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  WE ARE NOT BORN WITH STRESS, anxiety or depression. So why are so many people suffering the unpleasant symptoms and effects of such conditions? The answer is simple – life! As we make our journey through life with all its ups and downs, twists and turns and stresses and strains, we collect large amounts of baggage that can lie heavily on our shoulders and on our minds, weighing us down; slowing us down. We feel overwhelmed; find it difficult to function normally and to perform our daily duties. If we are not adept at handling this baggage we can crumble and fall under its weight. Some of us collapse, break down or have to stop because we can’t go on any further, any longer. It engulfs our minds and emotions.


  It also manifests itself physically. Stress affects every organ and gland in the body. It is estimated that between 75% and 90% of patients visiting their doctor are suffering from stress-related ailments. It plays a large part in many conditions such as headaches, high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, asthma, arthritis and digestive and skin problems.


  A great amount of research has now proven, and it is now recognized, that the mind and body are not two separate entities; the body and mind are as one. They work together.


  On reflection it is easy to understand how this is true. You only have to think of something that makes you sad and your body will produce tears (we don’t tell ourselves to cry). Crying is the body’s way of releasing emotion. Under a microscope, tears of sorrow, grief, laughter and joy all look very different. In fact almost every emotion has its own unique and distinct type of tear; and tears from peeling an onion look different from emotion-based tears. If you are mentally and emotionally distressed your body will pick up the message and react accordingly.


  Many clients I have worked with found that once they began to practise their coping strategies and were able to manage their stress, they felt not only mentally and emotionally better, but also physically better. If you have physical conditions, pay attention to what happens to those conditions once you start working your way through this book.


  Stress also has a huge impact on industry and commerce throughout the world. Stress is a major problem in British workplaces; according to the Health & Safety Executive stress costs the British economy an estimated £3.7 billion each year. The American Institute of Stress reports that stress costs the USA more than $300 billion annually. The European Union estimates that work-related stress affects at least 40 million workers in its fifteen member states and that it costs the European Union at least €20 billion annually. The World Health Organization reports that globally at least 350 million people live with depression, stress, and anxiety. It is the leading cause of disability worldwide, yet only about 25% of the world’s population have access to effective treatment for stress and stress-related disorders, such as anxiety and depression.


  Depression often starts at a young age and affects women more commonly than men. One to two out of ten mothers have depression after childbirth. It affects not only the person with depression, but also their loved ones.


  Almost 1 million people worldwide take their own lives each year. Suicide rates have increased by 60% over the last forty-five years. For every person that commits suicide, twenty more make an attempt. Hence, many millions of people are affected or experience suicide bereavement every year. Suicide occurs across all ages and, in 2012, was the second-largest global cause of death among 15–29 year olds.


  Many people think that stress is not a mental health condition, and in many cases it isn’t. It is perfectly normal to feel stressed at the end of a busy working day; and if, after some rest, relaxation and a good night’s sleep, you recover and have little or no problem doing it all over again the next day, that is normal too. However, when stress turns into something that completely overwhelms you and you begin to suffer physical, mental and emotional symptoms that don’t get better, then it becomes more serious. If you don’t seek help and your stress develops into anxiety, panic attacks and other anxiety disorders, it is even more serious. If you have no means of counteracting this stress and anxiety, and you reach break point or burn out, depression is often the next stage – if indeed it hasn’t materialized already. Put all these issues together and you have a mental health condition that is not only severe but is often serious enough to mean hospitalization.


  If you do seek help, your doctor may prescribe medication. However, this is often a trial and error situation until you find one that suits you, and this can take weeks or even months. Doctors themselves may be overworked and suffering from stress. One of their problems is that they rarely have enough time to spend with their patients. Even if they do have the time, they may not have the necessary skills and coping strategies to teach their patients how to manage their stress. In many countries counselling or psychotherapy is offered but there is often a long wait for this kind of treatment, if it is available at all. In the meantime, with little help and support, the condition can escalate. There is another problem too: often people who suffer from stress, or stress-related conditions, do not go to their doctor to seek help. They wrongly believe that they will, or should, be able to pull themselves together and get over it. They may also perceive it as a weakness and feel ashamed or guilty that they cannot cope. They might soldier on stoically, doing their best to keep going, but in time they are likely to worsen and suffer burnout or breakdown. They hit the proverbial brick wall, which stops them in their tracks and makes them unable to function normally. It is at this point that help is often forced upon them: they are by now so unwell that recovery can be difficult and a lengthy process. Unfortunately, on top of the stress and depression, because the pressure has gone unrelieved for so long, they can find themselves living in a whirlwind of emotions such as fear, anxiety, resentment, guilt and regret. Feeling bad can become habitual and it can be very difficult to escape from its troublesome clutches. Getting stuck in this nightmare scenario can be frightening and debilitating.


  If you have been through something similar yourself you may give yourself a hard time because you blame yourself for everything that has happened. The outcome of feeling weak, helpless and unworthy of being helped results in a lack of confidence, which in turn causes you to achieve less and less. Your perceived failure creates a lack of self-compassion, low self-esteem and low self-worth and it is at this point that depression is almost inevitable. Without the right kind of help and support the depression deepens. You may feel as if you are living in a deep black hole; you can try to climb out, but the sides are slippery and you are just about hanging on with your fingertips.


  It was seeing so many patients in such bleak scenarios that led me to decide to write this book.


  Get Your Life Back offers help to those who are in the situation described above, or similar, and who do not have the benefit of first-hand, personal treatment and therapy. This book is a simple, but wide-ranging resource for anyone who needs help quickly, but who chooses, for whatever reason, not to seek personal or professional assistance. It is also the perfect aid to prevent everyday stress escalating into a more serious condition.


  Many years ago when I desperately needed help myself, apart from medication, there was no help available. Coping strategies were a thing of the future. If there had been a book, like this one, I know I would have benefitted enormously from it. At the time, I didn’t know anything at all about stress or depression and I don’t think I had even heard of it, let alone understand it. I was left alone, completely in the dark and not knowing what to do to help myself. Not everyone was sympathetic, and I don’t blame them – they didn’t know what was happening to me or how to help me either. Pulling myself together was my only option!


  Since then, and for many years, I have thought how unfortunate it is that we are not taught the basic skills and coping strategies for life. At school I was taught a wide variety of subjects, some of which I never used again, but why did no one ever teach me how to deal with difficult relationships, major life changes, how to cope with bereavement, financial problems or ill health? Why are we, as children, not taught the most important lesson of all: how to manage the rollercoaster of life in all its many guises?


  I was happy to learn, however, that since I was at school (which was a very long time ago!) things have changed for the better. There are now some schools that teach relaxation, meditation, mindfulness or yoga. Living life at the tremendously fast pace that we do, though, there is still room for much more improvement in this area. My hopes and aspirations are that stress management and other life skills will eventually be on the curriculum of every school in the world! Until then, I am confident that this book will not only benefit parents and teachers, but also enable them to pass on these much needed coping strategies and skills to future generations so that they too can live life to the full without the struggle and hindrance of stress, anxiety and depression.


  My own journey began when, at the age of twenty-three, I suffered post-natal depression after the birth of my first child. Although it was quite severe and debilitating, I did eventually recover but continued to suffer occasional mild bouts of depression. When I had my second baby I suffered post-natal depression again. It wasn’t quite as bad this time but it went on for a long time and although I continued to take medication, it didn’t help at all. I also suffered quite a few physical and psychological problems, most of which were diagnosed as psychosomatic illnesses (illnesses of the mind), but I was offered no help whatsoever. Trying to hide how I felt from my family put even more pressure on me: I wrongly assumed that it was best to keep as much as I could to myself. Of course, looking back I now recognize that my body was reacting to the stress that I wasn’t dealing with either mentally or emotionally. One day, when I was feeling particularly low and in despair, a concerned friend suggested that I start attending yoga classes. I wasn’t keen at first but I was desperate. It was the seventies and there was nothing else to help me, and I was determined not to get any worse. Shortly after that excellent piece of advice I attended my very first pranayama yoga class, and that was the day that changed my life for ever.


  The first thing I learned was to live my life one day at a time, to live in the present moment and not to dwell on the past or the future. This was the first principle of the philosophy of yoga. (Mindfulness is the more fashionable term for this concept these days!) I felt as if the teacher had somehow got to know all about me and my worries and fears and was speaking directly to me. After the talk at the start of the class, we were taught how to breathe correctly. I was shocked to discover how quickly and shallowly I was breathing, but very soon picked up how to breathe slowly, deeply and from my abdomen. The physical exercises followed, which were very gentle and enjoyable, and at the end of the session we were asked to lie down and relax. Surprisingly, I found this part incredibly difficult and the teacher suggested that I was so stressed and anxious that I needed to take these yoga classes seriously! She clearly recognized how much stress I carried about with me and how much I had needed yoga to come into my life.


  I remember that first class, thirty-six years ago, as if it was yesterday. I never looked back after that. I went on to learn so much more and week by week I became better, stronger and stronger and much more positive in my outlook. I continued with my twice weekly yoga classes and eventually I was asked to train as a teacher. I had one-to-one training sessions with my teacher, or guru, and after two and a half years I taught my very first pranayama yoga class. Before very long I was teaching several classes a week; I was privileged, over a period of thirty years, to help many hundreds of people to gain peace of mind.


  Many of my students came to me suffering from stress, and recovered, just as I had all those years ago. I became more and more interested in the subject of stress and in 1991 I joined the Solihull Natural Health Group, which offered talks and workshops on a whole range of complementary therapies, natural medicine and alternative techniques. When I attended a workshop on stress management I knew immediately that this was to be the next stop on my journey. I trained with the International Stress Management Association in London and was soon delivering courses in stress management at the psychiatric hospital where I had been teaching yoga for many years. The courses were so successful that I was soon running several sessions a week. This led to me devising and delivering courses in positive living, which were both very popular and beneficial to the patients.


  However, I didn’t stop there. I decided that it would be useful to do more training, and my next project culminated in gaining a qualification in counselling at the University of Coventry. Over the next few years I became a bit of a course enthusiast and trained in all sorts of disciplines and all manner of therapies including: Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), solution-focused therapy and personal development. I also achieved diplomas in life coaching and energy field healing and, finally, I qualified as an advanced practitioner in the Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT). With my toolkit well and truly stocked to the brim, and all my experience in the field, I was in the very fortunate and rewarding position of being able work as a freelance stress management consultant, counsellor, life coach and complementary therapist. I worked for many years in mental health in both the private and public sector, as well as in industry including some large blue chip companies and organizations.


  During my career I applied every therapy, skill and technique I had learned and acquired, much of which I now pass on to you here.


  Although a book cannot provide a tailored care plan to suit all readers’ individual needs, as working with individual patients or clients can, you will find here a comprehensive and eclectic selection of simple, easy-to-follow coping strategies, tools and techniques that anyone can learn and from which anyone can benefit.


  It was difficult to know what to put in the book and what to leave out, but eventually it evolved into a twelve-week course. I chose twelve weeks because over my career, this has been the average amount of time it took for my patients and clients to recover.


  Recovery times did vary; it very much depended on how much time, effort and dedication each individual put into their recuperation. The more you put in and the more time you spend in practice, the sooner you will Get Your Life Back!


  There are many self-help books including many on the subject of stress. This book, however, differs from others in that it includes techniques and practices for overcoming a wide range of conditions including stress, anxiety, panic attacks, depression, phobias and low self-esteem.


  It also differs inasmuch as it brings together in one book a diversity of skills and techniques selected from a range of therapeutic disciplines.


  The reason for this is due to the fact that every one of us is a unique individual, whose journey is also unique. With all our different experiences and many different personality types, characteristics, opinions, values and beliefs, we are bound to need, and to respond to, a variety of skills, systems, approaches and techniques.


  I like to think that everything in the book is useful, informative and therapeutically beneficial for all; even if you find that one particular strategy or skill isn’t perfect for you, it is still worth learning and taking on board. We are constantly changing, in a constantly changing world, and being flexible now may benefit you in the future.


  


  How to get the most out of this book
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  IDEALLY YOU WILL WORK your way through the book systematically, one day at a time in the order it is presented. If you follow the advice and guidance, do both the physical and mental exercises, practise all the forms of relaxation and meditation and take on board the importance of setting and achieving your goals, not only will you recover and Get Your Life Back, you will also soon discover a new way of living that will be more balanced, happier, healthier and more fun!


  The book is organized into twelve weekly sections. On each and every day of each week you are guided through the process of acquiring the necessary strategies, skills, tools and techniques that will ultimately result in you overcoming what is currently making your life too difficult: the stress or anxiety that controls your life, the depression that prevents you from functioning normally, the low self-esteem and lack of confidence – whatever it is you need to work on.


  I have structured the book as a step-by-step guide that allows you to advance at your own pace according to your own method of learning, capability and time allowances. Of course, it isn’t essential that you spend exactly a day on each day’s activity as it is presented here. You may want to spend longer than a day on one particular subject but be able to work through more than one topic in a day. For example, you can practise your breathing exercises three times a day as well as doing your relaxation and setting your goals for the week. Some of you may want, or need, to spread the contents out more liberally, perhaps even spending more time than twelve weeks.


  It is perfectly possible to use the book to suit your own individual needs and preferences, but do make sure that you don’t lose the necessary momentum and motivation. If this does happen, just remember what made you start the book and the outcome you wanted when you started. You can be flexible to suit your lifestyle, but do try to stick to a fairly strict routine and try not to go longer than two or three days maximum without doing something.


  Remember, it is important to take things in the order they appear in the book. In particular, the pranayama breath control exercises are meant to be practised one at a time, moving on to the next only when you have mastered each of them. The relaxation and meditation exercises are also progressive, each one becoming slightly more advanced as you work your way through the book. The correct thinking passages also need to be used in the order they are presented here in order to gain full understanding.


  You may, alternatively, like to dip into the book, opening it at a random page to seek inspiration for the day. This is fine if you are not particularly aiming to use the book as a twelve-week course but simply want to gain some insight and information on its various coping skills and strategies.


  Good luck with your journey! I sincerely hope you find the peace, serenity, strength and joy you have been seeking and hoping for.


  Now go and start your exciting journey. This day could be your first day of freedom and a new way of life!


  Getting Started
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  1. Your Workbook


  MANY OF THE EXERCISES in this book require you to write things down. You will need a workbook (a notebook or exercise book) to do this. It will be useful for you to be able to look back on some of the material or details you have been writing down.


  You will use your workbook to score yourself on a weekly basis on a self-assessment rating scale and to assess and check your progress, or help with your goal-setting.


  You can also use it as a journal to write anything you feel like writing: how you are feeling each day; what you have done, achieved or feel good (or bad) about. It is also a very good idea to write down anything that you are worried about or things that are concerning you. If anything or anyone has made you angry and you can’t easily discuss it, write that down too. You will feel better and less angry once you get it all off your chest and down on paper.


  Keep your workbook by your bed at night so that if there is anything on your mind that is keeping you awake, you can write that down too. You will find that once you have transferred the thoughts out of your head and on to paper, you will fall asleep more easily, more quickly.


  2. Your Commitment


  “Commitment is an act, not a word.”


  — JEAN - PAUL SARTRE


  You have already made your first positive commitment by purchasing this book. When you made the decision to do so there must have been a very good reason for it. Maybe you are suffering the effects of stress, anxiety or depression. Perhaps you are finding life difficult to cope with and need some help or guidance. So it’s great that you have now begun to take responsibility for your health by finding how you can make improvements and by learning the appropriate and necessary coping strategies.


  You may have needed some help for quite a while but you weren’t ready before now, before today. Learning to manage and cope with stress can feel daunting, and often people just don’t know where to start. The good news is that you have started and you will soon be making some positive changes, one day at a time and at your own pace.


  Commitment to making any important and beneficial change is just one of the key ingredients to success. Another key ingredient is imagination. If you are able to imagine how you would like to be and how much better you could feel in the future, you will find that your enthusiasm, dedication and commitment will soar!


  When you commit to something, I mean really, really commit, you will have a far greater chance of sticking with your cause and seeing it through to the end. Unfortunately however, reading this book alone will not get you to where you want to be! But if you fully commit, not only to reading the book but also to following the advice and performing and practising the exercises, you will succeed in getting your life back and becoming the new you.


  Committing fully to something, anything, involves doing four things:


  1. SETTING A GOAL · You need to write your goal down and you need to write it in the present tense, as if you have already achieved it.


  FOR EXAMPLE: “I commit myself completely and am now reaping the benefits of reading this book. I am enjoying practising the exercises every day. I am calm, relaxed and now in control.”


  2. VISUALIZING YOURSELF EXACTLY HOW YOU WANT TO BE · Do this every morning when you wake and every night before you go to sleep. Also do it whenever you remember to and when you experience any moments of stress or low mood.


  3. MAKING THE DECISION TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE · Make a conscious decision now to learn these life-enhancing skills to help you overcome your stress, anxiety and depression. Decide to become the person you really want to be. Decide to work hard at this. Decide to do whatever it takes. Those of you who have taken exams at some point in your life will know that without hard work, study, dedicated practice and determination you may not pass. The good news is that this course doesn’t have an examination at the end of it, but it will change your life for the better if you adopt the right attitude and make the right decisions.


  4. TAKING RESPONSIBILITY · This involves taking responsibility for your own health and well-being and realizing that as you are an adult no one else can do it for you.


  Yes, you may need help, support and encouragement from others, and you will also need to take responsibility to ask them for whatever it is you need from them, but only you can do what you need to do. Start today, now, to believe in yourself. You really can do this. You may be keen to take responsibility to help yourself for the sake of someone else, perhaps a loved one who worries about you or takes care of you. So start today, not only to help yourself but also to take the pressure off those who are close to you.


  I have seen many hundreds of people in my career, some in the depths of despair, some who had experienced the unimaginable, some who felt that they were right at the bottom of the dark pit of life, but they found the ability to climb up the slippery slope, one step at a time, and get to the top. They did it by using some of the tips and techniques found in this book; but first, they all made a firm commitment to help themselves.


  3. Your Creation


  “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”


  — LAO TZU


  YOU HAVE ALREADY TAKEN THE FIRST STEP of your journey towards making positive changes in your life. So let’s begin immediately with the next exciting step.


  Find a chair and a place to sit comfortably, somewhere you will not be disturbed for the next half hour or so. When you are ready, in your own time, take three slow deep breaths and with each breath you breathe out, relax. Now, slowly try to relax your whole body; your face, your neck and shoulders, your back and tummy, your arms and your legs. Just allow your body to sink into your chair. Feel your chair supporting your whole body so you can just let go. The more your body relaxes, the more your mind will relax too. The more your mind relaxes, the more creative you will become when, in a moment, you begin to invent a whole new you – a you without the shackles of stress, anxiety and depression!


  When you are ready to begin, start by imagining what kind of person you would like to be - sometime in the future. Imagine yourself at a point in the future when you have fulfilled your dreams and achieved your goals and aspirations.


  Take your time now, and consider the following questions. You can write the answers down in your workbook, if you already have one.


  
    
      	1. What kind of person will you be?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	2. What will you be doing differently?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	3. How will you be behaving differently?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	4. What kind of attitude will you have?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	5. Where will you be and who will be with you?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	6. What will you have achieved?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	7. How will you feel?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	8. Which qualities will you possess?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	9. In what other ways will you have changed?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	10. How will you recognize the new you?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	11. What is the first thing you will think when you wake up in the morning?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	12. What will you be doing that you couldn’t do before?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	13. How will other people recognize how you’ve changed?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	14. What will they like about you now?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	15. How will they feel about you?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	16. What would they say to you?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	17. Why will they be proud of you?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	18. Why will you be proud of yourself?
    


    
      	
    

  


  This is where it all begins, in your imagination. Your mind is much more powerful than you might think; it has the ability to change everything, and every change you want to make will begin with a single thought. Everything you do starts with a thought. Everything that you have achieved in your life began with a single thought. Think about it! Even reading this book began with a thought to do so. Thinking is therefore vitally important. Or, more accurately, how you think. Your mind is so powerful that it has the ability to affect how you feel, what you do, how you behave, and all of your outcomes.


  Your subconscious mind (which contains everything you have experienced in your life so far) is much larger than your conscious mind. You naturally draw on your subconscious mind when it comes to finding answers or making decisions, solving problems and finding solutions. However, if many of your past experiences were negative, there is a possibility that many of the choices you have made so far in your life have also been negative. Thankfully, the opposite is also true. It’s a little like filling a glass with water and finding that when you come to drink from it, all you get is water! However, if you continuously pour champagne into the glass of water, the water will spill out and be replaced with champagne. In other words, whatever you put in is what you get out. Therefore, once you start to have more positive thoughts about yourself, your life, and your world, you will override the negatives, and the positives will supersede them. Your subconscious is therefore much more likely to generate what you want, rather than what you don’t want.


  So, from today, start to develop your positive attitude. Think about the positive new you. Keep returning to the questions above and the answers you gave.


  Whenever you think of something new to create, write that down too. Remember, it must all be positive, and try too to be as descriptive as you can be. Open up your mind, and just let it flow. Just keep writing. Be imaginative, inventive and creative. Decide now who you want to be and what kind of life you would like to be living. Be excited about your potential. Decide now to be happy, healthy, at peace and successful. Believe in yourself, your ability to change and the power of positive thinking!


  Welcome to the New You!


  4. Your Self-Assessment


  Your ability to cope with stress


  [image: image]


  0 = not able to cope at all; 10 = able to cope very well


  Recreate the table above in your workbook. Mark your score as you feel you are today, and make a note of today’s date. You can just go with the first number that comes into your mind but it must feel right. It would be unusual for someone to give themselves a score of zero, but if you feel that this is your score, it may well mean you are not coping at all, to the point of not being able to get out of bed in the morning, and should probably not focus on working with this book at the present time. It might indicate that seeking professional help, would be the best idea. I would suggest that you need to feel you can give yourself a score of 2 or above to be able to concentrate and put the advice into action.


  At the opposite extreme, a score of 10 would also be rare. If you already feel you can give yourself a score of 10, I would suggest that you only need to read this book to make sure you maintain your high score and your ability to cope well with life. Your score will probably be somewhere in between these two extremes; you will be working towards increasing your score as the weeks go on.


  Think about what score you would like to give yourself in twelve weeks’ time. Be realistic. To reach a very high score would be good, but even if you increase your score by just a few points you will have made very good progress.


  Now assess how stressed you feel and mark it on the scale line below, along with today’s date.


  Stress Levels
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  This chart works in the opposite way to the previous one.


  A SCORE OF 0 = VERY LOW · This means you deal with and manage stress very well. In fact it is rare for someone to score a zero as everyone has – and needs – some amount of stress in their life; it’s what motivates us and enables us to perform effectively. A score of 0 or 1 can also indicate that there isn’t enough going on in your life and that you are in danger of becoming bored, lethargic and frustrated.


  A SCORE OF 10 = VERY HIGH STRESS LEVELS · This indicates that you need a lot of help and support in addition to using this book.


  If you are very stressed and perhaps also suffering from anxiety, your score will be high. The aim is to watch your stress levels reduce week by week as your ability to cope increases. As you work through the book, enter your scores at the end of each week on the chart below. Do not be alarmed if your coping ability score goes down one week. Sometimes, because there is quite a lot to learn, you may feel a little under pressure and your ability to cope may just slip a little. This is perfectly normal and nothing to be concerned about. Just watch your ability to cope scores increase and your stress levels go down as you work successfully on your exercises and directions.


  Your Weekly Scores
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  Well done! You have now completed your initial assessment and are ready to take the first step in your Twelve-Week Journey to Overcome Stress, Anxiety and Depression.


  Week 1


  [image: images]


  Week 1, Day 1


  » PHILOSOPHY «


  One Day at a Time


  “Yesterday is gone. Tomorrow has not yet come.

  We have only today. Let us begin.”


  — MOTHER TERESA


  IF YOU ONLY READ THIS ONE PAGE, discard the rest of the book and start from today living one day at a time, I can assure you that your life will change for the better. This sounds like a sweeping statement, and you may find yourself disbelieving it, but throughout my career I have found the principle of living in the moment, which comes from yoga philosophy, to be the very best, most rewarding, most effective piece of advice ever given to anyone anywhere.


  From this day forward you will endeavour to live just one day at a time. Yes, it’s as simple as that. No marathon to run, no lengthy report to write, no heavy-duty physical exercise (unless you want to, of course!). All that is required of you is to live today fully, as if it were your first day and your last. Try to focus on everything that you do, no matter how mundane. Attempt to concentrate on each moment as it presents itself to you. Be aware, checking frequently that your thoughts are not dwelling on the past or racing ahead to the future. If you find that they are, STOP – and gently bring your attention back to the present, focusing on where you are, what you are doing and what is happening in the here and now.


  Acknowledge the benefits of living in the present moment; know that each moment you have today is in itself very precious. Think about it – you only have each moment once. You only live your life one day at a time. Why spend so much time dwelling on the past or worrying about the future, when all you have is the present, and you will never have that “now” again? Cherish it, live it fully, be glad that you have it. Even if you are not particularly enjoying it, even if you are in pain or living through difficulties, simply try your best to face the reality of it. Face it with a calm still mind (you will shortly learn how to do this), because if you do you will be able to cope with it much more easily, thus moving into the future with strength, dignity and hope. Resolve to do this each and every day. Remember this is a new beginning. Start now. The time is now. This is your present!


  Living for the moment can be the most effective and quickest way of relieving stress and anxiety. If you think about it, most of your anxieties are about the past or the future. “Oh if only I hadn’t done this or that, I really regret not having done so and so… ” “Life was so much better then.” “If only I could go back and change things.” “I’m dreading… ” “What if that happens?” “What if it all goes wrong?” “What if it all falls apart?” “Will I ever be happy again?”, “What if…, what if…, what if…?”


  And so on. Can you imagine what these thoughts do to you over a period of time? How miserable and unhappy or stressed and anxious you would become. Remember that your way of living in the past has led you to this day, to where you are now, to how you feel now and to what you do and how you do it. Each and every thought you have is stored in your subconscious, and that in turn makes you who you are today. If, therefore, you continue to have similar negative, pessimistic, self-defeating thoughts, feelings and actions, your future outcome will be the same. What you put in, you get out. If you continue to do what you’re doing, you’ll continue to get what you’re getting!


  The important thing is to realize and remember that you can’t go back into the past, turn the clocks back and put everything right. You can’t wipe out certain memories and change the decisions you made. Similarly, you cannot go back to a time in your life when everything was (or you think it was) a bed of roses. So why waste energy, bringing yourself down by allowing these thoughts and fears to fester and affect you so badly today? It doesn’t make any sense and it certainly doesn’t help.


  The answer is to stop these thoughts that don’t belong in the present. The past has gone and the future is not here yet, so prepare responsibly and positively for the future by living positively in the here and now. Think about this again; it is worth emphasizing – the more negative thoughts you have by dwelling on the past or future, the more negative you become, not only in the present time but in the future also; conversely, the more positive you are, the more positive your future will become.


  That’s not to say that you must never think about the future. Of course we need to make plans, set goals, feel excited about something lovely that’s about to happen sometime in the future – but leave it there and return to reality, the present moment. Concentrate on the time that you have now. Similarly, of course there are times when we need to recall something from the past, or indeed when we enjoy thinking about happy events that took place in the past, and that’s fine – just don’t stay there! The time is NOW and you can never have the now back. There is no rewind button in reality!


  If you’re thinking that the here and now, your reality, is really terrible, the only answer is to try your best to remain positive. Believe a little more in yourself and try to believe that things can get better. Nothing lasts for ever. Turn to the new you that you created earlier and visualize yourself being that person, leading a full and happy life in the not too distant future. Remember that nothing ever stays the same; life is a constantly changing programme. Every day is different, every day something new happens. It is possible for you to grow stronger and stronger each and every day instead of becoming weaker or more and more depressed. If your circumstances don’t change for the better on their own, make them change. Begin to create the circumstances you want. Set your goals to ensure that your life will be better in some way in the future.


  You will find many skills and techniques in this book to help you, and if you follow the advice and instructions, by the time you reach the last page you will hardly recognize yourself! Not only will you grow stronger every day and in every way but you will also be able to realize a happier and healthier way of living. You have already taken the first step towards becoming the new you, so continue now to live in the moment.


  Week 1, Day 2


  » BREATH CONTROL «


  You Are as You Breathe


  “When you consciously decide to breathe more slowly and deeply,

  you alert your body to the fact that you want it to behave differently.”


  — ERIC MAISEL, PhD, psychotherapist, teacher, coach, author


  Unbelievable! I can hear you saying it. How could this possibly be true? I know, it’s amazing – but actually it is very true. Our breath is the director of operations. It keeps us alive every single day, every moment of our entire life! However, how you breathe determines how you live your life.


  Have you ever been really anxious or panicking about something and someone has told you to take a deep breath? This is because it really does help you to calm down. Perhaps you automatically find yourself trying to breathe deeply in times of stress? This is your body telling you that if you breathe slowly and deeply, it will help you regain control and find peace and calm.


  The fact is, the way you breathe does affect the way you think, feel, act, react and behave. The opposite is also true! Your thoughts, feelings, actions and behaviour express themselves in how you breathe. It’s a two-way street. You may not have noticed it or even heard of this before, but from today try to become aware of that happening. You will soon start to use your breath as an ally or best friend. You will be surprised just how much you will be able to depend on your breath in the pages to come. In some cultures the breath is known as the “Life Force” or “Chi” or “Qi”. Your breath is the energy of life. You take your first breath when you are born and of course the last when you die. Without breath we have no life; in this sense it is easy to realize just how important breathing is to us, and yet most of us never even give it a second thought. Amazingly, we can spend years breathing incorrectly and suffering the consequences – mentally, physically and emotionally.


  The symptoms of poor or incorrect breathing can be very unpleasant. As soon as we encounter stress – and unfortunately this can often even happen in early childhood – the physiology of our bodies automatically makes us breathe shallowly in order to deal with the perceived stress. If the stress doesn’t go away, or it isn’t managed or coped with effectively, it is possible for incorrect breathing to become habitual. What a pity that we are not taught this when we are young! If only we knew that we were harming ourselves. If only we could have been taught some very simple yet life-changing breathing exercises. If we had, we could have prevented many of the following symptoms and effects, which occur because of breathing incorrectly:


  
    • Gasping, panting or catching of breath


    • Headaches and migraines


    • Chest pains and palpitations


    • Light-headedness, dizziness and fainting


    • Asthma and other respiratory problems


    • Tingling and numbness in the scalp and hands


    • Blurred vision


    • Lack of energy, tiredness, exhaustion and lethargy


    • Aching and painful muscles


    • Digestive upsets

  


  Identify your own symptoms from the above list, tick them off and note them and the date in your workbook. Check again in three months after you have been practising the breathing exercises that follow. You may see some changes.


  Spend some time now trying to be aware of how


  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      
    

    
      	1. What is it about me that I find difficult to accept?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	2. What do I want or need to change?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	3. What is it about other people that I find difficult to accept?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	4. What do I need to adjust?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	5. What affirmation can I repeat to myself that will help me make that change?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	6. What is it about my attitude that I need to adjust?
    


    
      	
    


    
      	7. What is it that I will achieve if I follow the above?
    


    
      	
    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      
      
    

    
      	Negative thoughts and beliefs

      	Positive thoughts and beliefs
    


    
      	Can result in anxiety and panic

      	Can result in peace and calm
    


    
      	Can make you miserable, and unhappy

      	Can motivate you
    


    
      	Make you avoid or run away from things

      	Help you to make positive changes
    


    
      	Exaggerate reality

      	Help you to achieve your goals
    


    
      	Can cause you to worry about the future

      	Help you to make the right choices
    


    
      	Make you think you can predict the future

      	Can result in better relationships
    


    
      	Make you think you can read minds

      	Help you to make decisions
    


    
      	Can cause hostility, anger or aggression

      	Help you to find solutions
    


    
      	Cause low self-esteem

      	Increase self-esteem and confidence
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      	ONE DAY AT A TIME: Live each and every day one day at a time. Live each day fully as if it was your first and your last. Do not dwell on the past or the future. How are you finding this and how can you benefit from this philosophy?
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      	YOU ARE AS YOU BREATHE: How did you get on with the abdominal breathing? Did you find it difficult? How often will you practise? Do you realize now that how you breathe affects your life? Can you see the benefit? How did you find the 7/11 breath-control exercise? How will you be able to apply this exercise?
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      	THE 6 A’S OF SERENITY: How can you relate to this? What do you need to change? How do you think it will help you?
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      	GETTING ORGANIZED: Have you done any of this yet? If so, how did you feel once you had accomplished it? Have you any plans to continue? Why do you feel this is important? In what ways will it help you?
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      	THERE IS POWER IN YOUR THOUGHTS: Negative thoughts and beliefs determine our feelings, behaviours and outcomes. Identify your negative thoughts and be aware of the feelings that accompany them. Write down your most frequent and most powerful negative thoughts. Did you realize any of this before reading about it? How can you benefit from this information?
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      	GOAL-SETTING: Have you understood the importance of setting and achieving goals? Have you written your goals down and achieved any of them yet? If so, how did you feel when you did? Are you fully committed to continuing with this?
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      	DEEP RELAXATION: How did you find this? How long did you relax for? How did it help? Did you find it easy or difficult to relax? Why do you think that is? How many times this week do you intend to practise?
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