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INTRODUCTION
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So you’ve lost it.  You’ve come to the end of your rope, and you just can’t go on.  You’ve had the rug ripped out from under you, and the world doesn’t make sense anymore.  You’ve tried very hard, but everything you do to help yourself just makes you fall deeper into the pit of despair.  Perhaps you’ve decided that doing nothing is the best you can manage right now.  A catatonic stupor might even sound appealing.

Sometimes the world appears hopeless.  In your best moments, you bravely tell yourself that you could do one small thing if only you knew what step to take, but the big picture threatens to overwhelm you.  You need someone to take you by the hand and lead you inch-by-inch into the unknown.  However, since you’re at your most vulnerable, any ill-meaning person could take advantage of you.  You’re frightened to even reach out.

I’ve been there.  And I’ll bet you most people have at some point in their lives whether or not they’re willing to admit to it.  As human beings, we come into this world completely helpless, and the world has an uncanny way of delivering overwhelming circumstances when you don’t have a reliable support network.  And friend, doesn’t that perfectly safe and caring environment seem to be the exception rather than the rule in most peoples’ lives you know?

I’ve written this manual to be your little guide through the chaos you’ve found yourself in.  Since it’s just a book, it can’t read your thoughts and potentially thwart your success.  It’s here at your disposal.  Read it as slowly as you wish.  Let it be that little voice urging you on to the next right thing, that trustworthy friend holding your hand as you make your way back into a world that makes sense again.

But first things first.  Since you’ve lost it, you really don’t have to do anything at all.  You’re at the bottom.  Consider yourself indisposed to society for the time being.  In fact, if you choose to lie in bed all day and do nothing more than prevent yourself from making self-harming decisions, that is enough.

If need be, check yourself into a psych ward for a mental break.  If that’s not feasible, make your home a ward of sorts and forbid yourself to do anything you wouldn’t recommend to a mental patient.  You can even go so far as to take a small piece of paper and pen a big “Rx” on top, then proceed to list the daily activities you would prescribe for yourself if you were acting as your own psychiatrist.  Make sure to include plenty of rest and mind-numbing pampering.  And absolutely no added stressors allowed!  If you’d like, you can make yourself a doctor’s note and post it in an obvious location for family and friends who might need some explaining.

Now that you’re lying in bed, I want you to consider this.  Your life didn’t fall apart all at once.  It likely disassembled bit by bit as you struggled to hold on and your coping skills failed you.  It could happen to anybody.  You are not weak.  Your circumstances simply got bigger than you knew how to handle.  The good news is that it’s never too late to build up your toolbox of coping skills, and with each skill you hone your unhappiness will take a decided ding.  Eventually, you may even rediscover those blue skies and sunshine.

This book isn’t a cure-all, but if you are able to get through these simple steps, I am convinced your life will improve drastically and your future chances of a breakdown will nosedive.  I’ve ordered the steps in a way that I believe will most readily assist you—with the most urgent, poignant ones at the beginning.

You can do this.  Just hang in there another moment and take that next little step.
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STEP 1

Ask for Help
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Now that you’ve cleared your entire schedule and declared yourself an invalid for the time being, let’s start with step number one.  Ask for help.

It’s okay not to be completely independent.  In fact, it’s unavoidable.  Needing others doesn’t mean you can’t help yourself at all.  Consider a newborn baby.  He is a little bundle of exceptional neediness at first, and yet we don’t knock him for it.  We realize that a baby must initially live with dependence in order to receive the nourishment and love he needs to feel safe and strong enough to venture out on his own later.  We all required our parents for our very survival at one point.  As we grew older, we gradually learned to do more and become more capable, but at no point are we completely able to make it alone—barring Tom Hanks in Cast Away.  We need communities in order to survive.  And we need family and friends in order to thrive.

I know it can be scary to admit this to yourself, but I need you to do that now.  Admit that you are somewhat in need of others’ help and remind yourself that just because you need help doesn’t mean you’ve given up all personal power.  You still get to determine what direction you go and where you seek that help.  You get to decide who you will ask for assistance.  And when someone doesn’t offer the help you need, you have the right to keep searching until you find someone who will.

Also, remember that just because you ask for help doesn’t mean any one person is required to meet your need.  It’s your right to ask, and it’s each person’s right to say yes or no depending on what they can and are willing to do.

Think about the different ways you might ask for help.  Assistance can come in the form of feedback or advice or someone watching the kids for a while.  Perhaps you need someone to just listen to you or run an errand because you’re not feeling well.  Or maybe you need to seek a specialist’s opinion on a course of treatment.

Or perhaps you need to take a medication.  A lot of people who have lost it are particularly opposed to taking a drug of any form as they believe they should have complete power to fix their own minds and bodies.  It’s an attempt to maintain control, but it is unhelpful.  When you stop and think about, is it not apparent that the enviably healthiest people are the ones who are happily willing to take whatever will make them feel better?  You can take a medication as needed and always decide later that you no longer require it (although I recommend caution there).  You get to be in charge of that.

So today I want you to ask someone for help.  Maybe even more than one person.  In fact, add it to your personal prescription mentioned in the introduction.  Make it a game and tally each time you ask for help.  If you make it to five or more, you absolutely must treat yourself to something special—a library book or a hot mug of cocoa or a new mint plant for your withering herb garden.  Because you deserve it.  You are one brave person.

I’m rooting for you.
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STEP 2

Find an Answer
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You’re doing great.  You may not feel like it’s enough, but hang in there.  Hopefully, you have a little more breathing room now that you’re learning to ask for help.  There is a lot more to go, but at least you now know you have one skill in your toolbox.  A very important one, I might add.

The next step I want you to take is to learn how to find answers when you haven’t got a clue where to go from here.  You’re in a place of uncertainty right now.  The world doesn’t make sense anymore, and your basic schema for how life works has been shaken.  You need something secure to build upon.

I’m going to show you how you can approach problem-solving when you feel lost like this.  It’s a skill that will help you as you go about trying to gain a new perspective or to just receive in general—a very important tool that will allow you to open yourself up to a universe of answers.

First, you need to clarify what the problem is.  If it’s a bad feeling, try to identify it by name.  If you need help doing that, scroll through a list of feelings (you can easily find these online) and write down the ones that jump out at you.  If the problem is more technical or simply an idea or belief that doesn’t jibe anymore, just write it out as simply as you can.  Using artistic mediums like magazine collages or freeform writing can help coax it from your subconscious.

Next, see if you can identify the possible source or cause for the way you’re feeling or the issue at hand.  Jot down any little thoughts or ideas that pop into your head.  There could be more than one contributing factor, so allow yourself to capture whatever is there and avoid censoring yourself.  Remember, you’re not looking for solutions just yet.

Third, brainstorm possible solutions or accept that you do not have the answer yet.  It can be helpful to ask for answers in the form of prayer or letting your wishes out into the universe via writing or collage.  Some people believe that temporarily giving up a vice in the form of fasting can open yourself up to receive answers.  You can certainly try that, but please realize that this isn’t about holding your happiness ransom.  Be kind to yourself.  You cannot demand an answer.  You can merely increase your receptivity.

Lastly, let go.  Once you’ve identified your problem clearly and opened your heart to receiving, trust that the universe will respond.  Continue searching and follow prompts to act but know that even as you reach out, the universe will reach back.  And it will probably surprise you.

In order to grow and learn, you need to become comfortable with uncertainty.  You don’t have to like it or feel great during it, but you need to be willing to sit with that icky feeling in order to allow yourself to find the answers that truly open up your world.  As the great Einstein said, “We cannot solve our problems with the same level of thinking that created them.”  You must allow your brain to build new pathways.  And that, my friend, is a little bit painful.  But it’s how we grow.
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STEP 3

Self-Soothe
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This next step is crucial for getting through the hard times—self-soothing.  If you were lucky, you learned this skill in early childhood as your parents modelled it and comforted you when you were upset.  Children are not born with any ability to self-regulate their emotions (Parenting for Brain, 2021).  This skill is passed on directly from the parent to the child.  If you weren’t soothed by your caregiver, you had no way of doing so for yourself.  Instead, you learned to just shut everything down so you wouldn’t feel anything.

Does this sound like how you deal with your emotions much of the time?  If so, don’t beat yourself up.  You can change that.  Welcoming all your emotions lets you feel fully alive.  Even negative emotions serve a useful purpose, and you should accept them enough to heed their message.

If you’re completely out-of-touch with your emotions and find yourself staring blankly at a list of feeling words as you try to pinpoint what you’re experiencing, it can be helpful to write in a journal on a regular basis.  Try allotting just ten minutes each evening to write down anything that comes to mind about your day.  A useful technique is the IAAA process (Webb, 2019, pg. 128).

I—Identify.  What are you feeling?  As you get better at this, you can fine-tune your feeling words which will help in narrowing down their cause.  However, starting out, it can be enough to simply describe what you’re feeling as angry, sad, or happy.

A—Accept.  Simply that.  Accept it whether you understand it or not.  Sometimes, the reason for your feelings don’t reveal themselves until much later.  This is also a helpful step in keeping manipulators or predators at bay.  If you accept your feelings of uneasiness even if you don’t know the reason for them, you can ward off a lot of would-be dangers.  Call it intuition if you like.  Also, if an emotion feels too overwhelming, it’s okay to put a halt to your feelings.  However, try to sit with them just a little bit longer than would ordinarily feel comfortable.  This can slowly ease you into the ability to self-regulate.

A—Attribute.  This is where you try to find out what’s triggering you.  Sometimes the reason can seem too miniscule to create the massive feelings you have.  This is when you might consider whether you have unresolved trauma at play.  Oftentimes, we can blow up when someone says something slightly off, and this is because it’s reminding us of a time when we were little and felt completely helpless in protecting ourselves.  It’s a sign of emotional maturity to be able to recognize and separate the present trigger from the original injury.

A—Act.  Now you can decide what to do about it.  Does this situation call for action of any sort, or is simply recognizing the emotion enough to calm it?  When you’re trying to find ways to soothe yourself, it’s okay to choose indulgent things occasionally, but you do need to be careful that you’re not doing things that will make your life harder later.  Hot chocolate and binging on Netflix can bring relief, but set a limit so you don’t end up regretting it.  It’s also a very good idea to involve other people or pets in your self-soothing as relationship is one of the most healing forces and our original source of comfort.
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