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For my family and amazing friends.

Thank you for showing me that love, support, and honesty can carry us through anything - including life close-hauled.

This book is for you.

Disclaimer

Important Legal Notice

Please read this disclaimer carefully before using this book.

This book, You're Not Broken: Real Talk About Mental Health (And How to Step Off the Struggle Bus), is intended for informational and educational purposes only. It is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment.

Not Medical or Professional Advice

The content in this book does not constitute medical, psychiatric, psychological, or any other professional health advice. The author and publisher are not medical professionals, therapists, or licensed mental health providers. Nothing in this book should be construed as creating a therapist-patient, doctor-patient, or any other professional relationship between the reader and the author or publisher.

The information provided is based on general research, commonly accepted practices in mental health, and educational resources. However, every individual's situation is unique, and what works for one person may not work for another. Mental health conditions vary widely in their presentation, severity, and appropriate treatment approaches.

Seek Professional Help Immediately

If you are experiencing a mental health crisis, having thoughts of suicide or self-harm, or are in immediate danger, do not rely on this book. Call 988 (National Suicide Prevention Lifeline), text HELLO to 741741 (Crisis Text Line), call 911, go to your nearest emergency room, or contact a mental health professional immediately. This book cannot adequately address acute mental health crises and is not designed for emergency situations.

Mental health conditions are serious medical conditions that often require professional treatment. While self-help resources can be beneficial as part of a comprehensive approach to mental health, they cannot replace proper diagnosis and treatment by qualified healthcare providers. Always consult with a licensed healthcare provider, therapist, psychiatrist, or other qualified mental health professional before making any changes to existing treatment plans, starting or stopping any medication, implementing new therapeutic approaches, or making significant life decisions based on information in this book.

Limitation of Liability

To the fullest extent permitted by law, the author, publisher, and any associated parties expressly disclaim all liability for any direct, indirect, incidental, consequential, special, or exemplary damages arising from or relating to the use of this book or reliance on its content. This includes any harm, injury, death, or adverse outcome resulting from the use or misuse of information in this book, any worsening of mental health conditions, any failure to seek appropriate professional help, any decisions made or actions taken based on the content of this book, and any errors, omissions, or inaccuracies in the content.

The author and publisher make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information contained in this book. Any reliance you place on such information is strictly at your own risk.

No Guarantee of Results

The author and publisher make no guarantees, representations, or warranties about the effectiveness of any strategies, techniques, or suggestions presented in this book. Mental health outcomes vary significantly between individuals based on numerous factors including the nature and severity of mental health conditions, individual biology and genetics, environmental factors, social support, access to professional care, and commitment to treatment. Results experienced by some individuals do not guarantee similar results for others.

Parental Guidance and Minors

If you are under eighteen years of age, the author and publisher strongly encourage you to involve a parent, guardian, or trusted adult in your mental health care. Minors should not make decisions about mental health treatment without appropriate adult guidance and professional consultation. Parents and guardians should be aware that this book discusses serious topics including depression, anxiety, trauma, self-harm, and suicide, and parental discretion is advised.

Third-Party Resources and Information Currency

This book references various third-party resources, organizations, hotlines, websites, apps, and services. The author and publisher are not responsible for the availability, accuracy, content, or quality of third-party resources, nor for any interaction between readers and third-party service providers. All third-party resources are provided for informational purposes only and do not constitute an endorsement.

The field of mental health is constantly evolving. While the information in this book was current at the time of publication, research, treatment approaches, and best practices change over time. Readers should seek current information from qualified healthcare providers about diagnosis and treatment options.

Individual Circumstances

Mental health is complex and influenced by numerous biological, psychological, social, and environmental factors. This book presents general information and cannot account for every individual's unique circumstances including specific diagnoses, co-occurring conditions, medical history, medications, family history, cultural values, socioeconomic circumstances, or trauma history. Readers must use their own judgment and consult with qualified professionals to determine what is appropriate for their specific situation.

Privacy Notice

The examples and stories presented in this book are fictionalized composites created for illustrative purposes. They are not based on any specific individual's experiences. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Assumption of Risk and Consent

By reading and using this book, you acknowledge that you understand this book is for informational purposes only, you will not use this book as a substitute for professional mental health care, you will seek appropriate professional help when needed, you accept full responsibility for your own decisions and actions, and you assume all risks associated with using the information in this book. If you do not agree to these terms, you should not use this book and should return it to where it was obtained.

Your Safety Comes First

Mental health matters. Your life matters. This book is a resource and a starting point, but it is not a replacement for professional care. If you are struggling, please reach out to a qualified mental health professional, a trusted adult, or a crisis service. Help is available, and you deserve support.

If you are in crisis right now, close this book and call 988, text 741741, or go to your nearest emergency room. Your safety is the absolute priority.

Copyright © 2025 by Susan Leys

All rights reserved.

“True navigation begins in the human heart. It’s the most important map of all.” 

- Elizabeth Lindsey
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Introduction - Welcome to the Struggle Bus (We've All Been On It)

"You don't have to be positive all the time. It's perfectly okay to feel sad, angry, annoyed, frustrated, scared, or anxious. Having feelings doesn't make you a negative person. It makes you human."— Lori Deschene

Let's be real for a second. Life can be hard. Like, really hard sometimes. And if you're reading this book right now, there's a good chance you've been feeling that way lately. Maybe everything just feels... off. Maybe you're tired all the time, or your brain won't stop racing, or you just don't feel like yourself anymore. Maybe you've been trying to act like everything's fine when deep down, you know it's not.

Here's the thing: you're not alone. Not even close.

Think of life like a bus route. Most days, you're cruising along pretty smoothly. Sure, there are some bumps in the road, maybe a few annoying passengers, but you get where you need to go. But sometimes—and this happens to everyone—you end up on what I call the "struggle bus." This is when nothing feels easy anymore. The simplest things start feeling impossible. Getting out of bed is exhausting. Talking to people feels like climbing a mountain. Your brain starts telling you all kinds of mean things about yourself. And worst of all, you might start thinking you're the only one who feels this way.

Spoiler alert: you're definitely not.

The struggle bus doesn't discriminate. It picks up straight-A students and kids who are failing classes. It stops for athletes and kids who hate gym. It doesn't care if you're popular or if you eat lunch alone. Rich kids, poor kids, kids with perfect families, kids with messy families—we've all taken a ride on this bus at some point. Some of us are on it right now. Some of us have season passes. And some of us didn't even realize we'd gotten on board until we were already halfway down the road.

So why did I write this book? Because when I look around, I see so many people suffering in silence. I see people who don't know how to explain what's happening to them. I see people who think asking for help means they're weak or broken or crazy. I see people who don't even have the words to describe what they're feeling because nobody ever taught them how to talk about this stuff.

And that's just not fair.

You deserve to understand what's happening to you. You deserve to know that what you're experiencing has a name, that other people have felt it too, and that there are actual things you can do about it. You deserve to know that feeling this way doesn't make you defective or dramatic or attention-seeking. It makes you human.

This book isn't going to use a bunch of fancy psychology words that make you feel stupid. It's not going to tell you to "just think positive" or "get over it" or any of that unhelpful garbage. And it's definitely not going to make you feel bad for struggling in the first place.

What this book will do is help you figure out what's actually going on. It's going to teach you how to recognize when you're on the struggle bus. It's going to explain why this is happening in a way that actually makes sense. And most importantly, it's going to give you real tools to help you feel better and get the support you need.

Here's what we're going to cover together. First, we'll talk about how to recognize when things aren't okay. Your body, your brain, and your life are all trying to send you messages, and we're going to learn how to listen to them. We'll look at things like why you're always tired, why your brain won't shut up, why you're snapping at people you care about, and why nothing feels fun anymore.

Then we're going to talk about why this stuff happens. We'll cover stress, sadness that turns into something bigger, anxiety that takes over your whole life, and tough things from your past that are still affecting you now. Don't worry—I'm going to explain all of this in plain English, not doctor-speak.

After that comes the good part: what actually helps. We'll talk about starting small, taking care of your body without being preachy about it, quick tricks for when you're freaking out, and how to deal with feelings when you hate talking about feelings. We'll also tackle the big one: how to ask for help without feeling like you're admitting defeat.

Finally, we'll talk about staying off the struggle bus once you've managed to get off it. We'll discuss building a life that doesn't constantly break you down, dealing with setbacks when they happen, and how to help someone else who's struggling.

Throughout this whole book, you'll notice something at the end of every chapter called "Try This." These are simple things you can actually do right now, today, to start feeling better. No complicated exercises. No expensive equipment. Just real, practical stuff that works.

I want to be clear about something important: this book is not a replacement for professional help. If you're really struggling, if you're thinking about hurting yourself, or if you're in a crisis, you need to talk to a trusted adult or call a helpline right away. We'll talk more about all of that later in the book, and there's a whole section at the back with resources you can use. Think of this book as your companion, your friend, your guide—but not your only source of support.

You also don't have to read this book from front to back. If you want to skip straight to the chapter about anxiety because that's what you're dealing with right now, go for it. If you want to read the whole thing in one sitting, that's cool too. If you want to leave it on your nightstand and pick it up whenever you need it, perfect. This book is yours. Use it however helps you most.

One more thing before we get started. I know it might feel scary to admit that you're struggling. Our culture tells us we should be happy all the time, that we should be able to handle everything on our own, that needing help is somehow shameful. But here's the truth: recognizing that you need help and actually seeking it out is one of the bravest things a person can do. It takes real strength to say "I'm not okay" in a world that expects you to always be fine.

You picking up this book? That's already a huge step. That means you're ready to make some changes. That means you're willing to learn. That means you care about yourself enough to try something different. And that's amazing.

So let's do this together. Let's figure out where you are, why you're there, and how to get you to a better place. Let's get you off the struggle bus.

You've got this. And even when it doesn't feel like it, you're not alone.

Now, let's get started.

Try This:

Before you dive into the rest of the book, take a moment to grab something to write with. It could be a notebook, your phone, or even just a piece of paper. At the top, write down one reason you picked up this book. Maybe it's "I'm tired of feeling this way" or "Someone told me I should read this" or "I don't know what's wrong with me but something feels off." There's no wrong answer.

Now write down one thing you hope to get out of reading this. Maybe it's understanding what's happening to you, or learning how to talk to someone about how you feel, or just knowing you're not alone. Again, whatever comes to mind is perfect.

Keep this somewhere you can find it. As you read through the book, you might want to come back to it and see how far you've come. Or you might want to add to it. Either way, you've just taken your first step. Nice work.

1. What Does "Not Okay" Actually Feel Like?

"There is hope, even when your brain tells you there isn't."— John Green

Here's a question that sounds simple but is actually pretty complicated: How do you know when you're not okay?

I know what you're thinking. "Obviously I'd know if something was wrong with me, right?" But here's the weird thing about being human—sometimes we're the last ones to notice when we're struggling. It's like when you have bad breath. Everyone else can smell it, but you can't because you're used to it. The same thing happens with our mental health. We get so used to feeling bad that we start thinking it's normal.

Let me tell you about Marcus. Marcus was a sophomore in high school who loved playing basketball. He had a solid group of friends, decent grades, and a family that cared about him. From the outside, everything looked fine. But inside, Marcus felt like he was drowning. He was exhausted all the time, even after sleeping for ten hours. He stopped wanting to hang out with his friends. Basketball practice felt like torture instead of fun. His grades started slipping, not because he was dumb, but because he couldn't focus on anything. He'd sit in class and realize he hadn't heard a single word the teacher said for the last twenty minutes.

When his mom asked if he was okay, Marcus said "I'm fine" every single time. And he kind of believed it. He thought maybe he was just tired. Maybe he was being lazy. Maybe he just needed to try harder. It took almost six months before Marcus realized something was actually wrong. Six months of suffering because he didn't know what "not okay" was supposed to feel like.

So let's talk about it. Let's figure out what the signs are that you might be on the struggle bus, even if you haven't realized it yet.

The Difference Between a Bad Day and Being Stuck

Everybody has bad days. You fail a test. You get in a fight with your best friend. Your crush doesn't text you back. You have a terrible day at practice. These things suck, no question about it. But they're temporary. You feel crappy for a day or two, maybe even a week, and then things start getting better.

Being on the struggle bus is different. It's not about one bad day or even one bad week. It's when the bad feelings stick around like an annoying song you can't get out of your head. It's when you can't remember the last time you felt actually good. It's when you start thinking "Is this just how life is now?"

Think of it this way. A bad day is like getting caught in the rain without an umbrella. You get wet, you're uncomfortable, but eventually you dry off and you're fine. Being stuck on the struggle bus is like being in a rainstorm that never ends. You're always wet. You're always cold. And you start forgetting what it feels like to be dry.

Here's a simple way to check in with yourself. Think back over the last two weeks. How many days did you feel okay? Not amazing, not perfect—just okay. Like yourself. If the answer is "not many" or "I can't really remember," that's a sign something might be off.

Common Signs Things Aren't Going Well

Your body, your brain, and your behavior are all connected. When one isn't doing well, the others usually aren't either. The tricky part is that these signs can be sneaky. They don't always look like what you'd expect.

Let's start with your body. Maybe you're tired all the time, no matter how much you sleep. Or maybe it's the opposite—you can't sleep even when you're exhausted. Your head might hurt a lot. Your stomach might feel weird. You might get sick more often than you used to. Some people feel heavy, like their body weighs a thousand pounds. Others feel shaky or tense, like they're waiting for something bad to happen even when nothing's wrong.

Here's what a lot of people don't realize: your body keeps score. When your brain is stressed or sad or anxious, your body feels it too. That headache might not be from staring at your phone too long. That stomach ache might not be from something you ate. Your body might be trying to tell you that something else is going on.

Now let's talk about your brain. This is where things can get really confusing. Your thoughts might be racing, jumping from one worry to another so fast you can't keep up. Or your brain might feel foggy, like you're trying to think through a thick cloud. You might have trouble concentrating on anything. You might forget things you normally remember easily. Some people describe it as feeling like their brain is full of static, like a TV that won't tune in to the right channel.

Your brain might also start being really mean to you. It might tell you things like "You're stupid" or "Nobody likes you" or "You're going to fail" or "Everything is your fault." These thoughts feel true when you're having them, but they're usually not. They're just your brain being a jerk because it's overwhelmed.

Then there's how you act. This is often the part other people notice first. Maybe you're pulling away from your friends. You stop answering texts or you make excuses not to hang out. Things you used to love doing don't interest you anymore. Reading, gaming, playing sports, making art—whatever your thing is, it just doesn't hit the same way. You might be more irritable, snapping at people over small things. Or you might just feel numb, like you're going through the motions of life without actually living it.

Your room might be a disaster because you can't find the energy to clean it. Your grades might drop because you can't focus or you don't care as much. You might be eating way more than usual or way less. You might be sleeping all the time or barely at all.

And here's a big one: you might be telling people "I'm fine" when you're really, really not fine. You put on a smile at school. You act like everything's cool. But inside, you're struggling. This is called masking, and a lot of people do it. They get so good at pretending to be okay that even they start believing it.

Why Ignoring Problems Makes Them Bigger

Let's say you have a small hole in your backpack. It's not a big deal at first. Maybe a pen falls out occasionally. But if you ignore it, that hole is going to get bigger. Eventually, your phone falls out. Then your keys. Then your whole backpack rips apart and everything spills on the floor.

Mental health works the same way. When you ignore the signs that something's wrong, things usually get worse. That little bit of anxiety turns into panic attacks. That sadness turns into depression that makes it hard to get out of bed. That stress turns into burnout where you can't function at all.

I'm not trying to scare you. I'm just being real. The good news is that catching problems early makes them way easier to deal with. It's like going to the doctor when you first feel sick instead of waiting until you're so sick you end up in the hospital. Early action means less suffering and faster recovery.

A lot of people avoid dealing with their problems because they're afraid. They're afraid of what it means if something's actually wrong with them. They're afraid of what other people will think. They're afraid of having to change things in their life. They're afraid of admitting they need help.

But here's the thing about fear: it gets smaller when you face it. And the relief you feel when you finally acknowledge what's going on? That's real too. There's something powerful about being able to say "Okay, something is actually wrong, and that's why I've been feeling this way." It doesn't fix everything instantly, but it's the first step toward feeling better.

Quick Check: Am I on the Struggle Bus?

Let's do a quick reality check. I'm going to describe some situations, and I want you to be honest with yourself about whether any of them sound familiar. Remember, there's no judgment here. This isn't a test you can fail. It's just a way to check in with yourself.

Do you feel tired or drained most days, even when you've slept enough? Does it feel like everything requires more energy than it used to? Do you find yourself avoiding friends or activities you used to enjoy? When people invite you places, is your first instinct to make an excuse not to go?

Does your brain feel foggy or overwhelmed a lot of the time? Do you have trouble focusing on simple things? Are you forgetting stuff more than usual? Does it feel like your thoughts are either racing super fast or moving through mud?

Are you more irritable than you used to be? Do you snap at people over little things? Do you feel angry or frustrated a lot, even when nothing specific is wrong? Or maybe you feel the opposite—numb, empty, like you don't feel much of anything at all?

Has anyone in your life asked if you're okay? Have multiple people noticed that you seem different? Even if you said you were fine, did part of you want to tell them the truth?

Do you feel like you're just going through the motions? Like you're watching your life happen instead of actually living it? Does everything feel harder than it should be?

If you're nodding your head to a bunch of these, that's important information. It doesn't necessarily mean you have a diagnosed mental health condition. But it does mean you're struggling, and that struggle is real and valid. You're not making it up. You're not being dramatic. You're experiencing something difficult, and you deserve support.

It's Not Just You

Before we wrap up this chapter, I want you to know something really important. Whatever you're feeling right now, millions of other people your age are feeling it too. The National Alliance on Mental Illness says that one in six youth aged six to seventeen experience a mental health disorder each year. That's millions of young people. If you're in a classroom with thirty kids, statistically five of them are dealing with mental health challenges right now.

You know what that means? It means the person sitting next to you in math class might be struggling. The kid who seems to have it all together on Instagram might be falling apart when they're alone. The friend who's always making jokes might be using humor to hide their pain. Your favorite teacher, your older sibling, your neighbor—so many people are fighting battles you can't see.

This isn't meant to make you sad. It's meant to help you understand that you're not alone. You're not weird or broken or defective. You're human, and humans struggle sometimes. That's just how it is.

The problem is that nobody talks about it. We all walk around pretending we're fine, thinking we're the only ones who aren't, when the truth is that most people are struggling with something. We're all on our own struggle buses, but we're too afraid to wave at each other out the windows.

So here's what I want you to take from this chapter. Pay attention to yourself. Notice how you're feeling in your body, in your brain, and in your life. Don't ignore the signs that something might be off. And please, please don't think you have to figure this all out alone.

The fact that you're reading this book means you're already paying attention. You're already taking yourself seriously. That's brave. That's smart. That's the first step to feeling better.

Try This:

Find a quiet moment today or tomorrow. It could be before bed, during lunch, or whenever you have a few minutes to yourself. I want you to do a simple check-in with your body and mind. You're not trying to fix anything right now. You're just noticing.

Start with your body. Close your eyes if that feels comfortable. Scan from the top of your head down to your toes. Where do you feel tense? Where do you feel tired? Where do you feel pain or discomfort? Just notice it. You might realize your shoulders are up by your ears, or your jaw is clenched, or your stomach feels tight. That's all good information.

Now check in with your brain. What's the main feeling you're carrying around today? Is it worry? Sadness? Anger? Numbness? Exhaustion? Again, just notice. Don't judge yourself for feeling it.

Finally, ask yourself one question: On a scale where one is terrible and ten is great, how am I actually doing right now? Not how you think you should be doing or how you're pretending to be doing. How are you actually doing?

You don't have to tell anyone your answer. You don't have to do anything about it yet. Right now, you're just practicing being honest with yourself. Because that honesty? That's where change begins.

2. Your Body is Trying to Tell You Something

"The body says what words cannot."

— Martha Graham

Your body is pretty amazing when you think about it. It does millions of things every single day without you having to tell it to. Your heart beats. Your lungs breathe. Your stomach digests food. Your brain processes information. All of this happens automatically, in the background, while you're busy living your life.

But your body is also like a really talkative friend who's trying to get your attention. When something's wrong, it doesn't just sit there quietly. It sends you messages. The problem is that most of us never learned how to read those messages. We just know we feel bad, but we don't always connect the dots between how we feel physically and what's going on with our mental health.

Let me tell you about Zoe. Zoe started getting these intense headaches during her freshman year. They happened almost every day, usually right after lunch. She went to the doctor, and they ran a bunch of tests. Everything came back normal. The doctor said maybe it was her eyes, so she got glasses. The headaches kept happening. Then they said maybe it was allergies, so she took allergy medicine. Still headaches.

Finally, a school counselor noticed that Zoe seemed really stressed. They started talking, and it turned out Zoe was dealing with some heavy stuff at home. Her parents were fighting a lot, and she was worried they might get divorced. She was also struggling to keep up in her classes and feeling like she was letting everyone down. Once Zoe started dealing with the stress and anxiety she was feeling, guess what happened? The headaches started getting better. Not immediately, but gradually. Her body had been screaming at her for months that something was wrong, and she just didn't know how to hear it.

So let's learn your body's language. Let's figure out what it's trying to tell you.

When Everything Hurts and Nothing Helps

Pain is your body's alarm system. When you touch a hot stove, pain tells you to move your hand. When you sprain your ankle, pain tells you to stop walking on it. That's physical pain with a clear cause. But when you're stressed, anxious, or depressed, your body can hurt in ways that don't make logical sense.

Headaches are super common when you're dealing with mental health struggles. They might be tension headaches, where it feels like someone's squeezing your head. Or they might be more spread out, like a dull ache that won't go away. Some people get migraines, which are intense headaches that can make you sensitive to light and sound. These headaches are real, even though there's nothing physically wrong with your head. Your brain is stressed, and stress causes tension in your muscles, and that tension causes pain.

Stomach issues are another big one. Your gut is actually called your "second brain" by scientists because it has so many nerve cells in it. When your brain is upset, your gut usually knows about it. You might feel nauseous. You might have diarrhea or constipation. Your stomach might hurt or feel weird, like butterflies but not in a good way. Some people describe it as a knot or a rock sitting in their stomach.

You might also feel pain in your chest. This can be scary because chest pain makes people think they're having a heart attack. If you're young and healthy, chest pain is way more likely to be from anxiety or stress than from your actual heart. But it still feels terrifying when it happens. Your chest might feel tight, like someone's sitting on it. You might feel your heart racing or pounding. Sometimes you might even feel a sharp pain that makes you catch your breath.

Then there's general body pain. Your back might hurt. Your neck might be stiff. Your shoulders might ache. Your muscles might feel sore even though you didn't work out. This is because when you're stressed or anxious, your body tenses up. Imagine clenching your fist really hard for an hour. Your hand would hurt, right? That's what your whole body does when you're dealing with mental health struggles. It clenches up, and eventually that causes pain.

The frustrating part about all this physical pain is that it's real pain, but doctors might not find anything wrong. You might get blood tests, x-rays, or other tests that all come back normal. This doesn't mean you're making it up or that it's all in your head. It means the problem isn't a broken bone or an infection. The problem is that your mental health is affecting your physical health.

The Sleep Problem Nobody Talks About

Sleep and mental health are connected in ways that can mess with your whole life. When you're struggling mentally, sleep usually becomes a problem. And when sleep becomes a problem, your mental health gets worse. It's like a really annoying cycle that feeds itself.

Some people can't fall asleep. They lie in bed for hours, their brain racing with thoughts. They worry about tomorrow. They replay things that happened today. They think about all the stuff they need to do. They count sheep, they try relaxing, they do everything they're supposed to do, but their brain just won't shut off. Hours pass, and they're still wide awake, getting more and more frustrated because they know they need to sleep but they can't.

Other people fall asleep okay but wake up in the middle of the night. Maybe it's two in the morning or four in the morning, and suddenly they're awake. Sometimes they wake up from a nightmare. Sometimes they wake up feeling anxious or worried. Sometimes there's no obvious reason. And once they're awake, getting back to sleep feels impossible.

Then there are people who sleep too much. They can sleep for ten or twelve hours and still feel exhausted when they wake up. They want to take naps all the time. Getting out of bed feels like the hardest thing in the world. This kind of excessive sleeping is common with depression. Your body is so emotionally exhausted that it wants to shut down and escape.

Here's what happens when you're not sleeping well. Your mood gets worse. Things that normally wouldn't bother you suddenly feel like huge problems. You get irritable and snap at people. You can't focus in class. Your memory gets fuzzy. You might start having trouble making decisions because your brain is just too tired to think clearly. You might feel more anxious because lack of sleep makes your nervous system more reactive to stress.

Sleep is when your brain does maintenance work. It processes emotions, consolidates memories, and basically cleans house. When you're not getting good sleep, that maintenance doesn't happen. All the emotional stuff from the day just piles up without getting processed. It's like not taking out the trash. After a while, things start to smell.

Getting Sick More Often Than You Used To

Have you noticed that you've been catching more colds lately? Or that cuts and scrapes take longer to heal? Maybe you're getting more infections or your allergies seem worse? This isn't a coincidence.

Your immune system is what fights off germs and keeps you healthy. But when you're stressed, anxious, or depressed, your immune system doesn't work as well. Scientists have done tons of research on this, and it's pretty clear that mental health affects physical health in measurable ways. Stress hormones like cortisol can suppress your immune system, making it easier for you to get sick.

Think of your body like a house with a security system. When everything's calm, your security system works perfectly and keeps intruders out. But when you're dealing with mental health struggles, it's like your security system is overwhelmed with false alarms. It's so busy dealing with the stress response that it doesn't have enough resources left to fight off actual threats like cold viruses or bacteria.

Some people also get weird skin problems when they're stressed. Acne might get worse. You might develop rashes or hives. Some people pick at their skin without realizing it, especially when they're anxious. Others might notice their eczema or psoriasis flaring up during stressful times.

Your body might also do strange things that are hard to explain. You might feel dizzy or lightheaded sometimes. You might feel like you can't take a deep breath. Your hands might shake. You might sweat more than usual. These are all ways your body responds to stress and anxiety.

When Your Body Feels Heavy or Tense

Physical heaviness is something that's hard to describe if you've never felt it, but it's incredibly real if you have. Some people describe it as feeling like they're wearing a weighted blanket all the time, but not in a comforting way. Just getting up to go to the bathroom feels like running a marathon. Your arms and legs feel like they weigh a hundred pounds each. Even small movements require enormous effort.

This heaviness is common with depression. Your brain is so depleted of energy that it tells your body everything is too hard. It's like your battery is always at one percent, barely hanging on. People who experience this often feel guilty because they think they're being lazy. But they're not lazy. Their body is genuinely struggling to function because their mental health is affecting their physical energy.

Tension is the opposite but equally uncomfortable. Your body feels wound up, tight, like a spring that's been compressed too much. Your jaw is clenched so hard your teeth hurt. Your shoulders are up by your ears. Your hands are balled into fists. Your whole body is braced for something bad to happen, even when you're sitting in your own room where nothing is threatening you.

This tension is what anxiety does to your body. Anxiety tells your body to prepare for danger, even when there's no danger present. It's your body's ancient survival mechanism kicking in at the wrong times. Back when humans had to worry about being eaten by lions, this system kept us alive. Now it just makes us uncomfortable and sore.

Some people alternate between heaviness and tension. In the morning they might feel so heavy they can barely move. By afternoon, anxiety kicks in and they're all wound up and tense. It's exhausting to feel like your body is working against you all the time.

What Your Body Is Really Saying

So what is your body trying to tell you with all these symptoms? It's actually pretty simple: something is wrong, and you need to pay attention.

Your body doesn't speak in words. It speaks in sensations, in pain, in tiredness, in tension. When it's trying to get your attention, it ramps up these signals until you finally listen. That persistent headache isn't just a headache. It's your body saying "Hey, you're really stressed and you need to do something about it." That stomach ache isn't just indigestion. It's your body saying "You're anxious and overwhelmed." Those sleepless nights aren't just bad luck. They're your body saying "Something is keeping you worried and you need to address it."

The good news is that your body isn't broken. It's actually doing its job. It's supposed to signal when something's wrong. The problem is just that we've been taught to ignore these signals or push through them. We take pain medicine for the headache without asking why we have so many headaches. We drink energy drinks to deal with the exhaustion without asking why we're so exhausted. We try to force ourselves to sleep without addressing what's keeping us awake.
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