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Working through life’s daily stresses to find a peaceful centre
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For my husband Jesse,
the calmest person I know
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Your Reflection Ripples


These are your reflection ripples. As you are reading through the book, whenever you see this symbol:
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refer back to this page and mark a dot in the ring that represents how you are feeling. You can then look back and see how you’ve been feeling over a period of time.







WHAT IS CALM?


Calm is a state of serenity.


Calm is the feeling of being grounded.


Calm is a place we can all come back to if we remember it’s there.


Calm is clarity and making decisions confidently.


Calm is remembering there is lots of good in the world as well as bad.


Calm is deep breaths and the feeling of support.


Calm is feeling safe and held.


Calm is accepting it all.


Calm is feeling connected even when everything feels hectic.


Calm is not boring.


Calm is not idle or permanently still.


Calm is not shutting out life.


Calm is not hiding away to avoid the world.


Calm is not ignoring the chaos out there.


Calm is not saying no out of fear.


Calm is not always taking the easy route.


Calm is not forcing yourself to meditate or be still.


Calm is not cutting off roads to excitement.


Calm is not living to the ticking clock.


Calm is not overrated.


Calm is within us all.


Is it possible to feel calm in this day and age, when we have drifted our focus so far from the basic experience of being ’human’?


How can we feel calm when chaos seems to slip its way through every crack in our personal boundaries?


Is there the time to breathe when we are face to face with work deadlines, children’s activity schedules, pressurised social lives and outside expectations that we feel we must fly towards?


I’m breathless just thinking about it.


This is modern life. We are all, on some level, sucked into its messy vortex and churned out the other side with tired eyes, ruﬄed clothing and many unanswered questions. It may feel like we have to go against the grain in our chaotic, fast-paced modern world to find calm, but it is completely doable. The starting point is realising that we don’t have to keep up with the speed of it all, we don’t have to facilitate stress every day and we don’t have to live up to the expectations of others. Finding calm is a personal project that has to work for YOU!


Whilst writing my previous book, HAPPY, I pondered the subject of calm a lot. I thought about its relationship with happiness and how the two states might help each other out. I realised that calm is such an important part of the overall equation if we want to live a happy and peaceful life. It is the nucleus to it all, because if we are calm we have clarity, we can react to situations from a grounded place and we can open our hearts even wider with trust.


The human race has had to take on so much change in the last century. We are constantly on show nowadays, voyeuristically taking snatches of each other’s lives; rushing, pushing, racing and losing ourselves along the way. Technology, the way we view success and what we think we want out of life are all sucking us from our natural roots and catapulting us into a hurricane of sometimes destabilising chaos.


With calm comes contentment, or happiness – or perhaps a bit of both. Or, wait . . . does happiness bring the calm? And are either of these delicious states able to exist without the other? I’m pretty sure that you can feel completely happy yet quite frantic and het up, as I have at many times in my life – those rollercoaster peaks where you could scream because you’re so overjoyed. Calm might not be present at all in these moments! I’m also certain that you can feel very calm yet perhaps slightly numb or emotionless at times, too, for instance when life feels slow-paced and uneventful and sits somewhere in the middle. I’ve experienced these calm moments that aren’t necessarily connected to happiness on many occasions.


But I’m also sure that together they can be something quite beautiful, and it doesn’t matter if happy brings the calm or vice versa, they are a dual goal to have in mind and they often come in tandem.


I haven’t written this book because I have the meditation prowess of a Tibetan monk or because I walk around, peace fingers aloft, smiling serenely at strangers. I’ve written it because I understand the extreme power and value that calm can bring, and because on a daily basis I endeavour to choose calm over stress. I’ve written it because at times I feel galaxies away from calm’s comforting arms and wonder if I’ll ever scramble back to them again. I’ve written it because it is a state that I’m desperately eager to learn more about. I hope that through being honest with and about myself in this book I can mine a little deeper into calm’s riches to benefit myself and hopefully you, too. This book is my way of pondering certain questions that perhaps, deep down, we may all know the answers to already – we just need a little encouragement to remember our own strength in all the madness of the modern world.


Throughout this book there will be interactive moments for you to have your own say on the matter, a chance to take stock of your own life – to write lists, vent and analyse your feelings, and discover more about yourself and your own version of calm. You’ll also find some conversations I’ve had with experts and some wise friends of mine on many calm-related subjects that I’ve found very useful on this ongoing expedition, and that I hope will be helpful to you, too.


So, first up, do you consider yourself to be a calm person? Personally, I’m not sure which camp I fall into. I’m a hybrid of my parents and a dead 50/50 split of their complex qualities. My mum is a tenacious firefly who is prone to extreme emotions and moving quickly, and from her I get my vivacity and a drive which allows me to get a lot done. My mum combats her perception of outside chaos in the world by creating total order in her life. I have also inherited this need and habit. In contrast, my dad is the ’hour’ hand on a clock; ticking much slower than my mum’s ’second’ hand. From him I get the gift of listening, observing and taking stock, which I can access at the most surprising of times.


So I suppose I’m neither calm nor chaos; I’m all of it. And I expect most of us are like this too, in some measure or another. I’ve spent the same amount of time meditating and doing yoga as I have hurling short rants of road-rage and throwing inanimate objects at walls in toddler-style tantrums. I believe there is room for all these emotions, but using calm as a base to come back to is imperative. The more I understand the importance of calm for our minds, general wellbeing, relationships and outlook on the world, the more time I spend trying to route back to it.


Some of us might already know our own personal road back to calm – how to breathe deeply when panicked, or can feel completely at peace in rush hour or at a busy train station. I haven’t mastered this in all areas of my life yet, but it’s something I’m constantly working at and it has become one of my main goals in life in recent years. As birthdays have passed and drama has stampeded through sections of my story, I have recognised how much energy and time I have lost to stress, muddled thoughts and tangled words.


So what is calm to you? For me it’s less about thought and much more about feeling. It is a stillness that allows my lungs to expand like hot air balloons. It is an acceptance of the noise around me and having the ability to not label each distraction with a negative or positive. It is seeing the world turning and the chaos entering then departing with an instant acceptance. This doesn’t mean that I feel okay about injustice, unbidden drama or negative words, it’s just these events give me a chance to feel empathy rather than resentment, have understanding rather than to alienate people, and to learn so much about myself and others. It’s a magic alchemy of all of these concepts that might give me a second or even a whole day of ‘that’ feeling – being relaxed yet aware, still yet dynamic, open yet protected. That, to me, is calm.


It’s not always easy to settle into this feeling because sometimes the mind plays tricks on us. As soon as we’ve felt that first tender touch of calm, the mind whispers, ‘Don’t forget you haven’t paid off that credit card yet, don’t get too comfy.’


Then it reminds you, a little louder ‘. . . And you haven’t been to the gym today so perhaps you should worry about that instead of feeling this peace?’


Then, almost shouting, you hear, ‘Remember, you haven’t achieved half of what you set out to do this month – LAZY.’


There. That delicious glow is now out. The dialogue in your mind has extinguished every last flicker of this peaceful sense of still and has left you needing and wanting something else. What do you do then? I tend to look for a get-out, a distraction that will pull my mind from inner turmoil and allow me to zone out momentarily. Sometimes I’ll go for a quick hit from social media which I think might act as a form of harmless escapism, and sometimes this helps, but more often than not it only amplifies what the voices were telling me: photos, reminders and signposts telling me that I’m not enough and haven’t done enough. Then I can’t relax back into my inner calm.


At times I’ll comfort myself with food, as it feels as if that little snack may just fit perfectly into this new-found empty space above my abdomen. At other times I’ll get snappy with a loved one because that inner voice and its negative spike has to be released somewhere outside of my own mind. Not cool at all . . .


What I really should be doing, of course, is focusing on that inner orb of light that sits just to the right of my heart, which felt quite warm and comforting only moments ago. Picturing it vividly and knowing it’s still there, reminding myself that it wasn’t really suffocated and extinguished, and instead my frenzied mind just got distracted and pushed aside that warm feeling.


Calm is omnipresent and ever-glowing, just waiting for us to remember its truth and power. If you want to lock into your own inner calm a little more frequently, or perhaps you feel you have lost the ability to locate it altogether, I hope these pages will act as a map for you to get back home. I’m on this crazy trip with you, also trying to suss it all out, so we can help each other along the way. Even by giving yourself permission to sit, open this book and quietly read is a great start in getting back to that sacred land, so know that you’re already well on your way! Let’s go hunt some calm together.
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Before we properly begin, take stock of how you are feeling – circle the word that most closely answers the questions below. I find a little self-diagnosis is a helpful way of showing me what needs to change or what I need to work on.


















	HOW ARE YOUR STRESS LEVELS?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW WELL DID YOU SLEEP LAST NIGHT?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW GOOD ARE YOU AT SPENDING TIME OUTSIDE?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT THE AMOUNT OF TIME YOU SPEND ON SOCIAL MEDIA?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW GOOD ARE YOU AT ALLOWING YOURSELF ’ME’ TIME?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DO YOU FEEL RIGHT NOW ABOUT YOUR RELATIONSHIPS?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT THE FUTURE?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DOES YOUR CHEST FEEL RIGHT NOW?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DOES YOUR BODY FEEL?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT







	HOW DOES YOUR MIND FEEL?


	TERRIBLE


	BAD


	OK


	GOOD


	GREAT
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THE SHORTCUT TO CALM


The phenomenal living, breathing, complex bodies we move around with every day are to be admired and cared for. Bones and joints working in harmony to get us moving; nerves and veins facilitating our flow and feelings; muscles and ligaments supporting our skeleton; skin keeping us together, protecting our bodies and allowing us to touch objects or people. When you break it down and remember that amongst all the emotion, thoughts and velocity there is a pumping heart, expansive lungs and millions of intricate happenings inside our bodies, the focus shifts and you can gain perspective.


At times I feel frantic, erratic and foundationless and I can’t quite fathom how I will get myself travelling back towards my place of inner calm. It can feel like a vast canyon away, completely concealed in a fog of gratuitous emotions that I can’t control. Dealing with my messy brain at moments like this is almost a waste of time. I’ll go round in circles and probably get myself into more of a mess by overthinking and analysing the situation. My first stagger in the direction of calm in these moments is purely physical. It is a shortcut that seems almost too easy, but I know it’ll work – I’ve done it millions of times before and I have reaped the benefits again and again.


Only last week I was feeling very uptight and tangled in a story that seemed to be aggravating me on every level. I couldn’t make sense of it and I felt suffocated in words like ‘WHY?’ and ‘WHAT IF?’ I knew it would be a disaster to try to unpick all of these thoughts and words so instead I threw on a coat and bobble hat and took myself into the early evening air to simply walk. With each step my mind felt clearer. With each new patch of pavement conquered I felt more at ease. With each minute that passed I felt my body surrendering and I knew I was headed in the right direction towards calm. I wasn’t walking anywhere in particular or with any purpose, it was more the focus on the physical and the change of pace that lightened my head and shone a light on what was really going on. My worries may not have been completely solved during this dusky ramble but I was certainly in a much calmer place afterwards, and better able to move on to tackle the mental jumble that was unpicking itself upstairs.


For any of you who have read my first book, HAPPY, you’ll know I have a deep love for yoga. It took me a while to get there with this hobby, but now, further down the line in my practice, I understand the movements and breathing rhythms and where they can take me. I couldn’t give a toss about wearing a fancy yoga outfit or having abs of steel; for me it’s a quick ascent to a place of total calm, serenity and bliss. Whether I manage all the poses in a class or not, or only do it for 10 minutes in my kitchen, I’ll still hit the jackpot every time. The focus on my body and breathing slows everything down and my body likes this very much. After a yoga class I can feel my organs and muscles purring like a smiley gang of cats; cats that have been cared for and nurtured, and so will in turn relax and be content.


Even lying on the floor for five to ten minutes will have this effect on you if you truly let go. Try it. Maybe at the end of a day, in your lunch break or when you have a quiet house, just lie on the floor with your eyes closed and see how quickly your heart rate slows, how your muscles loosen and your nervous system balances out. The brain can only follow suit and match the rest of your body’s newfound breezy state, so slow your body down or give it gentle steady movement and everything will seem to align that much quicker.


LETTING YOUR BODY RUN THE SHOW


I learned just how effective this letting go can be when I was in labour with my daughter, Honey. While I was pregnant I had gone on a brief course in hypnobirthing, where breathing and tuning into your physical body is key, so while I was in labour I took in huge long inhales and pushed out deep, earth-shattering exhales and I felt my body calm, meaning my brain did not flip into panic mode; instead it worked with my body, knowing that I was capable and strong. Although intense, there was no sense of fear. It was the best physical experience I’ve ever had, it felt miraculous and beyond powerful.


With my son, Rex, I hadn’t given hypo birthing a single thought as he was my first baby and I was far too overwhelmed with all the other practical details of having a baby, such as ‘which baby sling do I buy?’ and ‘how do I attach a breast pump?’. I assumed the labour bit at the end of the pregnancy would just . . . well . . . happen! Every woman out there will go about preparing for their birth in their own way but because I didn’t have the physical tools that I would later learn from with hypnobirthing, I did indeed panic when the time came. For me, the fear was physical, as I had nothing to compare it to. As a result, I endured an angst-ridden labour because my mind was running the show and my body could only experience what my mind was dishing out.


I feel beyond grateful for my two babies and they are the most important thing to me, but their births did teach me the lesson that the state of my physical body can run the show when needed and the ‘all talk and no trousers’ mind can take a back seat now and then when you really physically let go. What an epiphany for me!




HELLO TO . . . GERAD


Gerad Kite is a dear friend of mine who I regularly talk to for pearls of wisdom and a springboard back to calm. It’s dead handy having a mate who is also a 5-element acupuncturist! His connection to calm is crystal clear and his outlook on life is expansive yet grounded.


Acupuncture is very physical and allows the body to rebalance and flow smoothly. Gerad has studied acupuncture for 20 years and understands the balance of the body intricately. His knowledge of Eastern philosophy has always interested me greatly and we often talk about the rhythm of the body and how it relates to the seasons and the ticking of the clock. Here Gezza (as I like to call him) explains the importance of listening to our own bodies and honouring how they want to be treated throughout the day. Getting our bodies in balance is a great way of heading back to calm.


[image: Image] The ancient ‘Chinese Clock’ is based on an understanding of how the energy that fuels us travels around the body and mind over a 24-hour period. There is an amount of energy in every person which comes from the food we eat, the air we breathe and the water we drink. This energy (fuel) travels around the body (much like the blood floods through every cell), flowing in one continuous loop, serving all our organs and functions. Every part of the body and mind is served with this energy at all times, but each organ or function has a two-hour period where it is prioritised over any other and will receive a greater volume of energy during that period to emphasise its task. For example, between the hours of 5 and 7 a.m. the large intestine (colon) is flooded with energy, as this is the optimum time to get rid of the physical – and mental – waste from the previous day. This natural and essential excretion not only cleanses our body and mind but as the increased flow of energy transitions from the large intestine to the stomach, we get the impulse to eat a hearty breakfast and start the day renewed with energy. Conversely, there is a low time for each organ at the opposite side of the 24-hour cycle, and in this example the stomach rests. This is nature telling us to eat less and instead nourish ourselves with good company and fun – the peak time of the ‘circulation/sex’ function.


When adhered to, this inner intelligence is heath-giving and promotes a great sense of calm in us – providing we pay attention and follow its guidance. Sadly, we tend to plan the activities of our days and nights in our ‘heads’, making unnatural choices about when to eat, when to rest and when to work, and thus we go against this natural flow. The outcome is a reduction in energy, a disturbance to the natural cycles of sleep, digestion and reproduction and a general sense of malaise – of being out of whack with no apparent cause.


The Chinese Clock is based on the movement of our planet in relation to the sun. It is based on the premise that we have evolved as a species as a direct outcome of this 24-hour cycle. By changing your daily and nightly routine to work with nature rather than against it, you will begin to feel at one with yourself and the world around you and you will enjoy a deep sense of calm.


THE CHINESE CLOCK
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Let’s take a closer look at what the clock means for each part of our bodies:


3-5am: your lungs appreciate a surge of energy that awakens all the cells in your body and refreshes your mind.


5-7am: the flow of energy moves to the large intestine, making it the ideal time to wake up and have that bowel movement. This clears out, not just the physical, but also the mental waste leftover from yesterday.


7-9am: During these two hours, the prioritisation moves to our stomachs. Always keep the phrase ‘nature abhors a vacuum’ in your mind: you’ve emptied the lower part of your digestive system and now you need to refill so that you have enough energy to get you through the day.


9-11am: The spleen is the focus during these two hours and it transforms what you’ve taken in and delivers that energy to nourish and move your body and your mind.


11am-1pm: Your heart benefits from a surge in energy during these two hours, so take the opportunity to relax and spend time with other people – socialising, yes, but also the ideal time for friendly, constructive work meetings.


1-3pm: As the small intestine takes its prime time to work, it begins sorting and filtering, so mirror this in your day: use it to focus and organise.


3-5pm: Now the bladder takes over. Most of us see the bladder as being just a sack for urine, but in Chinese medicine your bladder is in charge of your energy reserves, like a reservoir. Make sure you drink enough water throughout the day, so that when you get to the time of the day most known for that midday slump, you’ll have enough energy to keep going.


5-7pm: The energy flows through to your kidneys at this time, cleaning out the mind and body: a real opportunity to feel calm and settle from within.


7-9pm: This is the time for your ‘heart protector’: your circulation and sex facilitators – the optimum time for socialising, relaxing and sex. Avoid that big evening meal and enjoy yourself – this is the stomach’s resting time.


9-11pm: The energy now travels to your ‘three heater’, which adjusts all parts of your body and mind to the correct physical and emotional temperature for winding down after the long day so that you’re ‘chilled’ and in the best state for sleep.


11pm-1am: As we reach the end of the day, the gall bladder comes to the fore. This organ excels in ‘judgement’ and directs the regeneration of your body and mind, the perfect time to rest and sleep.


1-3am: During this time, the energy shifts to the liver, cleansing our bodies and minds to help us sleep deeply ready for the next day.


What I love about the law of midday-midnight, is the natural intelligence at play that keeps us calm despite how busy our bodies and minds can be. If we work with these natural laws, everything naturally falls into place – we feel calm and life, although busy, is no longer experienced as struggle. [image: Image]





TUNE INTO YOUR BODY


Have you ever taken an inventory of your physical self? I mean, just sat and scanned over your whole being, noting what feels good and what doesn’t. As I sit at my kitchen table now I can feel, very clearly, the bits of me that are content and relaxed and the bits of me that hold tension and stress. My shoulders are tight and tired from carrying kids and leaning over a laptop. My tummy feels full and content from the dinner I’ve just eaten. My eyes feel a little sore from lack of sleep and my skin slightly taut, which makes me think I’m probably a tad dehydrated. Doing this kind of body register when you get a short moment of peace and quiet is a good idea. Ask yourself, how is your body really feeling? Where do you store your tension and worry? Does it affect your stomach and digestive system? Your back and shoulders? Your skin? Each of us will have bespoke weaknesses that spark up whenever we are run down or pushing ourselves too hard.


At times I get headaches when I’m mentally trying to accomplish too much and I usually suffer with a grouchy back – not just from carrying the small people around, but because it’s where I hold my tension. Worries and fears will cling on to my collar bone and neck muscles and pitch up camp for a while, tightening their ropes and tension the more my brain whirs.




Taking an inventory of how your body is feeling is so important for all-round health. Respecting our bodies and their limits helps us mitigate physical stress and get back to calm. Mark on the drawing below where you feel tension and see if you can work out why it is there and what might help to ease it.
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WARNING SIGNS


These are all signs – BIG warning signs – for us to take notice of. This is why the body is so bloody clever; it tries to make it as easy as possible for us to see when we need to change patterns of thought or lifestyle to keep it healthy.


Of course, we all ignore these signs or sometimes don’t even notice them as life rockets past at the speed of light. It could be as simple as getting spots on your face, or a recurring pain in your gut, but whatever the physical ailment, it is a sign that the body isn’t happy and wants you to notice. Making time to check in with our bodies is vital to support our general wellbeing. We all need to get out of our heads and into our bodies more often.


After the release of HAPPY, something rather strange happened to me. In the book I wrote a short piece about anxiety and stated that it hadn’t been something that had caused me much grief in life. I always felt that depression was my weakness, but then one day I was driving down the M4 with a great friend of mine, Clare, on a relatively long journey. We were gossiping away about our favourite subjects – the Royal family and Girls, the TV show – when I felt rather hot. I opened the windows and wriggled out of my jacket without mentioning anything to Clare. (She herself experienced a pretty bad car incident many years ago which makes me extra cautious when driving her about.) Next my lungs started pumping like a pair of bagpipes. Uncontrollable, short breaths flew out of my panting mouth as the world around me started to spin. This is not exactly ideal when driving at 70mph on a very busy motorway, so I managed to pull over safely and explain to Clare why our conversation about Prince Harry had come to an abrupt end and why we were now on the hard shoulder half an hour from home. I felt totally spun out and discombobulated. What was going on? I have always assumed that personally my physical state comes from direct thoughts. If I think of something negative, my body tenses. If I feel stressed, my body is twitchy. If I feel sad, my body softens. But this was the antithesis of that. Our conversation in the car had been jolly and upbeat and I was on the way home to see my gorgeous babies. No stress, no mental drama, yet my body had taken a turn for the worse. I’d had a panic attack.


I had never experienced this physical manifestation before, so I had no reference to grab hold of. All I know is that it felt like my very soul had jumped out of my physical body; it had leapt out of my skin and was hovering, ghost-like, above me, creating a separateness and intensity. My heart was beating for the two ’me’s that were now in the car and my eyes were desperately trying to focus for both of us. It was vastly different to what I had imagined. I’ve felt panicky and a little short of breath before but this was potent and physically debilitating.


Embarrassingly yet thankfully, I was driven home by the AA that day (thank you, lovely AA man, who also pulled over to let me wee in a pub due to the time it took to get home!) and when I arrived home I sank into a strange mood of confusion. After several hours of pondering and trying to understand why my body decided to shout so loudly that it wasn’t happy, I sussed it. I know many people out there struggle with panic attacks on a much more long-term basis and the reasons and catalysts for this differ greatly (see overleaf for a chat with Dr Annette about this), but for me I was simply exhausted. My mind has a habit of telling me to keep going, keep pushing, keep trying, so I do, but now I was discovering I had pushed it too far and my body was screaming out for attention. I’m not naturally good at relaxing so I do way too much most of the time. I love being a mum and a wife, I adore my job and I want to learn as much as I can, but all this leaves no time at all for self-care (more on this in the next chapter). This motorway saga printed out some new rules in black and white for me: NO MORE RUSHING AROUND LIKE A LUNATIC!


I took this experience as a one-off but unfortunately the very same thing happened again, just a week after. This time it was brought on by the fear of what MIGHT happen. Thankfully, though, after a few months of on/off panics I started to find the fear dissipating. Now I can drive without feeling scared, just as I had done for so many years before this incident, and I feel at peace with it all. A hangover of fear has festered to some extent, but I have also pragmatically reasoned with these worries and diluted them so that they stay in the past where they belong. More importantly I’ve become much more aware of how much I physically push myself.


I know that my brain is often the messiest part of me, so short-cutting to physical tools is my free pass to calm. Breathing deeply, relaxing my body and calming my nervous system will keep me travelling in the right direction to calm. It is imperative that we have some mental space without thought and this is often more easily achieved with some physical activity.


The lesson I learned here BIG time is to listen to your body. If it seems unhappy, if it is throwing you obvious signs, LISTEN to it! Maybe you too need to make tweaks to approach life in a calmer way. I’m sure this applies to most of us out there as we chase hundreds of goals, desires and dreams, but remember that calm is still attainable alongside these ambitions with a little thought and a lot of self-care.




HELLO TO . . . ANNETTE


Annette Twigg is a GP who has advised many people who have experienced panic attacks. After I was consumed by that oxygen-gobbling fear on the motorway, the first thing I wanted to do was understand physically what on earth was going on with me. I love to look outside of the box and figure out new ways of thinking and living, but learning about the medical reasons felt imperative to truly understand how to stop them. Here Annette describes a little more about what happens to our bodies during this process.


[image: Image] F: Hi Annette. Can you tell us a bit about what a panic attack actually is and why some people experience them?


A: ‘Panic’ symptoms arise out of our response to a threat or stress, and form the basis of the fright-flight-fight response. In such a situation, our eyes pick up on a visual threat and relay the information to the brain, which triggers a chemical response, involving the release of stress hormones, which in turn cause a number of physiological effects. The purpose of these is to increase the blood supply to our muscles so that we can run away from the threat, defend ourselves or indeed attack the threat.


As a result our heart rate increases, as do our blood pressure and breathing rates in order to maximise the oxygen and energy (glucose) levels directed to our muscles, all in order for us to run away. Hence you experience a racing heart, rapid breathing etc.


Since blood is being diverted to the muscles, less flows to non-essential areas – those deemed less important in the response to a threat – such as the skin. As such the skin may look pale, feel clammy and have a prickling sensation, because sweat is released to help cool the muscles. The mouth might also feel dry because body fluid is kept in the circulatory system to keep the supply of oxygen and glucose going to the muscles.


Other symptoms can occur too, such as feelings of loss of control, difficulty swallowing or feeling you have a lump in your throat and poor sleep (because your body is maintaining a high state of alertness). For many people the net result of all this is the sensation of fear, i.e. panic. For others, though, the net result may be aggression or an angry outburst.


A person’s individual response to this depends on lots of factors, including coping strategies, previous exposure and build-up of resilience. In day-to-day life the ‘threat’ we see may be people, places, situations, spiders, dogs or insects, or often it can be the build-up of pressure caused by other people’s expectations of us and our desire not to let others down, be that family, friends, work etc.


The important thing is to understand that the physical symptoms are not representative of something that will do us harm, even though they can be very distressing and at times disabling.


F: Have you seen a rise in people coming to you with these symptoms?


A: I believe that current daily lifestyles almost certainly contribute to more people experiencing these symptoms, as we’re not very good at allowing quiet and non-stimulation time for the brain nowadays, which is not good for us. But there is more openness about anxiety and mental health now, which is almost certainly beneficial and means people feel able to go to the doctor about it.


F: What can people do if they’re experiencing panic attacks?


A: Anything that reduces your overall level of anxiety will also help to reduce specific fears or triggers, to an extent. For example, someone having hypnotherapy for a fear of heights may find they are no longer as afraid of spiders, snakes etc.


Sleep is another big issue with anxiety and panic, and it relates more to generalised stress. Essentially we have episodes of deep (restorative) sleep and lighter sleep, often called rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, during which we may dream or feel we are sort of asleep but our minds are ticking over and thinking of many things which seem really important at the time but in the morning are not so bad. We have to have the correct balance of these types of sleep in order to function.


If we are anxious or stressed/having panic attacks, we often find ourselves going over and over things (this is called rumination). If we are doing this during the day our brains continue with this overnight, so our sleep becomes dominated by REM sleep, which is less restorative and consequently we feel more tired and over time we feel less able to cope, our perspective on life changes, our mood can fall and we end up in a vicious circle as this further impairs our sleep.


Breaking this cycle can be initiated by having periods where we don’t allow this rumination. This is the basis for using breathing techniques and mindfulness. Physical activity also helps, as long as we are not thinking. So playing football, doing Zumba or playing tennis etc. is good. At home I tend to say a treadmill is better than an exercise bike simply because on a bike you can pedal but still think, whereas on a treadmill you have to focus more on the activity otherwise you risk falling off the machine.


F: Do you have any final top tips?


A: Whenever someone comes to see me and we have talked through their issue, usually one of their biggest problems is the feeling of loss of control. I try to really reinforce that recognising there is an issue is the starting point and that making an appointment IS them taking control – and that is really important. Without wishing to sound anti-social-media, a lot of people who use it get bogged down with everyone else’s positive posts and as such feel that they are the only one feeling as they do. This is something that has to be addressed. There was a lovely phrase in a book I am reading which referred to someone’s house not having the ‘tinnitus of technology’, i.e. no computer, TV etc. I thought this comment captured quite nicely that we do need that space to be free of extraneous ‘noise’.
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