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The terms CFS (chronic fatigue syndrome) and ME (myalgic encephalomyelitis) are often used interchangeably, although some professionals do consider them to be slightly different conditions. For the purposes of this book and the avoidance of confusion, however, I will refer to CFS throughout.

While this book is intended to provide a framework of suggestions and strategies for you to explore, it is recommended that you consult with your doctor about any health concern which may require diagnosis and before implementing any of the suggested dietary or lifestyle changes. It may also be worthwhile seeking the one-to-one support of a nutritional therapist, naturopath, and someone who is psychologically-trained such as a psychologist, NLP practitioner, cognitive behavioural therapist or hypnotherapist who can support you, alongside your doctor.

Any new symptoms that arise along your recovery journey should also be discussed with your doctor. If you have a history of an eating disorder, do not attempt to remove foods from your diet and please seek professional one-to-one support regarding your nutrition.

The author and publisher disclaim any liability directly or indirectly from the use of the material in this book by any person.




INTRODUCTION

Writing a book about one of the most complex and misunderstood chronic illnesses of modern times feels like an enormous responsibility, but having become unwell with chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) in 2012, and having since made huge strides in my recovery, I am now passionate about compiling my experiences and research into one place, so that I can pass on my learnings to those caught at the epicentre of this life-altering illness.

This is the book that I wish I’d had at my fingertips all those years ago, before I knew what I do now. Packed with useful information and practical tools, it will be your guide on your recovery journey, saving you hours of endless research at a time when energy is so scarce.

For those of you who are going through this illness, I stand with you. Each and every single one of you is a warrior. And to those close family members or friends affected indirectly by this horrific condition, you are also fighters and your support for your loved one is indispensable.

You may be wondering about the ‘fog’ of the subtitle: this came to me during a meditation experience. For me, it encapsulates all that CFS is: a murky haze of fog, both in terms of its symptoms and its stigma. The fog is a world in which the condition itself is often overlooked and misunderstood by society and modern medicine alike, so I wanted to write a book that would validate it, acknowledging it for what it truly is, as well as its impact on those who are affected by it. Additionally, one of my worst symptoms was brain fog, and I am eternally grateful that my mind is now in a much clearer place, allowing me to be able to piece all the information together and write this book for you.

So what is CFS?

Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS)/myalgic encephalomyelitis (ME) is an illness that affects the nervous, immune, digestive and many other body systems, resulting in chronic exhaustion and numerous other debilitating symptoms.

I have read a description of CFS as being ‘total or near-total physical and psychological body-breakdown syndrome’, where the body is unable to recover following a medical trigger, such as a virus, leaving the sufferer in a perpetual state of ill health. Alongside the severe and persistent fatigue, common features include a whole range of symptoms from cognitive impairment and heart palpitations to painful muscles/ joints and gastrointestinal issues, with many others in between (see p. 28 for a more comprehensive list).

The illness is also blighted by both social stigma and a lack of professional understanding, making it even harder to deal with. I know this all too well. My friends never understood and neither did the doctors. Which makes it an incredibly hard place to be, when you are lost within the world of health and medicine, not knowing where to turn for answers or support. And to compound things, no two sufferers deal with the exact same set of symptoms – people can experience CFS to different degrees and symptoms can fluctuate on a daily basis.

About this book

Let’s first take a look at what this book is:


•A practical, evidence-based guide to accompany those on their own journeys towards recovery from CFS, featuring my personal story, anecdotes, experience of working with clients and contextualisation of research, medical theories and understanding around the condition.

•A toolkit for those who are at a loss as to where to start finding answers, complete with references to publications and studies.

•A source of hope and a guiding light – a hand for you to hold, your best friend to walk with you, each and every step of the way.

•A resource for answers. Because when you are going through CFS, answers are what you want – confirmation that you are not going crazy and that there really is something going on physically to explain your multiple chronic symptoms.



And now, what it isn’t:


•A cure-all. Each of us is unique and our journeys will not all follow the same path.



The book is divided into three parts.


•In Part 1, I relate my personal experience of CFS, following an infection at university; I describe the path I followed and the changes I made to my lifestyle to recover my health.

•In Part 2, we look at the science: we cover what CFS actually is in more detail – the causes and symptoms, who it affects and how it is diagnosed and treated, among other things.

•Part 3 paves your road to recovery. I outline the model of Functional Medicine (FM, a system of integrative healthcare that examines how and why chronic illness occurs, assessing the root causes of CFS) and provide practical tips, lifestyle advice and techniques for you to reclaim your health and get yourself back on track.



Through my own experiences and studies, I have acquired a thorough understanding of the human body (both on a personal and professional level) – about what it means to be ill and to be well – and now I want to share this wealth of knowledge with you, to make you feel better in your own skin and recover from chronic fatigue.

With this book as your guide, I want you to approach your health like a jigsaw puzzle, finding all the necessary pieces to put together in your recovery. It may be a process of trial and error as you uncover the blocks to your healing, but we will get there together as you take each step forward.

Ultimately, as you learn more about your own unique body and its requirements and take responsibility for your health, I will show you that amid the struggle there is always hope.


Time for a pause [image: image]

As you work your way through the book, you will intermittently come across this ‘pause’ symbol: [image: image]. I am aware that many of you in the CFS community might find it challenging at times to digest certain sections (particularly those of you who experience brain fog), so these ‘pauses’ are conveniently placed to allow you to take stock, rest, breathe and then come back to the information that is relevant to you, to help you better understand your condition. Use these to your advantage, as you work your way through the book, so that you are in the best possible place to benefit from it.






PART 1

My Story

[image: image]

This first part of the book is about my personal experience of battling CFS, and the path I embarked on to reclaim my health.

Despite my health struggles, it was a journey of self-discovery, as I came to understand more about this complex chronic illness that can profoundly change the lives of those who suffer with it. It sparked a passion to share my learnings with others, and I hope that I can be a voice of trust and understanding, given that I have walked in your shoes.

Let’s begin …






CHAPTER 1

A Personal Journey

[image: image]

Life is a balance between holding on and letting go.

Rumi, thirteenth-century Persian poet



There is something particularly vulnerable about opening up to people you don’t know and laying yourself bare, but, in order to express the nature of what I do, I must first tell you my story.

It was September 2012, and I was beginning my second year at university at the tender age of nineteen. I couldn’t wait to return to student life.

I loved the atmosphere in Newcastle; it definitely gets my vote as the best student city! Everywhere you turned there was something going on: bar crawls, socials, student nights, you name it – Newcastle is most definitely set up for the young and lively.

My first year of university had been one of the best of my life. I wasn’t the most confident girl in the world, but I think I must have been struck by luck in terms of who I was with in my halls and on my English Literature course; forming connections with those around me seemed so effortless, as I met the most incredible people and made some amazing memories, cementing my first years of adulthood and independence. Not only did I make wonderful new friends, I was also lucky in that my best friends from school joined me there, too. And what’s more, my older sister, Nicole, was there as well.

So as you can imagine, my first year having gone down without a hitch, as I embarked on the second I was elated to be moving out of student halls and into a flat with two friends and my sister. I felt even more grown up and independent than ever.

It was the first week back after the summer holidays, and I was not feeling quite right. It was a very strange and surreal time for me. I was sitting in the living room with my friends and something hit me like a wave – dread. I had never experienced it before, but I knew I was having a panic attack. The only way I can describe the feeling is that I thought, in that very moment, that I was going to die. I have no idea why, as it was completely irrational, but that’s how I felt. As the sensation rose within me, and I became more and more anxious, I quickly darted out of the room, went into the bathroom and tried to take some deep breaths.

Having waited it out in the bathroom, I tried to carry on with my day, but a sense of unease was still there. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It was as though something within me had broken and I didn’t know what it was or why it had happened.

A few days later I was hit by another blow, when my boyfriend nearly broke up with me. As you can imagine, ‘first-love syndrome’ got the better of me. I was absolutely devastated at the possibility of losing him, and it’s safe to say that the stress of it all contributed to me catching a viral infection that just wouldn’t shift.

Over the next few weeks, I would regularly throw my head over bowls of steaming hot water and bathe myself in VapoRub, trying to clear what felt like the most intense flu I had ever experienced. As the weeks passed, I just couldn’t believe that I still wasn’t getting any better. If anything, my symptoms had started to get worse. I was struggling to climb out of bed in the mornings. I would wake up tired, with severe muscle pain and soreness, as though I had run a marathon the day before, and I felt dizzy and light-headed every time I tried to stand up.

At this point I felt that some intervention was necessary, so I went along to the doctor for some help. Despite the consensus of a viral infection, I was treated with a two-week course of antibiotics and advised to go back to my home in East Yorkshire and rest.

So back home I went. I spent my days relishing my mum’s care and enjoying not having to worry about cooking, cleaning or studying. Instead, I spent endless hours devouring TV programmes and focused on getting myself better, so that I could return to my exciting life at uni.

[image: image]

Three weeks passed and the main symptoms of flu I’d been experiencing, such as a cough and stuffy nose, seemed to disappear. Great news, I thought, and off I went back to Newcastle. However, I was disheartened to still feel under the weather upon my return. I was showing up to lectures half-asleep, feeling as though I just wanted to curl up into a ball and snooze. I would sit in the lecture auditorium, clock-watching, waiting for my next free period so I could go back to my room and collapse under the duvet.

Friends would check in on me to see if I was feeling any better. ‘There’s definitely something going around,’ they’d say. Or, ‘It’s probably just taking a little while to clear, that’s all. You’ll be right as rain soon enough.’ Initially, I thought they were right – that it was probably just one of those nasty viruses that takes hold for four to six weeks. But as the weeks went on, I wasn’t so sure. I couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong. I just didn’t feel ‘present’, for want of a better word. I didn’t feel real. It was as though there was a haze or a fog preventing me from being able to think clearly. And wherever I looked, it was there.

Everything I did demanded that much more effort to process. And the heavy reading load of an English Literature degree certainly didn’t help. For each module, I was tasked with reading chapters of various books, from James Joyce’s 730-page Ulysses to Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. It was tricky at the best of times, as I am not the quickest reader. But with a foggy brain, I might as well have given up.

I also remember going completely blank in the middle of conversations with friends. It was like having the brain of a seventy-year-old in a nineteen-year-old’s body. It was mortifying and terrifying all at the same time.

Other strange symptoms soon reared their heads, such as feeling completely exhausted after any physical or mental activity. Initially, I thought it was just physical exertion that caused the fatigue. But soon I realised that I had an incredibly low stress threshold. So at the first sign of any pressure – say, from an upcoming uni deadline – I would be in a fit of panic, experiencing heart palpitations, sweating and crying spells, which left me feeling completely depleted.

On top of all this, my digestive system was an absolute mess. I had suffered with IBS since the age of fourteen, yet the toilet topic was a huge taboo for me, and I avoided discussing it at all costs. I had always felt embarrassed about my symptoms, never uttering a word about them to my friends. But now the IBS became more debilitating than ever, and it just seemed that my health was on a downward spiral. It was all so scary, and my mood was starting to take a big hit, too.

I had never thought of myself as a ‘sick’ person before. You know, the ones who are always absent from events, struck down by something or other. Until then, I had always been relatively healthy. In fact, in my social circle, I would have considered myself the healthiest. I was active and would normally visit the gym three to four times a week. I followed a pescatarian diet. I had never been through anything like this before.

So back to the doctor I went. I couldn’t help but wonder what the GP was going to do to help me, but as I sat in the cold, uncomfortable waiting room – a place that tends to make most people feel sick and anxious – I nevertheless felt pure hope and optimism. A doctor’s job is to get you better, after all, I thought.

My name flashed up on the digital screen, and I walked into the GP’s room and told her how I was feeling. She had me tested for everything under the sun. Lyme disease – negative; glandular fever – negative; coeliac disease – negative … The list went on, with no answers as to what was happening to me, leaving me feeling incredibly lost and very alone.

I ended up hopping from one GP to the next, for second and third opinions, listing my various symptoms, including fatigue, brain fog, muscle pains, gas, bloating and nausea, diarrhoea, temperature sensitivities, dizziness, vertigo and heart palpitations.

I saw countless GPs and specialists, but not one was able to say what was wrong with me. Meanwhile, I tried to continue as a typical student, but I felt largely disassociated and concerns about my health were making student life increasingly strained.

I eventually made a trip down to Harley Street in London, where a consultant mentioned the words chronic fatigue syndrome to me, although no formal diagnosis was made.

After that appointment, I went online and searched chronic fatigue syndrome, but I had to close the internet browser because it induced utter terror, fear and devastation. Yes, I was able to marry my symptoms up as an exact match with what I found there – but seeing the words ‘no cure’ and the fact that I might have to live with this illness for the rest of my life was a prospect I refused to accept.

The start of the journey

As 2013 dawned, my amazing mother shone a light on an alternative approach.

To tell you a little bit about my mum, she is the most caring woman you could ever meet. Following endless hours of extensive research and trawling the internet, she introduced me to the field of nutrition and naturopathy, where I began my quest to reclaim my health.

At the time, I had zero understanding of what naturopathy was, and the alternative-medicine approach all sounded a bit weird and wacky to me. I quickly learned, however, that naturopathy is a mode of lifestyle medicine that promotes wellbeing by addressing the root cause of a health problem. It considers the triggers of poor health and how people can make lifestyle changes to prompt the body’s self-healing mechanisms to return it to its natural state of optimum health.

So the mode for dealing with my chronic illness was to be, it seemed, through lifestyle medicine. And despite my qualms, I had no option but to take this route because conventional medicine was offering me nothing, and I was terrified of feeling this way for ever.

Determined to get well again, I spent time consulting with a naturopath to put the puzzle pieces together of what was causing my ill health. In our first consultation, we spent most of the time talking about my digestive system: how many bowel movements I had each day, what the form was like – even the smell. Me being me, I couldn’t help but giggle through my embarrassment over answering his various questions.

Most of the consultation was geared towards my gut, and I kept thinking, But I am tired all the time and my brain is foggy! However, he soon went on to bridge the apparent gap, explaining that my digestive system was involved in various other symptoms, and that he therefore wanted to examine the ecology of my gut through a stool test to detect any underlying imbalances.

[image: image]

I understood that I had digestive issues, but I saw these as separate from my symptoms of fatigue and brain fog, remaining convinced that a virus had been the straw that broke the camel’s back. Yet I remembered a television interview with actress Cameron Diaz, who talked very openly about how our poo can say a lot about our overall health, and I could see this was fast becoming a topic of conversation.

So there I was, facing the discomfort of pooing into a sample pot and posting it back to the lab – I was clearly going to do whatever it took! The test wasn’t cheap either, but I was very fortunate in that my parents could afford to support me in paying for it. I was praying for any answers that it could give me, providing a straightforward resolution to my problem.

The results came back and showed that I had some imbalances in the communities of microorganisms living inside me – something known as ‘dysbiosis’. My stool test result showed high levels of pathogenic bacteria and Candida albicans – a type of yeast that can overgrow and create havoc in the gut, leading to symptoms such as fatigue and digestive issues. On top of this, the report also indicated the presence of two parasites that thrive off sugar, and – much to my dismay – I was told to embark on a strict sugar-free diet as a mode of addressing this. I was also advised to take some natural anti-microbial supplements, which would work to combat the imbalances within my gut.

Now, I have always loved food. It is something that undeniably brings people together and, like everybody else, I would often celebrate life with food. So being told that my health problems needed to be tackled through diet was one of the most daunting things for me to hear.

Nevertheless, I was elated to know that I wasn’t going crazy and that there was indeed something wrong with me.

Gut feeling

I came to discover that the state of my gut was at the root of a lot of the chronic symptoms I was experiencing, and that dysbiosis, antibiotic use, parasites, stress, the oral contraceptive pill and a poor diet all played a part.

It’s funny because, while IBS had been with me since the age of fourteen, and the telltale signs were there all along, it was only the debilitating chronic fatigue and brain fog that made me start to look in the right direction and, ultimately, address my gut health. In the first few months of becoming unwell, I remember waking up with what felt like a full-blown hangover, even when I hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol. It was the most bizarre and strange experience. I now learned that this was a result of Candida albicans in my gut fermenting the sugars from my diet, a form of ‘auto-brewery’, where they were producing acetaldehyde, a toxic by-product of ethanol (the substance that induces a hangover).

So here I was, being told the harsh truth that no student wants to hear – to quit sugar! I’d naively thought, up until then, that my diet was pretty well balanced. I was a pescatarian, I cooked most of my meals at university from scratch (a far cry from some of my flatmates’ ready meals) and I tried to consume fruits and vegetables on a daily basis. In hindsight, I can see that I was still eating a very Westernised diet: three nights a week, I would tuck into my cheesy homemade lasagne for dinner with a meat substitute, served with a touch of lettuce and followed by a microwavable chocolate melt-in-the-middle pudding. Lunches would often consist of a tuna-mayo sandwich, crisps and a cereal bar, and breakfasts might be a sugary granola with milk and some strawberries. Let’s not also forget the number of alcoholic beverages I would knock back on those big student nights out (think rum and Coke, Smirnoff Ice or vodka Red Bull).

But now I had to refrain from all forms of sugar (refined and natural – so that included fruit) and I was told that the stricter I was, the quicker my recovery would be. I initially took the news with a pinch of salt, while also considering the aesthetic benefits, wondering how much weight I might lose. But the more I thought about it, the more I felt compelled to follow the diet – because, honestly, what other option did I have? And anyway, it would be six weeks maximum, I thought, and then I’d be fighting fit, returning to my old student-life ways.

Begrudgingly, I followed the plan, propelled by the desire to start feeling better. I remember the first morning I started the diet, waking up to what looked like a bland breakfast of boiled egg, rocket and tomatoes. I had gone from carb overload to an extreme makeover of leafy greens overnight. My tastebuds were most definitely not impressed, and I couldn’t wait for the next six weeks to be over.

Little did I know then that this would just be a first small step in my recovery. I had absolutely no idea about the life-changing journey that lay ahead of me.
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Impacts of the illness

With the diet under way, I was counting down the days until the six weeks were up. Yet, as the weeks slipped by and my symptoms barely improved, I was devastated to be told to keep going with the diet. It was the most frustrating feeling in the world. One part of me contemplated quitting (it was clearly sacrificing my happiness), while the other considered the sinister prospect of living with this chronic illness for the rest of my life. I specifically remember my naturopath telling me at this time: ‘There are people in this world who bounce back quickly to full health, and there are those who don’t. Those who don’t,’ he said, ‘are the people who should never give up and will value their health and the lessons learned more than anybody else one day.’ Ten years have passed since then, and I can now say that he was right.

It is hard to put pen to paper when it comes to writing about my illness. At the time, I felt like I just existed. I was here, but I was not here. It was almost like an out-of-body experience. The severe brain fog was a surreal haze sweeping over me, making me feel continuously drunk and uncoordinated. I lost all concept of time, as my life – my golden years of youth – seemed to slip away from me.

And just like my life, the illness itself was not clearly defined. It was not like a virus that comes and then goes, just as quickly. I was living with it continuously, day in, day out, for years. There were good days, of course, and then there were bad days, but the condition was always lurking, a constant reminder to me to observe my limits, preventing me from living my life to the full.

The hardest part was the psychological toll. The thought that life would always be ‘tinged’ with this fatigue and mental haze was overwhelming and incredibly scary. But I was not prepared to live like that for ever. That’s why I threw everything into the naturopathic regime.

As a student, all I wanted was to meet new people and go out and party. Instead, I had to go on nights out sober and I always felt like the boring one, even though I wanted to join in just like everybody else. It suppressed my personality in a way.

People would ask, ‘Are you feeling better yet?’ And I would feel shame and embarrassment having to confess that no, I wasn’t. It wasn’t long before some friends started to say negative things behind my back. I wanted them to understand, but perhaps it was wrong of me to expect them to. I should have just asked for their acceptance.

In the holidays, I would see friends for an hour, then need to go home and sleep. I wanted to simply sleep away the next few years, until it would all be over. The more I slept, the quicker the days passed. And this felt like a good thing – because it seemed to be taking me closer to my goal of recovery.

One of the hardest things to deal with at this point was the relationships that ended for me. I became really hung up on people not wanting to see me anymore and talking about me behind my back because I wasn’t the ‘fun Lauren’ they used to know. I became fixated on this, naturally associating it with my illness. It was as though my illness became my identity; it really did change my whole world.

I felt like people didn’t want to know me anymore because they saw me as boring, sick or because I couldn’t socialise in the way that I was expected to (i.e. drink alcohol). I just didn’t feel understood. Just because I looked healthy on the outside (my skin was great and I had lost some weight) did not mean that I felt that way on the inside. I was mobile, yes. I could get out of the house, yes. But that didn’t mean that everything was ok, and it just reinforces the notion that people can be closed-minded when it comes to invisible illnesses. If they can’t see something, then it doesn’t exist to them.

Only my closest family knew the true extent of how I was affected daily. And truth be told, I realise now that I focused way too much on what I had lost than on the amazing people who were still there supporting me, like my family and those few friends who stood by me.

Food reactions

As a result of my illness, I developed a range of food reactions. This was during a period following the sugar-free regime, when I thought I would be able to reintroduce more foods into my diet – but after experimenting, I was surprised to learn that I couldn’t tolerate certain things.

I became reactive to more and more different foods. Nothing I ate sat well, and I would leave the table after meals feeling absolutely terrible, with severe bloating, gas and digestive discomfort. There was a period when I was having regular colonics in a bid to make myself feel better – that’s how bad it was.

I was told that I might have something called ‘leaky gut’ (where the cells lining the digestive system become permeable, enabling pathogens and food proteins to filter into the bloodstream, where they should not be). This is believed to trigger widespread symptoms, such as those I was experiencing with CFS, so I decided to take measures to tackle it.

I embarked on a gluten- and dairy-free diet, then eventually switched to a paleo diet (based on foods that people in the past could access by hunting and gathering). I drank bone broth (rich in glutamine, an amino acid known to promote the healing of intestinal cells) and incorporated prebiotic foods (such as Jerusalem artichokes, raw asparagus, onions and garlic) and probiotic foods (such as sauerkraut and kefir) to encourage a microflora balance within my gut.

My relationship with food

With all these dietary manoeuvres, people were starting to treat me differently, which was making me feel quite isolated. Food was all around me, and people saying, ‘Let’s catch up for a drink’ or, ‘Let’s go out for dinner’ made my stomach churn with anxiety. I would feel a frog in my throat as I attempted to explain about my health problems and what I was currently doing to try to beat them. Sometimes I just didn’t want to get into it, but the topic was unavoidable, and I felt like I was always being scrutinised for it. It was always the bottom line: anything I did, everywhere I went, I was obsessing about food. It was the most exhausting thing in the world, and it felt like all the freedom and spontaneity had been taken out of life. Food ruled my mindset, and an intense fear of it became embedded within me.

Being anxious around food can create a catch-22 situation: if your body is in a state of stress while eating certain foods due to your fear of them, then, of course, symptoms (particularly digestive issues) can arise as a result. The first step in this particular battle was acknowledging that I had this problem, and I have since worked on rebuilding my relationship with food.
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A waiting game

I started to look at my illness through an entirely different lens, approaching it from many angles, peeling away the layers – like an onion – to try to get to the bottom of it.

The process of using alternative therapies can be immensely daunting and time-consuming (not to mention expensive – see also ‘Recovery on a Budget’, p. 299). I would do functional tests, which would often take time to be delivered to my flat, followed by waiting for delivery to the laboratory and then weeks of waiting for results to come through and then be interpreted by my practitioner.

I eagerly anticipated every consultation, phone call and email, desperate to find out if my digestive tract was clear of the pathogenic microbes I believed were driving my symptoms. But no matter how hard I worked on my diet, refraining from certain foods (while also supplementing with anti-microbial herbs), the process was agonisingly slow, and it felt like half the battle was just waiting – waiting for the day when it would all be over.

As months turned into years of working with natural-health practitioners, I slowly but surely improved, becoming more in tune with my body and how I was feeling. My gastrointestinal symptoms, along with several others, had largely improved (my intestinal flora were more in balance, with the help of some fantastic probiotic supplements I discovered). But my worst symptom – the overwhelming brain fog – still hung around.

As I worked with my naturopath on my diet and supplementation regime, he stressed that I needed to change not only my dietary habits, but also, ultimately, my whole lifestyle.

Lifestyle changes

We need to support our detoxification systems, monitor our stress and activity levels, get adequate rest and ensure that we are in the right frame of mind throughout the day in order to optimise wellness and recovery from illness. And this is where naturopathy comes into its own.

It may sound silly but having the right people around us is crucial as well. Being surrounded by ‘toxic’ people can be so damaging – so as well as eradicating unhealthy foods and toxic chemicals in our homes, we also need to detox our lives of unhealthy relationships, emotions, thoughts and behaviours.

In addition to all this, I also began to embrace rest and pace my activity levels, while practising meditation, yoga and breathing techniques that left me feeling calm and relaxed throughout the day, supporting me in dealing with stress and any bad days or setbacks with my health.

I started to become fully aware of my actions and behaviours. When my body sped up and I noticed that I was talking really fast, I would sense the need to slow myself down and remain in control.

Mindfulness – being aware of your behaviours and bringing yourself into the ‘now’ – is also incredibly important in all aspects of life. Whether you are talking, going about your daily routine or eating, it is important to become aware of your thoughts and attitudes and remain in the present moment, in control of the task at hand, rather than distracting yourself with thoughts of the past or the future.

Eventually, I began to feel positive and optimistic about the future. Fortunately, I managed to complete my degree with a 2:1. It was a struggle, but I got there, having been granted some extensions on certain assignment deadlines due to my circumstances.

I started to wonder about my career path. In part, this made me anxious, as I questioned whether I could handle the working world because of the state of my health. Yet one of the most important things I had discovered was that I needed to do something that made me happy.

I decided that if I steeped myself in the industry of wellness and nutrition, it would be easier for me to maintain my self-care and ensure that I was in the best position to recover my health. So – largely motivated by my need to know more and get over chronic illness for once and for all – I enrolled in a nutrition and naturopathy course in London. This, I reasoned, would also allow me to use my personal experience to help others facing similar battles with their health. I wanted to turn my stumbling block into a stepping stone. And that’s just what I did!

[image: image]


NLP: a flash course in optimism

[image: image]

Neuro-linguistic programming (NLP – more of which on pp. 263–276) is a form of self-development training that provides people with some very special and important skills, especially those who have become stuck in their lives or are experiencing problems with their health. It examines the interaction between mind and body, considering whether something has happened to halt a person’s natural healing cycle and what has got in the way of the body trying naturally to recover. NLP then works on how people can coach themselves, enabling the brain to support the body in a more useful way.

NLP focuses very heavily on our language, thoughts (those which are quite often subconscious) and neurology, and how we can change our thoughts to change our health. Learning to become optimistic and adopt a positive outlook on any improvement – no matter how small – and celebrating all the good in your life are key to recovery. Poor health teaches us the importance of all the good in our lives.

Taking on board a more spiritual and philosophical approach to life has really broadened my perspective in combatting CFS, and I would absolutely recommend NLP to anybody struggling with chronic illness.

NLP really helped me in healing my relationship with food. I gained the confidence and ability to introduce more foods back into my diet and conquer a lot of the anxiety I had acquired around eating over the years, allowing me to find more of a balance and be less fear-driven. It also helped me with energy issues. I became more aware of when my body was slipping into ‘fight-or-flight’ mode (a stress response of the nervous system) and was able to work on calming anxious feelings, both to enhance energy and reduce anxiety, which ruled a lot of digestive and cognitive symptoms for me.

The mind is so powerful!



Where I am today

I have worked on reclaiming my mind and body from defeat, focusing on my health and fitness – something I have become truly passionate about – in the process. In April 2018, I even ran the London Marathon in celebration of having overcome so many obstacles with my health.

Going paleo, gluten-free, dairy-free, elimination diets, gut-healing protocols, colonics, detoxes, NLP, pacing, supplementation – you name it, I’ve done it. And while I don’t believe that there’s a one-size-fits-all when it comes to CFS, and there is no one magic bullet, the journey I went on has led me to where I am today, having regained my health.

Ten years on, and I am proud to have gained some valuable qualifications – a Bachelor of Arts in English Literature, diplomas in nutritional therapy and naturopathy, as well as in NLP, eating disorders and obesity. Alongside all this, I have also managed, as a result of my experience, to build a business – ARDERE – and I’m not shy about saying I’m really proud of that. Through ARDERE (pronounced ar-deh-ray, meaning ‘glow’), my sister, Nicole, and I have teamed up to shine a light on healthy living. At ARDERE, we offer a 360-degree approach to wellbeing, from providing natural, effective and honest self-care products (including skincare), designed to enhance wellbeing, to the ARDERE wellness clinic, with nutrition, naturopathy and psychology specialists. You will find plenty of health resources on our website, ARDERE.com, too. We even have a customised recipe filter, where you can freely view nutritious recipes according to your dietary requirements (ideal if you are embarking on an elimination diet or have allergies or intolerances). Whether through following one of our healthy recipes, simply lighting an ARDERE candle in a bid to relax or using our natural skincare products, we want people to feel good in mind, body and soul.

Alternative therapies and lifestyle changes saved me, shaping me into the person I am today. They got me to follow a healthier path and to learn that health truly does begin with the lifestyle you lead. Naturopathy is a fantastic tool for uncovering information about why our bodies manifest symptoms that doctors cannot fathom. It equips us with the tools to prevent illness and support our health for the rest of our lives.

My future goals and aspirations

My goals for the future are exciting. I want to use my story to share my experience of CFS and tell others that there is hope out there; there are alternative therapies and lifestyle changes that can support the body’s healing abilities, so that you can get your health back on track and improve your situation.

So now, without further ado, let’s get to work.
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