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Introduction



Stress is a hideous, infectious, spreading rash.


Living with it is all-consuming. It seeps into every part of your life until it’s all you can think about. It impacts every sinew of your mind and body. It will take you down unless you apply some high-strength cream pretty quickly.


It’s hard to find your way out of stress. You can’t see how it will get easier or when it will get easier or what you need to do to make it easier. You just want it to go so you can breathe again, have some room in your head again. Start living again.


I know this rash. I know how utterly debilitating it is. I have been so stressed I became convinced it would never end, that it was all my fault, that it was just me being unable to manage life.


I would desperately hope that somehow, I would have the fortune to turn into the Dalai Lama, or maybe Buddha, or one of those people on Instagram who drink a bottle of kiwi and alfalfa juice and seem to float through life like a cloud, turning each and every stressor into a way of becoming more at one with the earth.


The things is, there are three pillars in our lives that help keep us stable. Home, work and relationships. If one of the pillars becomes shaky, has a chip in it or starts to crack, then we experience stress.


When one of my pillars (or sometimes two or all three) started to wobble I would wake in the middle of the night, unable to sleep, ruminating about each and every problem in my life, trying to think about how I could get it under control.


If only I could get myself together, I would say to myself. Man up. Be more stoic and resilient, then it would be okay. Spoiler: it didn’t work. I’ve learned the hard way that what you think might be the right thing to do often isn’t.


When you try and manage your stress and it doesn’t work, the rash comes back even stronger because you still feel stressed, but on top of that you feel even more stressed because your stress management techniques didn’t work. And you have to be very careful because stress can exacerbate pre-existing conditions like depression, anxiety and panic attacks.


You can’t function with a debilitating rash all over you, so we have to find ways to get it under control.


After reading this book you’ll have tools to keep it at bay. And fear not, I’m not going to suggest you just do some deep breathing and imagine you’re a tranquilised squirrel.


You have to apply these tools regularly to keep that rash under control because unlike the people who drink kiwi and alfalfa juice, life events and stress never go away, what changes is our ability to manage them.


Also, managing stress is a doing thing, rather than a sit back on a deckchair and eat a strawberry ice-cream thing, which is a bugger, but it’s best that we’re aware of that before we begin. We can’t just wish stress away, and often it won’t go away by itself; we have to do things.


However, I give you express permission to eat an ice-cream of your choice whilst tackling your stress. I’ll have rum and raisin (which is the best ice-cream flavour in the world, and no, I won’t be entertaining any other views on this). Also, thank you very much for paying; very kind of you.


The good news is there are forty different ways to try to reduce your stress levels in this book. You can try one at a time or try a few together. If one doesn’t work, don’t worry, just try another, and you can always go back and try the first one at another time.


Oh, and I haven’t just made these ways up off the top of my head. I didn’t think, ‘Hmm . . . I don’t know, maybe eating quiche? Yes, eating quiche might be good for stress, I’ll make that a chapter.’


These are tried and tested ways. I’ve tried them and used them, and I’ve worked with others who’ve tried and use them too. They’ve been double-checked, actually triple-checked because I asked my cat too, but he suggested I give him huge quantities of tuna, so he can’t be wholly relied upon.


They work for me, they work for others and they’ll work for you too. If they don’t, I’ll buy you a pet pygmy goat called Belinda.*


The chapters are short so you can start putting the ways in place really quickly and the book isn’t too long, so you won’t feel even more stressed about having to finish a six-hundred-page book on top of everything else.


Also, you don’t need to start at the beginning like a traditional book. Start in the middle; start at the end and work backwards; flick through the book and just choose a chapter at a time – whatever works for you.


I’m going to use some humour in this book to lighten things up a bit and make the book easier to read. The last thing you need at the moment is an overly serious book that will bring your mood down further.


We’re going to get through this.


Let’s smash stress, together.


James





*I may not actually buy you a pet pygmy goat called Belinda, sorry.










1. You’re not actually a superhero



In case you didn’t realise it, you’re not a superhero.


Admittedly, you do look superb wearing underpants over a pair of bright red tights, but that’s as far as it goes, I’m afraid.


You can’t shoot spider webs from the palm of your hand. That purple cloak you inherited from Great Uncle Arthur won’t let you levitate to forty thousand feet and fly between New York City skyscrapers. You can’t lift up three double decker buses with one finger, and those cheap sunglasses from the supermarket you brought a few years ago won’t make you invisible.


(Call me if you want any further self-esteem and confidence boosters, I’m always here for you.)


A few years ago, I was walking down the street, because I didn’t know what else to do. My job had become so overwhelming it was all I could think about. However much work I did each day, I seemed to get nothing done. More work seemed to create more work. I’d snap at the staff, snap at my boss, snap at my husband and snap at my friends. I was basically a crocodile at this point.


I started to regret taking the promotion which gave me about another twenty pence a month after tax and what I got in return was a whole heap of stress. What was I thinking? Why didn’t I stay in my old job? I would have been twenty pence poorer but happier and not having nightmares about unsent emails and missed deadlines.


Most days after work I would come home, smoke cigarettes and drink too much wine. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t watch television. My life was my stress; stress was my life.


As I passed other people on the street, I looked at them and thought, ‘I wish I was them. They look carefree, they don’t look so stressed that they’re thinking about running away to Antarctica and living with the penguins. They seem to be managing their stress, not imagining how to disguise themselves as a flightless aquatic bird.’


I sat down on a wall outside a betting shop. I should be more stoic, I thought, I should be more resilient, like a superhero. I should be able to handle this.


Instead of turning into Spider-Man (or a penguin), I’d turned into Stephen the ‘Should Monster’. His superpower is to make you feel crap about how you’re managing your stress. I don’t think Marvel comics are going to be chasing me for copyright any time soon, because all he does is scream at you, ‘You should be stronger,’ which offers limited storyline options.


What I didn’t realise then, which I realise now, is that it wasn’t a case of needing to be more stoic, or resilient or stronger. It was a case of accepting that I was massively struggling, and not trying to tell myself to ‘buck up’ like a Victorian father to his son whose just lost his leg in a tram accident.


‘Buck up’ gets you nowhere. It just makes you feel worse about yourself, worse that you can’t manage your stress, and then worse again because it doesn’t improve the stress you’re experiencing.


In the end I limped along in the job for too long. I got even more stressed, I kept drinking too much, smoking too much, harming my relationships and eventually got another job; but not before it had taken a huge toll on my physical and mental health.


So let’s be clear. You’re not a flipping superhero. That’s in bold which means it’s important.


You’re human. All humans experience stress. You struggle but struggling does NOT mean that you’re any less worthy as a person or a penguin.


Boring and tedious as being a human can be sometimes, it’s what we are, and we’re not made to be in a state of high alert and terror all the time. It damages us, like, really, really, badly.


It’s better that we accept our limitations and realise we’re not made to be a superhero. You have to learn to manage your own expectations of yourself. Don’t try to be perfect with ideals that you can never live up to.


Okay, so you didn’t get that promotion; someone else did. Maybe your relationship failed, or you’ve fallen out with a long-term friend, but none of these things mean you’re a failure as a person. Let’s just read that again together – that doesn’t mean you’re a failure as a person. You have to practise telling yourself this, because stress will tell you the opposite.


When we let go of trying to be perfect and just try to be good enough, a lot of our stress recedes. Trying to be stoic is the worst thing you can do to manage your stress.


If you rile against your stress and spend your whole time ruminating and thinking you should be ‘stronger’, then you’ll fixate on that and won’t prioritise tackling what’s causing the actual stress.


I know this because I can ruminate for the nation. My mind will go, ‘I should be able to manage this’, ‘Why aren’t I managing this better?’ and ‘It’s not that big a deal really, is it?’


All of this wastes time and gets us nowhere.


Ultimately, what I’m saying here is stop giving yourself a bloody, frigging hard time about experiencing stress. That’s an order.


I’m being all bossy and everything because it’s important. I’m also giving you a hard stare, and this particular hard stare even beat Paddington Bear in the ‘International Hard Stare’ competition in Peru.


Accepting that you’re stressed and naming what you’re experiencing as stress is also vital to tackling it. Therefore, try and say to yourself, ‘I’m experiencing a lot of stress,’ rather than ‘I’m stressed,’ as the latter places emphasis on personal failure. You haven’t failed as a person; you’re just being human.


Now, I’ll let you try on the tights and underpants combination one more time, and then no more superhero fantasies, okay?










2. Don’t make sudden decisions and don’t buy purple flippers



I’m not a psychiatrist, psychologist, neurologist, or any other profession ending with ‘ist’. But I do know stress. Maybe that makes me a stress-ist? Ooh, I may have just made up a new profession.


When we’re stressed, we want the stress to go away. We want quick solutions; we frantically look for ways to solve the problem and that can cause us to make decisions that are often bad for us in the long run.


Decisions become especially bad at four o’clock in the morning when we think the solution is to resign from a job, put the house up for sale, end the relationship or, in my case, buy purple diving flippers on eBay.


It’s all part of our inbuilt fight or flight instincts leftover from the days when we had to flee from hordes of marauding thugs from the next village, coming to attack us with oversized clubs and making threatening ‘ugghhh’ sounds. We feel that we have to do something and do it quickly.


But to deal with stress we have to have a clear head, and my purple flippers are a permanent reminder of the perils of making hasty decisions when I’m stressed.


I bought them because I thought they would allow the staff I managed to see my light-hearted side. To be fair, it was a fancy dress do for charity, but I was so stressed that I hadn’t prepared a costume and so obviously showing up in my suit and purple flippers would be just the ticket. Utter hilarity would ensue, and they would all love me. Needless to say, this didn’t happen. There was just lots of ‘Oh gosh, so . . . what – I mean, yes . . . so, what have you actually come as James?’


[image: Illustration]


After about eight o’clock in the evening our brains start to slow down and think about sleep. So, don’t even consider making any decisions between then and eight o’clock in the morning, okay? That’s why the old saying of ‘sleep on it first’ holds so much truth.


Those who originated that saying (whoever they were) knew a thing or two and it pays to listen to them. You don’t want to be landed with unwanted aquatic purple footwear. Nor do you want to make a decision that you’re going to regret. You want to make informed decisions when your brain is in a calmer, clearer state.


When it gets to eight o’clock I turn my computer off. I don’t decide to fly to Ulan Bator to visit the Gandantegchinlen Monastery, however much I want to. I don’t text a friend who I’ve fallen out with. I don’t put the flat up for sale. I don’t buy a holiday home on the Albanian Riveria.


When I was a teenager, I worked as a waiter in a restaurant at a caravan park before going to university. I was on shift every Saturday and Sunday lunchtime directing the caravaners to the carvery – and that was it. That was my job. I cleared a few plates, smiled at people, but essentially, I was a glorified theatre usher, but with more roast potatoes involved. It was a cushy and surprisingly well-paid job, and I got to eat a ridiculous number of leftover desserts.


Then the manager asked if I’d like to work during the week as well as the weekend lunchtimes. Despite having no real waiting experience, and no ability to do mental arithmetic – this was way before tills that worked out the bill for you and you could pay via card or phone, you understand. The 1800s were a tough period for us mathematically challenged folk – I thought, ‘That sounds like a great idea. More cash, more free dessert.’


The kitchen was home to one of those stereotypical really angry chefs who would scream at me for getting the orders wrong as my handwriting was also terrible. Glenda the manager thought she was running afternoon tea at the Ritz, rather than a café in a converted stable in a rundown caravan park, in a remote part of Dorset.


After a few weeks I’d had enough. The stress was too much. I phoned the manager of the Ritz (aka Glenda the Merciless) and handed my notice in. Did I want to keep my weekend job and not do the weekdays, she asked? ‘No,’ I replied. ‘Absolutely not. I don’t want to work with any of you ever, ever again, ever, EVER.’ I had a penchant for the dramatic when I was seventeen. Did I want to think about it and get back to her in a few days, she asked. ‘Definitely not. I have had enough. I am worth more than this. Okay, so I get all the orders wrong, I need to have a calculator in my back pocket and the chef can’t tell if I’ve written down tomato toastie or strawberry pavlova, but still the answer is no, always will be no. NO, NO, NO.’


Needless to say, I regretted my decision. Not least because of the free desserts but also the lack of essential beer money when I went to university – or, if my mum is reading this, the lack of money for fruit, vegetables, textbooks and clean socks.


We have to be careful because stress pushes us into making bad decisions.


OEBPS/images/title.png
How to Smash Stress

40 Ways to Get Your Life Back

James Withey

oooooooo





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Introduction



		1. You’re not actually a superhero



		2. Don’t make sudden decisions and don’t buy purple flippers



		3. Dude, what’s within your control?



		4. Slowwwww everything dowwwnnnn



		5. Escape! Escape!



		6. Get a stress buddy



		7. That’s AWESOME!



		8. Don’t feed the stress monster



		9. You can’t control other people (as much as you’d like to)



		10. Smash stuff (and scream)



		11. Your time starts . . . now



		12. Be more Gina



		13. Change thingybob



		14. Children and lambs and all the lovely, lovely things



		15. Oi, do me a favour



		16. Structure, so you don’t rupture



		17. Boxes with hairs (yes, that is the title of this chapter)



		18. Getting away, not running away



		19. Look after your body, bro



		20. Distraction Sorry, what did you say again?



		21. I’m at my limit



		22. Livin’ la Vida Lois



		23. Give me joy in my meaningful mung bean salad



		24. Be less snail – connect don’t disconnect



		25. Just bloody well RELAX, okay?



		26. Get some Eaziwins!



		27. Become an Olympic hurdler



		28. Just badger off



		29. Humour me, okay?



		30. Just get rid of stuff



		31. Turn everything off, for a little bit



		32. Do something you’re darn good at



		33. Mini-me moments



		34. Exceptional ways of accepting stuff you don’t want to accept



		35. Bigger picture, like the ones you find in the Louvre



		36. Don’t delay, no way, it’s not okay to delay, go out of your way to not delay



		37. Mix it up (and your cocktails)



		38. So tell me, what’s worked before?



		39. Foresee the cyst



		40. Remove the stressfold



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JAMES WITHEY

40 Ways to Get
Your Life Back





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.png





