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Praise for How to Tell Anxiety to Sod Off:


‘There are two notable elements to this book. Firstly, the entertaining and self-deprecating (and funny) personal style of writing means that it is easy to connect with the author, and not see him as a preachy guru from on high. Secondly, the book is packed with solid advice for how we can relate to our anxiety in way that still allows us to live our best life. Highly recommended’


Nic Hooper, senior lecturer in psychology and
author of The Unbreakable Student


‘James takes a super-serious message and delivers it with a twinkle in his eye. You end up accidentally learning loads of stuff’


Andy Cope, bestselling author of The Art of Being Brilliant


‘James has written a wonderfully light-hearted, down-to-earth and practical book that has the potential to help many people and in many ways. How to Tell Anxiety to Sod Off is a joy to read, and James’ jargon-free and authentic style will appeal to all those who need help with anxiety’


Richard Nicholls, writer and psychotherapist


‘A humorous, accessible and genuinely helpful pick ‘n’ mix of anecdotes and tips to help put anxiety back in its box’


Lucy Nichol, author and mental health campaigner


‘As a person with anxiety who loves swearing, this book is sodding helpful’


Julie Cohen, bestselling author
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‘Whoever has learned to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate’


Søren Kierkegaard


I like this quote for two reasons:
1, it’s totally true – you’re going to be awesome – and
2, my cat is called Kierkegaard (and he’s very
anxious, but also awesome).










Introduction



Anxiety is a pillock. Truly it is.


It’s sheer, bloody terror. It feels like you’ve been hung upside down over a cliff, the rope you’re tied to is slowly fraying into oblivion, a big countdown clock is ticking and getting louder with each click, you’ve been injected with seventy-five shots of organic Guatemalan espresso, someone is playing the theme tune to Jaws on a church organ nearby and there are crowds of people gathered around screaming, ‘You deserve this, you hopeless bum wart, so neh, neh, neh.’


If you weren’t feeling anxious before, you probably are now; I know I am, so your first instruction is to get a cup of tea and a slice of something lovely. Anything gooey will do – I’ll have some carrot cake please. Find a comfy chair. If it’s winter, get a blanket; if it’s summer, get a fan. Get comfy, settle in.


Anxiety has been with me all my life – a hideous, terrifying companion that I couldn’t shake off. It’s accompanied by depression – great, eh? Who needs strawberries and cream when you can have anxiety and depression? It’s been with me since primary school, followed me to secondary school, university, into my first job, into relationships, came with me abroad, to picnics by the river, to weddings, baby-naming ceremonies and stuck with me on beautiful, relaxing, sunny summer days in the park picnicking with friends (where it definitely wasn’t invited).


Anxiety is rude – and mine comes in different forms at different times. Panic attacks, obsessions, social anxiety, body dysmorphia, generalised anxiety disorder, health anxiety and phobias. Get me to the anxiety Olympics and I’d win gold every time . . . but I expect you’d be on that podium standing right next to me.


We’re all different, so we get anxious about different things. My husband panics when I dig up the weeds in the garden because he’s become attached to them, so I have to tell him they’ve gone to live on a farm in the country. My cat panics at the noise from the recycling lorry; the rubbish lorry he’s fine with, for some reason. Don’t judge what your anxieties are about – it’s pointless comparing them to others – there’s no ‘league of anxiety pain’. Just because you’re anxious about mallard ducks doesn’t mean it’s any less horrendous than someone worrying about their family becoming ill.


There is no one way to help manage your anxiety, and anyone who says differently is probably selling magic beans. That’s why this book has forty different ways for you to try. Feel free to alter them to suit yourself. The ways are born out of half a century of me living with it and many years as a counsellor supporting people who were also managing it. I still grapple with my terrifying companion – he’s called Derek, by the way – but I’ve found ways of punching him in the face, laughing at him and getting on with my life despite his presence.


This book is a companion to How to Tell Depression to Piss Off, which you may have read . . . but if you haven’t, why not? Honestly, let’s not get off to a bad start. It has the same format and some of the themes overlap a little, but depression and anxiety are different beasts, even if they often chum around together.


You don’t need to try all forty ways in this book. I mean you can if you want, but I expect that’s making you anxious, so choose the ones you want to try, give them a good go, and if they don’t fit, try another. Try one, try a combination. I use different ones for different types of anxiety and depending on how I’m feeling at the time. Also, you don’t need to read this book from start to finish like a traditional book; you can dip in and out – hey, start from the back if you want, or read it upside down. I mean, when you’re upside down, not the book – an upside-down book is hard to read (and let’s not make things more difficult than they already are).


I also give you permission to write all over this book. Circle things in red pen, underline sentences that particularly ring true for you. You can bend the corners of the pages that help you or draw pictures of unicorns if that works. It’s not a workbook, because I hate workbooks – anxiety is bad enough without feeling you have to do loads of homework as well.


Reading about anxiety can sometimes trigger your anxiety (infuriating, isn’t it?), so look after yourself. By that I mean call someone, contact a helpline, text a mate or eat some mango and raspberry ice cream if you need to. I’ve made the book light-hearted for that very reason.


I reckon you shouldn’t need a dictionary minimised on your laptop to understand how to manage your anxiety, so this book is jargon-free and hopefully it will get you laughing a little as we go (God knows you really need some giggling when you have anxiety).


Don’t underestimate the power of anxiety; nor should you ever (ever) underestimate your ability to manage it. You just need the right techniques, and a loud gobby, shouty voice.


Keep going, keep fighting, keep living – and join me in telling anxiety to sod off.


James










1. Pick your anxiety battles



I don’t do dinner parties because I kill people.


OK, that’s not entirely true; I’m not writing this from solitary confinement in HMP Strangeways. I’m an imaginary serial killer or, yes, if you want, let’s go for a bad pun: I’m an imaginary cereal killer.


Sometimes I have people over for food – cold food, only ever cold food. Processed packaged cheese, pre-washed salad bags and southern Mediterranean dips have basically saved my social life. Occasionally, I might heat something up, if I’ve cooked it at least twenty-five times in the past, and Patrick, my husband, takes full responsibility for any deaths that may occur from underheated falafel. Soup is sometimes acceptable, but only if it doesn’t have any meat in it (because I will obviously give people E. coli), otherwise I will be fretting for days afterwards that the sell-by date was wrong, that I didn’t heat it up to the correct temperature or that I inadvertently put five pints of ‘Ocean Spray’ toilet cleaner from the bathroom cupboard into the saucepan.


The plus side to not having dinner parties is that I don’t run around the kitchen shouting, ‘Spatula! Spatula! Where is the bloody spatula?’ Neither do I have to put up with dinner-party conversations with people called Taffy or Biffy who want to tell me about their utter nightmares of finding decent domestic help in the local area, and wasn’t it all so much easier when the upper classes could live like they do on Downton Abbey.


I don’t have to tell the difference between ‘tsp’ and ‘tbsp’ or convert American recipes from cups and spoons to . . . well, whatever you convert them to. I don’t have to apologise for my unrisen soufflés (not a euphemism) while a determined bead of sweat drips off my forehead, over my nose, through my beard and into the chocolate custard. Do you have chocolate custard with soufflés? How do you make chocolate custard? Does chocolate custard even exist? See, I’ve no idea, and this is an excellent thing.


Can I live with not fretting over whether I’ve killed off my best friend with a partially baked woodcock? I certainly can. Let them eat Slovakian camembert and taramasalata. It’s far better for me to have had guests over and not feel the need to take Valium, three hundred pints of Rescue Remedy and submerge myself in a bath infused with Provençal lavender.


I can function better without being the big, big boss at work and be responsible for everyone and everything. Who needs that kind of stress? I take on extra jobs at work that interest me, that I enjoy and make my work life more meaningful.


You see, you have to pick your battles with anxiety.


Some anxieties I want to tackle because they get in the way of my normal life too much, or because tackling them will significantly improve my life.


I keep challenging myself around my body-image anxieties. I keep questioning, I keep trying different techniques, I keep at it because feeling good about not having a ‘perfect’ body (whatever the hell that is) is a sensible, healthy thing to do. I want to try to be less anxious under the hellish lighting of the TK Maxx changing rooms when I’m trying on a jumper that makes me look like an amateur sausage-maker’s first attempt.


I’m working on becoming less worried about people I love dying – I know, starting small, eh? As much as I don’t want to accept that we all die, being in denial about that ain’t going to stop the most certain thing in all of our lives. As much as I think I have superpowers, I can’t stop people dying. My anxiety will not stop this happening, but I can try to become more accepting of it and therefore less anxious. Shouting ‘Just stop bloody worrying about it’ at myself is not going to work.


It’s going to be different for you. You might be thinking, He’s worried about killing people with food? How weird is he? You might be thinking this while simultaneously whipping up a fricassée de poulet à l’ancienne. If you are, stop for a second and for goodness’ sake concentrate and make sure that chicken is cooked through.


You see, it’s all about balance and challenge. Think about what limitations you can accept and what changes you want to make, and then try to make them a step at a time.


You can tackle big issues, but just in small steps. Small, reasonable chunks, one at a time. You don’t eat the whole pineapple at once, unless you’re a mountain tapir, so a chunk at a time – and you’ll avoid heartburn too.










2. Go on – have a sodding tantrum



If anxiety was a person, it’d be somewhere between a doom-laden member of a Greek chorus and a petulant, over-emotional adolescent; I should know because I was one (an adolescent, that is, not a member of a Greek chorus).


You have to work against what your anxiety is saying to you because it’s deliberately being overly dramatic and attention seeking.


When I tackle my anxiety, I turn myself into a contrary little git. This takes a little effort (not the git part), courage and practice, but it’s totally worth it as you get to be stroppy and childlike, which is always pleasing. You have to play Anxiety Top Trumps, and the toddler card always beats the anxiety card by a thousand points.


There are hundreds of books by eminent anxiety experts telling you about the dangers of responding to situations with your inner child, but that’s exactly what we’re going to do here. Feels a bit rebellious, doesn’t it? Those same experts (most of whom have never had severe anxiety) also talk about being careful not to respond with anger, but again, we’re going to be little tearaways and get really, really cross.


Anger is absolutely fine to use as a tool if it helps you manage your anxiety. If anyone tells you otherwise, I will unleash my full fury on their mortal souls. In a nice, peaceful, loving way, obviously.


When I began to practise this, I started with my smaller anxieties first. Before I go to bed, I always worry that the toilet light switch will somehow electrocute my husband, so I have to switch it on and off a few times to make sure (it doesn’t matter if it electrocutes me, apparently). Neither does the evidence of it not electrocuting me mean that I have to stop checking it. Anxiety tells me to check the switch at least seven thousand times (OK, maybe six). It’s a real pain in the arse and a complete waste of electricity.


I’ve gradually reduced the amount of checking. I’ve gone down from six times to five, to four. I’ve done this by talking back to anxiety and having a toddler meltdown at the same time. I say:




‘No, no no, anxiety, you ain’t
gonna rule me today. I WILL NOT
bow down to your nonsense,
I WILL NOT, NOT, NOT!’
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In my head, and sometimes in reality, I thump my fists on the floor and scream very loudly.


It also works for my larger anxieties too, although it takes a bit of practice. I routinely worry that I am seriously ill which stops me living in the moment, and instead I fixate on the idea that I’m about to die. Frankly, it would be much nicer if I worried about the idea of receiving a lifetime supply of my favourite peach and passionfruit yoghurt in the post, but anxiety has a whole other agenda. I use the same talkback approach but ramp up the tantrum level to one hundred.
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