu, which meant learning to manage my energy and resources in a new way. This included learning seemingly obvious yet new-to-me skills such as saying no when necessary, as I have a tendency to say yes out of a sense of polite obligation and because I often get overly excited about many things at once and want to do them all. I have also tended to be a people pleaser, even at my own expense.

			Like so many women, I was raised at a time in North America when women were taught to put their own needs and dreams after those of others, especially men.

			There’s a common stereotype about the polite Canadian who apologizes when somebody else bumps into them. Though it may be a cliché, it holds a deeper symbolism: being overly polite and nice is about saying sorry even when someone else does something potentially hurtful to you. And as nice as it may seem, that can be a problem.

			While it goes without saying that we all need to deal with difficult people at times and can’t just left-swipe them away, we can, however, learn how to deal with those who make us feel uneasy, whether they are simply rude, toxic, or actual bullies, through good, healthy, peaceful sisu.

			As an empath, it has taken me a lifetime to learn how to effectively deal with emotionally abusive people by setting firm yet diplomatic boundaries. I also had to acknowledge that part of the reason I felt so poorly was because I had let some of those people metaphorically walk all over me. So long as you allow certain behaviors to continue, you are facilitating them.

			This was among the important lessons I learned, along with the idea that good sisu also means having the courage to ask for help when you need it, instead of trying to take care of and manage everything on your own.

			I also had to learn simple lessons such as if I didn’t get everything on my to-do list done this minute, this hour, or this day, that was all right. It didn’t mean I was a failure, a bad person, or lazy. The rest of the list would still be there later. This was a difficult transition for a recovering, overly self-critical multi-multitasker who was often willing to lend a hand or do something for someone else even when it meant going out of my way.

			As part of my recovery, it was imperative that I gently return to self-care, by taking baby steps such as going for a short walk or a dip in the sea. These may sound like simple activities, but because I had spent several months physically inactive, my overall physical fitness was extremely poor.

			Embarking on a journey to redevelop a healthy sense of sisu, I also sharpened my focus on how I could offer my son the best tools for his future. I became more concerned about the state of the natural world and started to pay more attention to finding positive ways to effect change and include more sustainability actions in our daily lives.

			As I’ve long supported solutions and constructive journalism—that is, looking for real-world solutions and positive stories of ways to tackle humanity’s many challenges—I kept coming across signs of hope, of ways to solve the problems big and small facing us all.

			Some were concrete examples, such as the successful Finnish model for addressing the problem of homelessness in Helsinki, or the news story that popped up in my feed about a Finnish company making protein out of thin air to disconnect food production from agriculture in an effort to address two huge challenges: climate change and world hunger.

			Other signs of hope were words, thoughts, and ideas that gave me positive pause for thought.

			Although this is not intended as a political book, it must be said that the political infrastructure of where you live directly impacts the quality of your life. For example, whether or not you live in a country with universal medical care has a massive impact on your mental and physical health and that of your neighbors.

			As I looked around for inspiration, I came across it in unlikely places.

			“The strength of a society is measured not by the wealth of its most affluent members, but by how well its most vulnerable citizens are able to cope,” said Finnish prime minister Sanna Marin in her New Year 2020 address. Though as a journalist I have a healthy skepticism regarding what politicians say, I believe Marin’s words address a central principle of the Finnish social system, in that it aims to provide support (and sisu) for all its citizens.

			Marin, who at thirty-five is one of the world’s youngest heads of state, grew up in a rainbow family. Her message, which is in such sharp contrast to the views of some other world leaders, including those who are dead set against helping those less fortunate or accepting those who identify with something other than the perceived mainstream, resonates on many levels and offers hope.

			As I’ve embraced a new set of Nordic values to replace some of the consumerist ones that I grew up with, I’ve also realized how important it is to take care of ourselves, one another, and Mother Earth.

			And it seems to me that Lapinlahden Lähde provides an excellent starting point, as it’s the source of a number of groundbreaking firsts.

			The center is housed in what was once Finland’s first specialized psychiatric hospital—it’s where playwright and writer Aleksis Kivi (1834–1872), who wrote the first significant novel in Finnish, Seven Brothers, spent time being treated for chronic melancholy, which is better known today as depression.

			Kivi provides a concrete example of Marin’s idea of helping society’s most vulnerable, which is part of the Finnish ideal of giving everyone an equal and fair chance, regardless of his or her background. Case in point, Kivi grew up in rural poverty but went on to study at the University of Helsinki and became a lauded playwright and writer.

			The Lapinlahden Lähde center also speaks to the power of working together to address many of the issues that face us all. It’s home to Restaurant Loop, Finland’s first waste-food restaurant, which serves ingredients, donated by local grocery stores, that are close to their expiration date but still perfectly edible, in an effort to address climate change (food waste is one of the leading contributors).

			On the grounds near the waterfront is Helsinki’s reportedly oldest public sauna, that quintessential Finnish cultural icon lauded for its numerous health benefits. There’s also an on-site urban nature center and cafés, as well as an upcycling plant exchange, a few thrift shops, and several venues that offer services from physical and mental therapy to exercise classes in nature and cultural activities.

			As I search for answers, I know that I am not alone in my quest. I continually meet people who have experienced great challenges and traumas and tapped into their own forms of sisu and recovered, rebounded, and rebuilt their lives in new ways. I admire those who share their stories and vulnerabilities and provide inspiration for others, because I firmly believe that we all struggle and the only way forward is to help one another.

			If there’s a sentence that sums up my quest, it’s the title of Canadian writer Sheila Heti’s experimental novel, How Should a Person Be? For it’s a question that I so often ask myself. Am I doing the right things for the world? To help others? To try to make a positive impact?

			In my quest I start to develop a type of daily sisu, which means looking for simple ways that anyone can take easy, practical steps to improve their mental and physical resilience in dealing with the challenges of everyday life. And along the way I have found so many pivotal answers of everyday fortitude from a range of experts as well as so many wise, good-hearted humans.

			For in taking care of ourselves and our collective sisu lies the key to helping others and the world.

			We are all in this together.
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			sisu every day

			Finding Fortitude During Tough Times

			On a crisp autumn morning I stood on a wooden dock that juts out into the Baltic Sea in central Helsinki. Wearing only my bathing suit, I placed my towel and change of clothes onto one of the wooden tables as I chatted with my fellow cold-water swimmers about the weather, the water temperature (it’s a brisk 9 degrees Celsius, 48.2 degrees Fahrenheit), and the state of world affairs during the coronavirus pandemic, which has dramatically changed the lives of so many people around the globe.

			This day’s dip into the sea was really just a dip, as I’m not a very good swimmer. But this simple morning routine has become one of the activities that make up part of my lifeline.

			The fact that I was able to get myself to the dock, an easy five-minute walk from home, go for a dip, and talk with friends is little short of a miracle, or at least a 180-degree turnaround. For less than two months earlier, I was in a very different place—I was recovering from a serious depressive episode of burnout that left me so depleted that the mere idea of this morning’s activities would have seemed impossible.

			Yet here I was, basking in the rays of sunshine that seem like a precious commodity as we head toward the dark months of winter, when there will be only a few hours of daylight here in the Nordics.

			After my dip I walked over to the bushes
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			Meet the Goddess of Sisu
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