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    Foreword




    I am writing this book for several reasons. 




    The main reason being that I have always wanted to write a book, one to hold in my hand that is authored by me. Self-doubt always got in the way, and it sat for years collecting dust. I wondered what I would have to offer of value or insight to others.




    Today and over this past year (I am currently 51 years of age) I have come to the realization that I have much to offer, and that I am of great value and quite possibly may help others by sharing my story.




    I was born into a large family. My father was the youngest of sixteen children born to Edith and Jim Eddy Shannon, Edith was lovingly known as Grammie Goose. Growing up, I had what I would call an idyllic childhood surrounded by aunts, uncles, cousins, grandparents and many family friends. Don’t get me wrong—we have skeletons in our closet, too, but overall, my childhood made me the person I am today. For this I am eternally grateful.
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      "Grammie Goose" on 85th Birthday


    




    We were rich in love and poor in material things. My dad (Charlie) and my uncle Greg built our first house for $7000! We had little but we had it all. Sundays were the best as we all gathered at Grammie Goose’s home and enjoyed an abundance of food, love and music—always music. If you didn’t like a hot cup of tea, you had better learn to like one. The huge garden flourished with vegetables and the jams and pickles were kept in the cellar. I can still remember that smell down there in the cellar.




    My father once said that his education came from growing up poor. That statement was profound, to say the least. It has led to my understanding that love is a great teacher, and the realization that love was always in abundance throughout my life and still is today—and I could not be more grateful.




    My mother, Coleen, is a beautiful soul who reminds me every day of my maternal grandmother Dorothy Harris, lovingly known as Grammie Dot. Gram was special and my mom is so much like her, as am I. I never knew my paternal grandfather, and my maternal grandfather, Grampie Bob, has now passed on. He suffered with severe mental illness. I wish things were different in those days. I wish that he had access to the medication and mental health supports available today. I do realize that the waitlists are terrible as I work in the field and understand why. It’s a systemic issue; one we fight every day as social workers.
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      "Grammie Goose's" 85th Birthday




      Back row: Johnny, Doreen, Shirley, Charlie (Dad), Greg, Patty, Billy, George




      Front row: Pauline, Grammie Goose, Lena, Theresa, Mary.




      Missing Francie, Stella, and Rosie. There was also said to be a twin lost.


    




    My second reason for writing this book is my husband. The man who has always believed in me and encouraged me to move forward with this dream. He has taught me life lessons for which I am eternally grateful and continues to support me in every possible way. Thankfully, he’s not perfect, because those imperfections have taught me the most valuable lessons of all regarding relationships. Thank you, Sheldon. I love and appreciate you more as each year goes by. You are and always were my soulmate and best friend. I believe we were meant to do this life together.
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      "Grampie Bob" with my nephews Scott and Ryan and “Grammie Dot”


    




    The next reason for writing this book is my children. My beautiful daughter and my handsome son. It would take a lifetime to share the lessons they have taught me. I would like for them to have something special to carry with them that will always keep my spirit alive while here on earth and even when I have left this world. Life is a gift and can truly be a beautiful journey. As my mother always told me, “Enjoy the journey—it’s not about the destination”. I believe this, and I choose to live with gratitude instead of a bad attitude (which I used to do in my earlier years).




    Lastly, I have to thank one of my true best friends, my older and wiser sister. She has never left my side and has always guided me through this journey called life. I have an older brother as well who is a talented musician and artist ,and who struggles daily with his mental health. He is an amazing soul, but he is not fully aware of how amazing he truly is. Bipolar disorder has robbed him of his peace of mind. He has been tormented with delusions and negative thinking most of his life. He is currently doing well, but his battles can be daily with distorted thoughts and unrealistic fears that make life difficult. He is a warrior in mental health.




    Due to our family’s mental illness, and my own struggles with mental health I would like to dedicate this to all who have suffered with depression, anxiety, low self-esteem and all that life has thrown at you. I too have lost precious time due to mental illness, but I have realized it was meant to be so that I would find my purpose in life. I hope you enjoy these written words, and most of all I hope you find hope and peace in your life.
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      Our Wedding Day—July 5, 2014


    


  




  

    Introduction




    Imagine what it is like to live everyday as if you’re waiting for that black cloud to hit you with the worst news you could possibly imagine.




    I’ve lived most of my life with these thoughts, and because of them, I was robbed of many opportunities. I had to become my own therapist at times, trying to understand why I would have such disturbing thoughts and emotions. If you’re asking yourself, “Why would anyone continue to live this way?”, my response is that I have also struggled with health anxiety for most of my life, with constant worries that I will die of some horrible disease, always worrying what might be the next unsuspecting event waiting around the corner. It’s not a matter of wanting to live this way, it’s a matter of feeling the weight of all the above while trying to find a way through it. It’s not easy and is a day to day battle.




    This is not something I can “just make go away”—it’s real. I have spent most of my life looking through the lens of cognitive distortions, which is a form of negative thinking. For example, this leads to black-and-white thinking and an all-or-nothing mindset. I’m either all in, or all out. I either lose the 20 pounds of weight I set out to lose or give up and eat everything that’s unhealthy for me. Another example of a distortion would be that I catastrophize situations before I have gathered all the relevant information needed to make a rational decision. For example, I am currently going through a rough time with not being well enough to work and the unknown has left me feeling hopeless at times. Feelings of guilt, shame and worthlessness are a daily battle. This leads to further distortions that life is unfair, scary and complex. It’s an endless cycle of negativity. This is difficult to admit because when it comes to everyone else, I see only their strengths and have hope for them. I am positive externally, but negative internally. I’m complex, to say the least. These complexities have led to this, my story, which I believe is worthy of reading. I stopped writing so many times due to self-doubt, but this time I’m busting through to the finish line.




    Anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and a negative body image are a recipe for disaster and led to many internal struggles. Although it has been the bane of my existence, it has become my greatest means to success. Being strong-willed from an early age has served me well at times. Other times, not so much. I was a bit of a wild child, doing everything I could to push the boundaries and live life my way. I have the fondest memories of my friends and I and all the shenanigans we used to get up to. We never hurt anyone or got into any trouble with the law, but we walked a fine line at times. I love music and the minute I hear certain songs, these memories become as vivid as the day they happened. One of my best friends and I were out drinking one night when two of our guy friends decided to put handcuffs on us. We thought it was hilarious until we parked behind the Geary Hall to use the bathroom. One of us had to squat while the other stood up, and vice versa. We laughed our butts off over that one. That same friend and I use to sneak magnums of wine into our bookbags and put it in our locker at school. We would go to the lake later that night to get falling down drunk. We came home with so many grass stains on our knees that my friends’s father called me “Alder bush Annie”. I have so many cherished stories about my friends, and I know I was a lot of fun as were they. I am so glad I have these memories, but alcohol was not my friend in the end. I would get highly anxious and sick after drinking, yet I would go and do it all over again the next weekend. The drinking ceased later in life as it affected my mental and physical health. All through these years I struggled more than anyone really knew. I felt I could put on a brave face most days but many of my closest friends knew I struggled with anxiety and depression.




    These emotions and distorted thoughts began early in my life, have always been challenging and continue to haunt me today in my everyday existence. Feeling “not good enough” for so long has become second nature to me, as engrained in my body as my DNA. I believe my experiences and genetics are at the root of my negative thought patterns and how I internalized my difficult emotions. I have also suffered many years with intrusive thoughts which are disturbing to say the least. I could be having a great day, and out of nowhere experience scary thoughts. Here’s an example of this: Sometimes when I am cleaning my house and feeling happy, suddenly I’ll have a thought about something bad happening to me or someone I love. It’s as quick as a surprise sneeze. It’s sudden and sends me to a scary place in my mind. Even at the best of times, I struggle with intrusive thoughts. It’s similar to symptoms of post- traumatic stress disorder as the thoughts come at any time and leave me feeling shaken and scared. I have to work diligently to get out of this mindset. It is quite exhausting to say the least.




    In sharing these feelings and thoughts I aim to help others to realize they are not alone, not “crazy” and that we are all just trying to get by the best way we know how. Anyone going through this is not weak; they are strong individuals to cope with the stress and severe exhaustion of these styles of unhealthy thinking. I thought if I finally purged these thoughts and became vulnerable, I could move on in my life with some semblance of happiness. My intuition was telling me to get this out and let it go after so many years of suffering. As I write these words, I feel peace for the first time in my life. I feel like something larger than me is driving this.




    I come from a family of faith and a belief in God. I always resisted religion and wanted no part of it. I guess you could say I never believed in God or a higher power but I have come to understand that a higher power can look different to everyone. My interest lies in spirituality. I completely believe that a person’s spirit lives on through others and have often said my paternal grandmother had this effect on me and all my cousins. I have felt her presence many times in my life since she has passed on. I want to believe in something that I cannot prove is there and many times have had experiences that appear to be only explained as something greater than me. It really doesn’t matter what name is used to describe these experiences, but I have experienced these moments that lead me to believe there is life beyond this world. When this happens you cannot explain it and just know that it is something beyond your control that is guiding your way in life. I like to believe my father was always the one behind my growth when he said that he prayed for me and for all his children, family and friends. I just happen to be open enough now to believe and accept this as fact. I don’t discuss religion with many people, but I often discuss spirituality with my father and what happened to him that led to him giving up alcohol. My dad was driving home one night and at his lowest point in life when he experienced an unknown force (higher power) that allowed him to give up his addiction to alcohol. It was hell at times, but in his journey he found peace. He has such strong faith and worked the 12 steps which were gruelling at times for him. I am proud of him for having so many years of sobriety under his belt. He has also given back in so many ways to his community and fellow A.A.members.




    The Struggle is Real




    A day in the life of Lori consists of waking each morning (after those nights when I can sleep) with immediate thoughts and worries. My mind shifts to “what if” thinking, followed directly by anxious and worrying thoughts. This is called rumination, and I excel at it. I worry about my parents, husband, children, finances and the world in general, all in a short span of time. I was diagnosed in my teens with Generalized Anxiety Disorder, and I did not take it seriously or try to educate myself on what that meant at the time. I personally dislike labels, but this one was spot on. I would often wonder as a teenager what would become of me, how I would ever handle losing a loved one, am I smart enough and—the most tormenting thought—am I dying? This last thought stuck with me, and it’s a tough one. I’m certain I am not alone on these fixated and distorted thoughts—in fact, I know I’m not.




    I’m guessing you might be thinking we are all dying, as that’s the cycle of life. It’s natural, but that is irrelevant to me. I do not want to die and I do not want to lose those that I love and cherish in my life. You may be shaking your head right now while reading this since, again, we all die someday. Unfortunately, I have had many loses, and what I believe may have started the worry about death was the loss of my dear friend Jason Comeau at the tender age of twelve. Jason was the sweetest kid and all he thought about was 18-wheelers. He would draw pictures in class with every detail that makes up an 18-wheeler.




    On New Year’s Eve, when I was in grade seven, I was babysitting and that night at approximately 12:30 a.m., he and his father were carrying a load of fish while Jason slept in the bunk. An accident occurred. Jason died and his father lived. These are the only details I have retained over the years and it might be just as well I did not know any other details as I would have rehashed them over and over in my mind. I was devastated, I didn’t tell anyone how I was feeling, and there were no gatherings at our school or offering of support for the loss. This is how I remember it at the time (I could be wrong), but either way, I was a mess. I know his family must have suffered greatly—especially his father. I truly believe death is at the heart of many anxiety issues for those who suffer with anxiety. This was certainly the case for me.




    To understand anxiety, you must forget rational thinking, as for me I am obviously not in a rational mindset while experiencing worry. I have also learned the hard way that this is what occurs when you do not live in the present moment. I am working towards changing this tormenting way of thinking and have done well, all things considered. I have also realized it takes time and patience to learn how to live in the present moment. It is a daily commitment just like any other learning and takes repetition and practice. I often take a thought and force myself to challenge the thought. Almost like listing pros and cons when making a decision. I also pretend I’m in a courtroom and wonder how I would win my case on this thought? 99% of the time, I would lose when it comes to proving the validity of my thoughts. I am learning to let go of the illusion of control and trust that life’s challenges will always work themselves out in the end. This struggle affects so many people, and I urge you to never give up on defeating these thoughts if that is something you experience as well. Acceptance has taken me far, but I still have a ways to go. Thoughts are just thoughts—they are not necessarily true, and you must learn to challenge them. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy has been beneficial in my healing and it could help you too if you give it the time and attention it requires. One of my greatest downfalls in this area is being a perfectionist. If I cannot overcome the thoughts I am hard on myself. If I cannot be like I think I should be in my mind, then I am a failure. Again, a nasty cycle that I can get caught up in for long periods of time.




    Physical sensations in my body in addition to these feelings (whether real or imagined) have often led to me thinking I was going to die of some horrific disease. Health anxiety was prevalent most of my life. I wondered if I was having a heart attack or an aneurism, or if I had cancer. These are but a few of the instant thoughts that flow on a regular basis in the pathways of my brain. I would wake in the morning to these instant thoughts and was convinced I must be getting punished for having had a few hours of sleep. The anxiety was making up for my short period of rest and peace. Even while asleep I grind my teeth and experience disturbing dreams. A wise young lady once informed me it was like a ping pong game happening in the brain, constant thoughts just being thrown back and forth. The irony is that I lived with this for years while keeping my composure on the outside and attempting to act normal (whatever normal is) on the inside. Although some may find this far-fetched, I can tell you it’s a reality for me, as I’m sure it is for many of you. If my years in the social work field have taught me anything, it’s that we are all struggling in one way or another, and for that reason my heart goes out to you—truly. I will share with you later why I believe the health anxiety existed.




    As a child I experienced these thought processes and struggled with self-esteem. This began at a young age, as I previously mentioned. It continues to baffle me that I was extremely self-conscious at such an early age. I can recall feeling embarrassed to drive in my father’s truck as I thought it was ugly and made us look poor. (Sorry, Dad. This is hard to admit but I was never embarrassed by you). I also remember going to a friend’s home and thinking they were rich because they had an in-ground pool. I felt inadequate, and yet to this day my family and the way I was raised have become cherished memories that I will carry with me forever. It does not make sense that a young child like me could feel so sensitive to these issues. I should have been playing with friends and enjoying a carefree life. I had a happy childhood with a great deal of love from my large family. Yet, for reasons I couldn’t understand, I was full of anxiety and self-doubt.




    To appreciate the hell and uneasiness that my mind could create, I feel I can best describe this by taking you on the journey of my life as I see it. Keep in mind that this was not a period when the topics of anxiety, depression or mental illness were openly discussed in school or at home, and we didn’t have the luxury of social media for information. I did not have access to technology where I could google these feelings and realities. Had this been available, I would have diagnosed myself with every possible illness.
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