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chapter seven  |  The Balancing Act

We hear a lot about balance, especially work-life balance, 

so much so that it has lost much of its substance. Most 

people would agree that it’s a nice thing to have in our sights, 

but for me, balance is critical. I can’t function without it.

While balance in all areas of my life is the goal, I accept that 

this ideal is not always possible all of the time. However, I 

especially guard those certain areas that are essential for me: 

creativity and spirituality. They must have a strong place in my 

daily life.

Healthy eating and sleeping are important things for the body, 

and they help me in managing migraines.

Connecting with good people is important for my mind and 

my spirit. I wouldn’t have thought that having friends was 

necessary for my health, but depression taught me that it is so.

Before depression knocked me off my feet, I had few friends 

and didn’t put much thought into it. As a working mom, I was 

busy and I found it hard to make friends anyway. I was more 

self-conscious than I cared to acknowledge—it’s only in hind-

sight that I see that.

I often felt that I had nothing in common with most of the 

people I met socially because I lived so much in my head. I often 

felt unworthy of their company and didn’t pursue budding 
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friendships, believing it wasn’t worth the hassle. I told myself I 

didn’t want or need friends because I had so many hobbies to 

keep me company. It took me some time to understand the value 

of having friends—not to mention the 

importance of being a friend. I am so 

thankful for having learned that lesson, 

because my friends enrich my life in a 

way I can’t express. (You know who 

you are, and I love each one of you!)

Balancing a life must be learned 

and practiced; it is not an automatic 

thing. Maintaining balance takes disci-

pline and self-respect—self-respect for 

helping to identify those things that are important for you, and 

discipline for ensuring that you make it happen for yourself and 

continue to do so. It sometimes calls for a lifestyle change.

My personal balance is unique to me, and yours will look 

different from mine or a friend’s. We each create our own recipe 

for what constitutes good balance in our lives. If you are feeling 

out of balance, it might be a call to review your current activi-

ties and perhaps reconfigure some of the bits that made life go 

out of kilter.

The Importance of Balance

Thankfully, I am now able to manage most of my triggers for 

depression and anxiety by keeping balance in my life.

For the work-specific triggers, it’s my job to ensure that my 

manager has a clear understanding of my needs and limitations 

and that she understands and accepts her role as my sometimes-

protector from the minefields of potential triggers. She is also 

“Authentic power. 

It happens when 

purpose aligns 

with personality to 

serve the greater 

good.” 

—Oprah Winfrey
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my coach for dealing effectively with certain colleagues known 

to hold live charges for me. This, too, is a balancing act—one 

for which clear and ongoing communication is essential. 

My previous manager understood what work I could and 

could not do. If she wasn’t sure, she knew to ask me and have 

a discussion about it. It was my job to become aware of my 

internal responses and to communicate that information 

to her. Together for three years, we built a mutually trusting 

relationship.

But because change is ever present, learning to navigate 

through evolving circumstances is also part of staying healthy, 

especially for someone with depression and anxiety (whose 

first response might be to run rather than learn healthy coping 

mechanisms). 

This balance was severely tested when my manager retired 

and I found myself reporting to someone new. Despite having 

initiated a three-way meeting with both managers to discuss 

my circumstance, the transition to a new manager was rough. 

Happily, our working relationship improved quickly and I can 

now simply chalk up an initial, unfortunate experience to a 

rough start. No more and no less. All normal.

The experience did confirm, however, that knowing about 

managing an employee with mental health issues (which many 

managers have been exposed to from attending a one-day work-

shop offered by my organization) and doing it are not the same 

thing. Not at all.

In addition to keeping my manager apprised of my mental 

health temperature, I try to keep my colleagues informed of 

major changes, as well. I recall asking to speak at one of our 
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section meetings to inform them that I was on the edge of 

relapse and had entered into crisis-management mode.

I introduced the topic by giving a brief history of my depres-

sion, because only a few in attendance were aware of my 

struggle, and went on to explain that I was working with our 

manager to determine what work I would drop for the time 

being and what new tasks I would take on as part of an altered 

workplace accommodation.

Their response was compassionate; they wanted to know how 

they could help. I told them their willingness to hear what I 

needed was already helping. I thanked them for their support, 

and we moved on to the next item on the agenda. I was very 

pleased with their reception and felt better and stronger having 

told them.

I have always been open about my mental health problems. I 

feel it’s better to keep my colleagues informed of changes rather 

than having them wonder about my performance—or non-

performance, as the case may be—and letting them fill in their 

own information where they see gaps. That is what people will 

do. They will make up their own stories—often not the most 

flattering ones, either.

It’s important that I feel safe in my environment; without 

that, fear and anxiety can and do take over my world and lead 

me straight to falling apart. And I never want to return to that 

dreadful pit called depression.

It is worth repeating that learning to maintain balance takes 

conscious effort, planning, and lots of discipline: being present 

through mindfulness; planning for solitude and stillness in my 

day and week, a time when I can connect with the Divine, my 
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source, and ground myself; and focusing on keeping my energy 

vibrating high, healthily, and positively.

With a chronic anxiety condition, when too much is happening 

in my life, whether or not I have control over it, it can cause me 

to become overwhelmed and can make it very hard to get back 

on track. I feel as though I get sucked into a vortex or a tread-

mill of a zillion things that need my attention, right now. I find it 

difficult to focus or make choices, to prioritize what to work on 

next. I get pulled into the work one hundred percent and have 

difficulty letting go of that mental stronghold and focusing on 

other things in order to achieve balance.

Sometimes, I need to take a step back and away from activity, 

to spend time rebalancing with the right side of the brain, with 

intuition, spirit, and creativity. And I must consciously spend 

time relaxing my mind.

Within balance, success is mine; outside it, I crash and burn.

I continue to learn skills to protect myself and to better 

manage my world—because my life depends on it.

About Stigma

What is stigma? A compilation of dictionary definitions reveals 

that it is “a mark of disgrace associated with a particular circum-

stance, quality, or person’s character,” and gives the following 

example: “The stigma of having gone to prison will always be 

with me.”

But why should there be shame, disgrace, humiliation, or 

embarrassment associated with an illness? The stigma is very 

real, and I believe it stems from fear and a lack of under-

standing—from not knowing how to manage or have a discus-

sion about depression.
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I am doing what I can to raise awareness of mental illness 

and the value of mental health. And that starts by sharing my 

own story with anyone who shows interest. I am not a famous 

person with a public profile that demands attention, but my 

story is no less real and valid. As someone with lived experience 

of a mental illness, I have a role to play 

in the battle to debunk the stigma that 

weighs heavily on those touched by the 

illness—whether as victims, survivors, 

or their friends and family.

If you don’t think the stigma is real, 

perhaps it’s because you haven’t expe-

rienced it first-hand, and that’s under-

standable. But have you spoken recently 

with the spouse or family member of 

someone who died of suicide? I’m thinking of the one who 

refuses to publish an obituary for fear that “people will know,” 

or, if the notice of death is written vaguely enough to skirt the 

actual cause of death, people might telephone the house wanting 

to know about the circumstances. And they’ll need to be told or 

lied to. even if they don’t voice it, callers might hold the closest 

survivors somehow responsible.

Some relatives feel it’s better (or more comfortable) to ignore 

the death altogether, to treat the suicide in a way that perhaps 

mimics how the individual might have felt during his or her life: 

invisible and unworthy.

On the other hand, some families of suicide are helping to 

fight the stigma by speaking out. I commend them for turning a 

highly traumatic and sad occurrence into something that could 

“It’s better to be 

kind than right. 

We don’t need 

a brilliant mind 

that speaks, but 

a patient heart 

who listens.” 

—Anonymous
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help those who are troubled by mental illness today, or who will 

be in the future.

Do you remember hearing about the “C” word or the “big 

C”? That’s what we used to call cancer a few decades ago 

because the word was too emotionally loaded to be spoken 

aloud. Older generations sometimes still use that term, perhaps 

out of habit or a lingering discomfort.

It was through publicly raising awareness over many years 

that the unmentionable started to take in air. It was by everyday 

people gaining notice in the public arena through acts of courage 

and using their own illness to raise funds for research. It was as 

a result of high-profile fundraising campaigns that the stigma 

eventually faded, coupled with an increasing number of success 

stories from people who beat the disease thanks in large part to 

funded research.

This opening of thought is beginning to happen concerning 

mental illness. In Canada, we are raising awareness about it 

locally and nationally through media and publicity campaigns; 

by establishing the Canadian Mental Health Commission; by 

employers like the Ontario Public Service declaring 2014 the 

Year of Mental Health; by public figures speaking out about 

their personal struggles with mental illness; and by people like 

you and me talking about it and sharing our stories. In this fight, 

the little person can have a huge impact by being the change she 

wants to see in her community.

Because mental illness is an invisible condition, some are 

quietly opting to mark their bodies with semi-colon tattoos, 

often on the wrist, as a way of reaching out and opening conver-

sations with other survivors, their friends, and their families. 
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The symbol signifies that mental illness need not be a permanent 

sentence, ending with a finite period. It can end with a semi-

colon and be an unfinished sentence, allowing for more of the 

person’s story to unfold.

The current estimate is that 20 percent of Canadians suffer 

from severe depression (that’s one in five people!) and fewer than 

6 percent ever receive treatment. I like this quote by Brian Day, 

MD, former president of the Canadian Medical Association, 

which produced these numbers: “[the stigma of mental illness is 

the] final frontier of socially acceptable discrimination.”

Part of the divergence is due to the stigma that mental illness 

carries, and part is because we don’t know where to find help.

We haven’t grown up knowing these things. It is something we 

need to learn. Thanks to programs like Mental Health First Aid, 

making its way into the Western Hemisphere and being offered 

through an increasing number of workplaces and communities, 

our society is slowly learning about these things. education is 

the only way out.

Acceptance Takes Time

Self-stigma was a huge hurdle for me, because I felt unde-

serving—undeserving of happiness, undeserving of having work 

that I enjoyed, undeserving of a fulfilling life.

And I felt unworthy. I experienced what I have heard 

described as Imposter Syndrome, feeling surrounded by super- 

competent people, all much better than I. I found myself forever 

lacking. I felt unworthy of being loved, that I was just taking 

up space. Somewhere along the way, I had lost my purpose. I 

perceived myself as having unreasonable expectations that could 

never be satisfied, and I wasn’t able to lower my expectations, 

either. No matter how hard I tried, I could never be happy.
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I had struggled with this weight strapped to my solar plexus 

since my early teens. Having children brought some respite 

from my dissatisfaction (because I loved mothering), but even 

that was temporary; as a stay-at-home mom, I soon felt isolated 

and unworthy in that arena too, and I yearned to find value 

from the business world, then the nonprofit good-causes world, 

and finally I hoped to find it in the for-the-public-good govern-

ment world. While this final stop did bring about my break-

down, it also helped me to crack the riddle of life—how to feel 

fulfilled and happy.

In 2010, I began working hard at changing my self-image to 

better reflect the reality that others saw in me and that I even-

tually came to see in myself. My husband helped me on this 

journey to self-acceptance by helping me to accept my illness 

and to see the person I had become.

I took the time to grieve over the loss of those years when the 

illness was at its worst. One fine day, as Robert and I sat in our 

field on what we called the shade shelter, observing the wind as 

it played with the tall grasses in the surrounding farm fields, I 

apologized for having put him through those agonizing years. 

Though he felt my words were unnecessary because it was the 

illness and not me who was responsible, my heart needed to 

apologize. Being the gallant man that he is, Robert accepted my 

apology. It is what my soul needed, and I felt a release from the 

process.

Grieving allowed me to let go of the past and accept the 

present. I will never forget those “lost” years, and honestly, it’s 

better that I don’t. You see, the memory protects me from the 

worst of the illness.
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I can’t control how others respond when they learn that I have 

depression, but I can help them to better understand my experi-

ence of it. I also can teach them how I want to be treated—with 

consideration and respect, the same as everyone else.

My illness and I have evolved to where I can now harness my 

disability—I use it to help shine a light on mental illness and to 

help to lift the stigma. And perhaps, if I am at the right place at 

the right time, along with Spirit’s guidance, I will help someone 

out there who is buried under his or her own struggles. My 

deepest desire is to help someone see hope for himself or herself. 

Hope is something we all need.

My illness taught me…

•		to	develop	and	express	my	voice

•	 	to	recognize	when	it’s	time	to	reach	out

•	 	to	know	what	is	worth	fighting	for

•	 	to	grow	my	compassion	for	others

•	 	that	I	am	my	own	specialist	and	advocate

•	 	that	true	acceptance	takes	time	and	patience

•	 	that	friends	are	necessary	for	my	health

•	 	that	grieving	has	a	place	in	the	healing	process

•	 		most	important,	that	I	am	a	happier	person	because	of	my	

illness.

A Lesson from Peru

I spent two months in 2008 volunteering for Awamaki, a 

nonprofit organization that supports weaving cooperatives of 

indigenous women located in rural villages in the highlands 

of Peru. These communities practice traditional, back-strap 

weaving and help to support their families with the sales. I 

put my talents to use there by developing product designs that 

swiderski-interior-5.indd   130 12/5/16   2:59 PM



131

A  B A L A N C I N G  A C T

incorporate the artisans’ weaving, in an effort to broaden the 

appeal and expand their reach. I created samples and sewing 

patterns that could later be fabricated by the women themselves 

using regular sewing machines on their premises. I was pleased 

to contribute to such a worthy cause. And what I learned while 

there will serve me for a lifetime.

The project allowed me to experience what true joy and 

contentment feels like and to enjoy the beauty of marrying 

talent with work. And I determined to get some more of that 

once back in Canada. I knew I was meant to be productive in a 

creative space. I felt I had unlocked the secret to my happiness 

and that I had been created to do nothing less.

I could feel Mama Bear’s power inside of me, joyfully radiating 

from my every pore. I spent most days inside of my power while 

in Peru, shining my light and discovering my inner beauty. I was 

gleeful, a fully content, peaceful, happy, and joyfully creative 

woman, engaged with her community. It was heaven on earth.

I recall a scene one clear morning near the end of my Peruvian 

sojourn, the fog at Machu Picchu having completely lifted. I 

was walking away from the Sun Gate where I had stopped for 

a rest and snack and I was ambling down the cobbled path by 

myself with no one else on the trail, when a sudden wave of 

warmth filled and lifted my heart and I knew this was as good as 

it gets! It was the first time I had experienced such purity of joy.

I had to find a way to connect with that treasure once back 

home, because my soul’s very essence depended on it. Now that 

I had tasted it, I felt I would die without it.

When I was six years old and in first grade at a Catholic 

school in Northern Ontario, my teacher told the class that each 
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of us was born with a special talent that was uniquely ours and 

that it was our job while here on earth to grow that talent, that 

we were not to return to God with our talent undeveloped. It 

was clear in my child’s mind that I would need to become an 

artist, because my talent was in drawing and coloring. There 

was no doubt in my young mind, because everyone just knew it 

was my talent—the other kids, my teacher, and my friends. I’m 

not sure what my family thought of my abilities, because my 

siblings were even more creatively talented than I, the youngest 

of five at the time.

I returned from Peru eager to try the small business route, 

selling my creations online and at craft shows. I began making 

cuddly, warm winter coats and sold a few of these. Then I 

crafted one-of-a-kind jackets, vests, and tote bags accented with 

hand-weaving from Peru. And finally, I attempted to launch 

MaBelle, my one-person workroom for custom drapes and 

window treatments.

While none of these business ventures took hold in the end, 

I certainly have no regrets about testing these ideas because of 

the lessons they afforded me. Having instead made the choice to 

finish my career at my government job, I am hugely thankful to 

have retired with a pension that can support my creative hands.

On Talent and Old Beliefs

Growing up in a family of artistic siblings, I thought that having 

drawing ability was normal, because it was present in every-

thing that we did. I also believed that I was far less talented than 

my brother and four sisters, because they were really talented in 

my estimation. (My younger sister, Louise, would arrive seven 

years after me to bring the count to six.)
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As the youngest, it made perfect sense that my abilities would 

be less developed than my siblings’, but that fact didn’t occur to 

my young mind; I just knew I was forever trying to catch up and 

imitate whatever they were doing. This meant I didn’t develop 

my own creative voice until well into adulthood.

Another belief I grew up with was that seeking work that 

called for artistic talent was foolhardy, unrealistic, and plain 

dumb. In my family, it was an accepted fact that no one could 

make a living with art and the only artists out there were the 

starving ones. The decision to ignore any artistic field for 

a career was made long before I was of an age to be consid-

ering these things. I knew only that my work life wouldn’t have 

anything to do with art—not architecture, not graphic design, 

not drafting, not interior design, not even organizing art events. 

How unfortunate.

In actuality, my family didn’t discuss careers of any kind. We 

had a very short view of life, based on the realities of living on 

the poverty line and sometimes below it. The goal was to get a 

job and make enough money to pay the rent and eat. And that’s 

as broad as my view got in those days. From what I can gather, 

the same was true for most of my siblings.

Many years later, having gone through some periods of signif-

icant depression, I was compelled to do some serious soul-

searching. I finally figured out that it wasn’t the talent that was 

lacking in me. Not at all. What I had been missing all along was 

self-esteem. I inherited a frail self-esteem and inadvertently built 

up the wrong self-image. Ah, I was at the crux of it now!

Over the years from my childhood to the present, this breach 

in my foundation had not found new strength. On the contrary, 

swiderski-interior-5.indd   133 12/5/16   2:59 PM



134

A  J O Y F U L  L I F E

the psychological weakness had just permeated into more areas 

of my life. It needed a makeover so that its power could be 

realigned to its proper position—where it was controlled by me, 

not me by it.

Okay, I need to strengthen my self-esteem and rebrand my 

self-image, I thought, I can do that! This was good, because 

then I had something concrete to focus on, something to get my 

teeth into. The task appealed to my action-oriented personality. 

Until I stopped to think. Uh… now, how does one go about 

doing that exactly? How could I reverse the image I carried of 

myself, when my self-esteem was virtually non-existent?

I could not afford to spend $100 an hour for a therapist. This 

would be a long-term effort over months and perhaps years. I 

didn’t have that kind of money, so I made up my own method, 

and it worked for me and my circumstances.

As is wise when launching chartless endeavors, I started 

small, by documenting the tiniest of successes until they became 

greater in number. I built upon these until my successes broad-

ened and took on a more significant stature. eventually, I was 

able to observe my successes and capture a more realistic picture 

of myself.

Today, I believe I have a healthy sense of my creative abil-

ities and qualities, while keeping well within the boundaries 

of humility and good taste. And I know what I am capable of 

creating—anything I so desire!

I don’t remember how I came up with this strategy. I suspect 

it must have been through reading and listening to inspiring 

audiobooks and web-based radio shows.

The fourth belief that I learned early in life—and this is 
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one I am keeping, because it’s a good one—is that I can do 

anything I set my mind to. When I am feeling well, there is 

no obstacle I cannot surmount or get around. My mom taught 

me that. As a single parent of six rambunctious and “creative” 

kids (read: what interesting and original mess can we get up 

to now?), she was the most resourceful and self-reliant person 

I have ever known. She taught me that if I wanted something 

that we couldn’t afford (which was most things), I should just 

go ahead and make something like it. In my house, being bored 

was seen as a reflection of a lack of ingenuity, of which I learned 

by example to develop plenty.

When I was nine years old, my mom made me the most beau-

tiful magenta-colored pants from the satin lining of an old fur 

coat (at a time when up-cycling wasn’t a thing!). We certainly 

couldn’t afford to buy fabric, and besides, no stores were open 

at the late hour that she came home from the evening shift 

working the switchboard of a local motel. That is when she 

found my scribbled note explaining that I needed clean pants 

to wear to school the next day, as a treat instead of the usual 

school uniform. She knew that my only pants, which I wore 

for playing outside, would never do. So, she stayed up all night 

cutting out and sewing my rich-kid pants. I was never so proud 

to go to school as I was wearing those beautiful, tailor-made 

pants. (Thanks, Mom!)

My Thinking Capacity

One of the nasty things about having depression is that while 

the illness is in flare-up mode, you are deprived of the very 

thing you need to help yourself: your thinking abilities. Because 

the brain is not firing at full capacity during these periods, it 
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becomes difficult to convey accurate information on your state 

of being—for example, in updating your boss, your spouse, 

or your friends, or in filling out notoriously long and complex 

forms for insurance purposes.

Ironically, as my condition began to improve, it became clear 

to me—because I could think a bit better then—that I couldn’t 

fully trust my own thinking. It wasn’t that I would engage in 

manic or unpredictable thoughts, but that I couldn’t gauge 

things properly. I couldn’t be sure when it was time to discuss 

a change in medication with my doctor. I was never sure if my 

self-assessment, from my insider’s viewpoint, was accurate, and 

if it was similar to what I presented on the outside. How did my 

“inside experience” compare to my husband’s experience when 

interacting with me? I trusted his opinion but not my own. 

Because the illness was affecting the very part used in processing 

thought, I felt at a great disadvantage. I never felt that people 

fully understood this dilemma.

Perhaps this deficiency is one reason why I was more adept 

at sensing insights with my intuition rather than thinking some-

thing through, and why I was able to rely on my intuition so 

thoroughly. It was probably my best asset.

• • • Exercise • • •

Setting Your Personal Boundaries

This exercise, from a workshop with Sonia Choquette, is great 

to do anytime, but especially in the morning as a way to set the 

intention for your day.

I find the actions especially useful when I feel like I am being 

encroached upon by people who sap up my energy, when I find 

them crossing over into my personal space more than I like, and 
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when I find myself more concerned with their issues/topics/needs 

than my own. When I first returned to work, I felt quite vulner-

able and used this technique to protect myself from encroaching 

energies. I needed to focus on establishing my emotional bound-

aries. This exercise enabled me to be in my power in a quiet and 

sure way.

•	Standing	in	the	center	of	your	space,	take	five	or	six	deep	

and calming breaths to center yourself.

•	Raise	your	arms	wide,	palms	open	and	facing	out	in	front	

of you, as if you are pushing a wall out. Stretch those arms and 

push forward.

•	While	speaking,	“I	will	not	be	stuck	between	a	rock	and	a	

hard place,” now push with your hands to the right of you.

•	Repeat	as	above,	 this	 time	with	your	hands	 to	 the	 left	of	

you.

•	With	hands	facing	down,	push	down	the	personal	history	

and whatever is keeping you stuck—push down the rising tide.

•	Raise	up	your	arms	and	push	as	if	to	raise	the	ceiling.

•	Turn	around,	flicking	the	imaginary	stuff	off	your	shoulders,	

telling any monkeys to get off your back.

•	End	with	a	“spiritual	burp”:	pound	your	fist	 to	the	heart	

chakra and expel the sound “HA!” in a strong voice.

•	Enjoy	your	day!
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