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PRAISE FOR


PANIC PROOF


“ Panic Proof is jam-packed with comprehensive, practical, science-backed advice and holistic tools for anyone suffering with panic disorders. Dr. Nicole Cain is a force of wisdom, compassion, and empowerment, and I hope this book gets into as many hands as possible.”


—Dr. Nicole LePera, author of the #1 New York Times bestsellers How to Do the Work and How to Be the Love You Seek


“ In Panic Proof, Dr. Cain delivers a groundbreaking approach to understanding and managing panic disorders. Her emphasis on the body’s role in panic attacks, coupled with her compassionate and relatable writing style, makes this book a must-read for anyone seeking lasting relief from anxiety.”


—Jolene Brighten, NMD, FABNE, certified sex counselor and bestselling author


“ As a clinician working for the past thirty years with patients who have panic disorders, I understand the deep struggle these people face. They need resources that not only educate but also offer an integrative, holistic approach to their conditions. Dr. Cain’s expertise shines through in this truly unique resource for patients. Panic Proof is a valuable book that will empower readers to take control of their anxiety and live panic-free lives.”


—Paul S. Anderson, NMD


“ Panic Proof is a deeply researched and well-written book that shows distinct anxiety presentations and offers very thorough approaches to addressing anxiety and panic disorders.”


—Russell Kennedy, MD, author of Anxiety Rx


“ Dr. Cain’s Panic Proof is a beacon of hope for those struggling with panic disorders. Her focus on the body’s cues and the root causes of panic sets this book apart from others in the field. This is an invaluable resource for anyone seeking a holistic and sustainable path to panic freedom.”


—Ellen Vora, MD, author of The Anatomy of Anxiety


“ Panic Proof is the book we’ve all been waiting for. Dr. Nicole Cain challenges conventional wisdom about panic disorders with a trauma-informed approach that helps you finally hear what your body is trying to tell you and helps you understand that your body is trying to keep you safe with anxiety. With its practical exercises and research-backed solutions, this book provides hope and healing. . . . An invaluable resource for anyone seeking lasting relief.”


—Claire Bidwell Smith, LCPC, author of Anxiety: The Missing Stage of Grief and Conscious Grieving
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Your stories are powerful and important.
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The Truth About Panic and the Lies You’ve Been Told


If you’re reading this book, you’re likely struggling with panic. Maybe you’re newly diagnosed with panic and anxiety, or maybe you’ve been struggling with panic for many years. Either way, I know it may seem hard right now to imagine a life where anxiety isn’t running the show.


Maybe you were told that anxiety is pretty common (it is) and that anxiety doesn’t heal, it’s just managed (that’s a myth).


Maybe you’re just beginning to heal from panic and anxiety, or maybe you’ve been around the block a time or two and feel stuck. Regardless of whether you’re relatively new to the panic game, or you’ve tried everything under the sun to make panic stop, I want you to know three things:


1. I’ve been there,


2. I’ve got your back, and


3. You can heal from anxiety and panic!


But before we go any further: you have likely heard two big lies, and I want to address them straight out of the gate.




Lie 1: Symptoms are bad; we’re here to make them go away.


Lie 2: The experts likely know more about your brain and body than you do.





Let’s just dig into each of these for a moment.




LIE 1: SYMPTOMS ARE BAD; WE’RE HERE TO MAKE THEM GO AWAY.





This could be the official slogan for the medical profession. You go to the doctor when you are suffering, and your doctor wants to relieve that suffering. Symptoms are seen as problems to be solved.


But what if our symptoms are actually trying to tell us something? What if they’re not problems but solutions?


Let’s say you’re in the market for a car. You find one you really like, and you get in the driver’s seat to take it for a spin. Once you shut the door, you get hit by the overpowering scent of a tree-shaped air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror. Even so, the car works great and so you buy it and take it home. A week later, as the tree loses its scent, you notice a different aroma. This one, however, is quite offensive.




SCENARIO 1: You get a new air freshener and don’t investigate further.


SCENARIO 2: You explore why there’s a smell and, after further investigation, discover the remains of a rotten burrito in the glove box.





In Scenario 1, you’ve simply masked the symptom. The problem is still there—it’s just not as noticeable.


In Scenario 2, you’ve addressed the root cause of the symptom. The problem is gone, and you’ve actually made your car better in the process.


The same is true for our bodies. Symptoms are not problems, they are solutions. They are our bodies’ way of telling us that something is wrong and we need to make a change.


When we ignore our symptoms, we’re only making the problem worse. We’re like the person who buys a new air freshener instead of cleaning out the rotten burrito.


IT’S THE SAME STORY if you’ve been experiencing panic attacks. Panic attacks are a symptom, and you can try to cope your way out of the problem (using medications, supplements, meditation, etc.). You’ll succeed for a while. But if you can’t keep up your coping strategies for a short period of time (and let’s face it, it’s impossible to always be on top of them), the panic returns.


Similar to finding the rotten burrito, you can instead explore the why behind the panic. Whether the symptom is a yucky smell or a feeling of panic, it is a sign pointing to a deeper issue. The symptom is not the problem but instead is part of the solution to the problem. Realizing and understanding that something is off gives you the opportunity to heal not just your panic but your energy and health on a deeper level.


The word vitality means energy, life, and health, while resiliency describes the ability to withstand or recover from challenges. Together these words describe a state of being fully alive and able to withstand stress. Your body is both vital and resilient, and it produces symptoms to tell you what needs healing and how.




LIE 2: THE EXPERTS LIKELY KNOW MORE ABOUT YOUR BRAIN AND BODY THAN YOU DO.





This is another common lie that we’re told. We’re told that doctors and therapists are the experts and that we should just listen to them.


But the truth is, we know our bodies better than anyone else does. We know what feels right and what feels wrong. We know what makes us feel better and what makes us feel worse.


Don’t let anyone tell you that you know less about yourself than they do. (That’s the definition of gaslighting.) My hope for you is that this book will help you learn to trust yourself so that you can become your own best advocate. Your doctors are experts in their respective fields, but you are the only person living inside your mind and body. And that’s tough when you feel like your mind and body are at war.


This isn’t my autobiography, so I am not going to get into my whole childhood, but I do want to share a little bit of my backstory. It’s important that you know I’ve been through the dark circle of hell that is panic.


Not only have I been there, I’ve come out on the other side.


And you can too.


Not only have I healed myself, I have helped literally thousands of panic sufferers get their lives back. Helping you to become Panic Proof is what sets my soul on fire, and because of that, I’m going to be a little bit vulnerable.




MY STORY OF PANIC
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It was 3:00 A.M. and my body was on fire. I hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in almost six months, and over the last three evenings, I had slept for only an hour. I was spiraling, and with the passing of every minute, I became more certain that I was going to die.


What began with a few bad nights of sleep due to stress had expanded into a full-fledged emotional crisis. As panic climbed, my level of functioning plummeted. My stomach was in knots, and I struggled to eat, which resulted in so much weight loss that my menstrual cycle stopped. Day and night, adrenaline surged, causing jerking and twitching of my muscles and violent pounding of my heart. The worst physical symptom was the constant burning pain—it felt as if coals from a fire had been placed beneath my skin in my back and chest.


“Your nervous system is stuck in autonomic arousal,” my husband, a clinically trained psychotherapist, said. “You have to take a break and give your body time and space to let that adrenaline come down and re-equilibrate.”


But I couldn’t take time off. I was in repayment for over a quarter-million dollars in student loans, and I had just opened an integrative mental health practice with my business partner. The cost of rent plus overhead was double what I had budgeted, and I was panicking.


During the day I would show up as my best and most together self, and at night I would fall apart. Staring at the ceiling into the late hours of the night, I’d go over checklists of what I’d need to remember for the following day, and I’d do mental math, trying to calculate how many teaching and clinical hours I would need to work in order to cover my expenses.


After countless sleepless hours, the sun always rose again, illuminating the same realization: You can’t keep up. You’re in severe financial trouble. Everything is falling apart.


Objectively, the conclusions that my anxious brain had drawn were not true. I had a thriving private practice, I never came up short for a payment at home or in practice, and my loving husband was there to support me no matter what happened emotionally or financially. While my past had been fraught with financial insecurity and emotional deprivation, my current reality was emotionally and financially sound.


But that’s the thing with anxiety: When our emotional brain detects uncertainty, danger, or cues that remind us of a past threat, it shuts down the logical part of our brain—namely, the prefrontal cortex. In an effort to ensure our survival, it does everything it can to fight, flight, or freeze (or fawn, flop, and fracture), and it logs that experience away for future reference.


Your cells have memory.


Since the moment you were conceived, your every thought, sensation, event, and emotion has been filtered through your brain. And today, as you go through your day-to-day life, your brain is continually processing, tossing, and integrating information via a process known as neuroplasticity.


Psychiatrist Bruce Perry, MD, PhD, teaches that the more frequently a circuit in your brain gets activated, the more automatic it can become. And the more automatic the firing of that neuron becomes, the more it feels like it’s a part of who you are.


For many, this is how anxiety begins.


My anxiety began in childhood. I just didn’t recognize what it was until many years later.


I was born in 1982 to two very young and isolated parents who recycled how they had been parented into their own child-rearing strategy: shaming us kids, with a hearty helping of corporal punishment, whenever we did anything that displeased or enraged them.


Starving for safety and love, I took on the roles of helper, peacemaker, and people-pleaser early on in life. This showed up in lots of different ways. I adopted the preferences and ideologies of my parents to garner acceptance and approval, I took responsibility for their moods and experimented with techniques to soothe their ire or lift their sadness, and I curated a part of myself that was particularly able to detect subtle warning signs that someone was upset or disapproving.


Parts Work is a therapeutic approach used by many trauma-informed clinicians. It teaches that in response to traumatic events, we develop “parts” of ourselves to shield us from future vulnerability to those types of experiences. A part of myself helped me by becoming more hypervigilant and attuned to others’ moods, but that same hypervigilance also caused me to become anxious, self-critical, and prone to panic later in life.


Recent research has taught us that traumatic and aversive experiences did not take place only in the past. These events fundamentally change how our mind and body are organized, because the mind wants to—above all—stay alive. Unconsciously, it changes its behaviors, emotions, and thought patterns in order to continue surviving in the present.


In elementary school, I became very sick with laryngitis, bronchitis, and an upper respiratory infection. I was taken to a doctor who gave me an antibiotic and steroids, and after about a month, I was better. Except it happened again the next year. And the next. For the next twenty years, I would predictably fall ill for the entire month of November. I would be unable to speak, could breathe only with the aid of an albuterol inhaler, and was at the mercy of my doctor’s prescription pad.


Years later I read a quote attributed to poet and writer Robert Bly: “The body weeps the tears the eyes never shed.” It struck me that I had learned to silence the voice of my own needs, but that something had changed and I was losing my actual voice as well.


My beacon of hope was our family doctor. He was the person in authority who could diagnose my ills and give me the medicine that I thought would bring back my health. When in doubt, I’d turn to the expert, and he would tell me what to do. I was drawn to the idea of the healing power of medicine. In my mind, doctors were the ultimate helpers and healers. And I wanted to be one.


Over the next few years, while the other kids played outside during recess, I sat in the school library devouring first aid books. I designed and assembled my very own first aid fanny pack, which consisted of Band-Aids, triple antibiotic cream, and gauze.


But my physical symptoms didn’t stop. Next came chronic nasal congestion, for which I was prescribed a decongestant and two different types of nasal sprays. Then came chronic asthma, and two more inhalers and an increased dose of decongestant. Anxiety followed, and after only a quick interview, I was given an antidepressant.


By the time I started college, I was on more than six different medications, yet I was no healthier. In fact, my trajectory was moving away from health and toward disease. I was developing depression, brain fog, digestive upset, and difficulties sleeping.


Let down by the medical system’s inability to help me, I made the decision not to go to medical school and instead become a mental health counselor. This fit into my big picture mission, which was to take care of my family, make them happy, and earn love.


LET’S REWIND, BACK TO the climax of my personal panic story. It’s 3:00 A.M., and I’m wide awake and panicking.


As an expert in holistic remedies for mental health, I have a massive apothecary of remedies and solutions at my disposal, so I was as equipped as anyone to beat anxiety and panic. This was my zone of genius. I have worked with clients on more than three continents, helping them to utilize holistic and mind-body strategies to stabilize their moods and improve their well-being.


I had tried literally everything I could think of to make my own panic and anxiety go away. I went to see some of the best practitioners in their respective industries. I took thousands of dollars’ worth of supplements, herbal medicines, amino acids, homeopathic remedies, Bach flower essences, traditional Chinese herbs, sedatives, and adrenal herbs. I went to qi gong and meditated; I did acupuncture, yoga, and massage; I tried hypnotherapy, neurofeedback, and biofeedback; and I saw a therapist, a chiropractor, and a psychiatrist who prescribed benzodiazepines and an antidepressant.


No matter what I did to sedate my nervous system, distract my thoughts, or suppress my body into submission, my symptoms persisted.


While the dominant medical system has revolutionized healthcare with the development of diagnostic assessment tools, powerful pharmaceutical medicines, and lifesaving surgical advancements, it has one major downfall: it has taught us to hand over our fate to the experts whom we employ.


From my earliest memories, I was trained to rely on the wise counsel of those who knew more than I did. As a child, adults taught me when, what, and how much to eat, when to go to sleep, and what time to wake up. As I grew older, my doctors told me how to take care of my body and what to do for symptoms if and when they arose. As an adult, when I achieved a master’s in clinical psychology and later graduated from medical school, I stepped into that role of authority. I was trained to identify symptoms, run diagnostic testing, and create integrative treatment plans for my patients.


I became an expert at turning to experts, and then eventually I became the expert for other people.


In his famous book The Body Keeps the Score, Bessel van der Kolk, MD, writes, “As long as you keep secrets and suppress information, you are fundamentally at war with yourself. . . . The critical issue is allowing yourself to know what you know. That takes an enormous amount of courage.”


You are courageous for reading this book. In a medical system designed to ease suffering, you are courageous for being willing to look at your symptoms and listen to their deeper messages.


Change came when I finally stopped trying to distract, suppress, ignore, and cope with my panic and anxiety and started asking my symptoms, What are you trying to tell me?


Healing took time, but it was worth it. Writing this chapter, as I reflect on my past life, it feels drastically different from where I am today.


I have learned that my symptoms are my messengers for what needs healing and how.


I have learned that profound healing is possible.


I have learned that I am fully capable of self-healing.


I have learned that my past does not have to dictate my future.


Healing means reorganizing years of panic-provoking circuitry in your brain and nervous system, restoring balance and health to your gut, hormones, and neurotransmitters, and creating a new relationship with your self.


You too can heal, and this book will show you how.




HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED
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Panic Proof is divided into three parts:


1. Untangling what your anxiety and panic are trying to tell you;


2. Understanding that your panic is protective; and


3. Becoming an agent in your own rescue.


The three chapters in Part I will help you get crystal clear on what your panic is trying to do for you. Chapter 1 will help you shift your origin story from What’s wrong with me? to a trauma-informed perspective that asks, How am I adapting to my past and present experiences? Then in Chapter 2, I explain how a mismatch between symptom severity and recommended treatments often results in persistent panic. Chapter 3 explores the nine types of panic and anxiety, which will shape your understanding of what your symptoms are trying to heal and how.


In Part II, I will argue that your panic is protective and that you can utilize this knowledge to move from panic to power. Each chapter will explore a different mechanism of how your body and mind are taking action to help protect you against perceived danger. Chapter 4 will introduce you to your brain, explaining the differences between a calm brain and an anxious one. In Chapter 5 we’ll dig into the relationship between panic and the trillion mood-altering microbes (aka psychobiotics) that make up what is referred to as your second or gut brain. You will learn how to leverage your gut in healing your brain.


In Chapter 6 I will reveal the biggest myths about the relationship between panic and neurotransmitters, the teeny-tiny chemicals that your brain uses to relay information throughout your body. You’ll discover that it’s a whole lot more complicated than “low serotonin causes anxiety, and getting more serotonin makes anxiety go away.” Chapter 7 will explore how your endocrine system may be a root cause of your panic, and how a shift in one hormone may result in a domino effect that affects your entire mind and body, including your sex, thyroid, and adrenal hormones.


Part III, “How to Be Panic Proof,” is where the magic happens. It’s all about teaching you how to take your power back! Chapter 8 teaches about removing the obstacles to panic freedom. In Chapter 9 you will learn about using bottom-up therapies to retrain your stress responses, which includes recalibrating your autonomic nervous system so that it is primed for calm, not for panic. In Chapter 10 you will learn how to become your own trauma-informed clinician, equipped with the skills for exploring the who, what, how, and what now? messages from your anxious and panicking parts of the self. In Chapter 11, you will be introduced to the latest research into holistic supplements, herbs, and psychobiotics for stopping panic and creating calm. You’ll build your Panic Proof Protocol, which will include the template for the 90-day Panic Reset program.


While you are reading this book, you will meet Charlotte, Aria, Matthew, Esme, Jenny, and David. These six individuals represent the thousands of people I’ve worked with over the last decades as an integrative physician. While they are not real, their stories, feelings, and journeys are composites of true stories.


Throughout this book, you will find a quiz, worksheets, and self-assessment checklists as well as links to further reading and audiovisual materials that are available on my website. For example, did you know that there are nine types of anxiety, and that identifying which type of anxiety you’re dealing with will help you identify treatments that are more likely to be effective? This quiz and these checklists are the gifts that keep on giving: every time you go back to retake them, and study your results, you will better understand your symptoms. Bookmark those pages, and check back often. As you understand the messages from your symptoms, you’ll be able to meet your needs and create true and lasting healing.


Lastly, at the end of each chapter, you will find a section titled “TL;DR,” which stands for “Too Long; Didn’t Read.” These are a list of the key concepts from the chapter that you can save in your phone, write on a Post-it, or share with a friend.


One of the panic survivors you’ll meet in this book, Charlotte, was big into writing on her bathroom mirror in lipstick. Once she started to lean into panic, she wrote the following message on her vanity mirror in looping lipstick cursive and left it there: “All vibes welcome.”


Your vibe is welcome here. So let’s get started!
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THE STORY OF THE
Weathered
House



IMAGINE A HOUSE THAT HAS WEATHERED MANY SEASONS AND WITNESSED the comings and goings of multitudes of people.


Over the years, the house has seen its fair share of storms. Some were traumatic and violent, breaking windows and eroding the foundation; others were filled with lightning that sparked the growth of beautiful flowers and trees. Some seasons were quiet and restful, while others felt lonely and still. Still others felt overwhelming and unsafe.


Every visitor makes a mark on the house. Some leave behind personal belongings, such as furniture, artwork, or photographs. Others make changes to the house’s layout, by knocking down walls or adding new rooms. Some pass through the doors almost invisibly, leaving footprints that fade slowly over time. Some call the house their home, making the space a reflection of their own identity.


There are a lot of houses like this in the world. Some were built by caretakers who carefully selected a plot that was protected from the dangerous elements, and who were mindful to make the house light-filled, strong, and beautiful. These houses are resilient and sturdy, and they can withstand even the most perilous storms.


Other houses were built with light and love but by hands that had no skills. So those houses have fragile foundations and thin walls. These houses are still beautiful, but they are more vulnerable to deterioration or destruction.


Still other houses were built and deserted. These neglected houses are found in disrepair.


Every house, no matter its unique story, will settle, shift, groan, and adapt to the world outside and to the lives lived within its walls.




You Are Not Just Living in a House—You Are the House





Your physical, emotional, and mental space is constructed with materials passed down from your ancestors, influenced by the external factors you have been exposed to, and shaped by the people who have entered and exited your life. Each person’s house is unique.


People often believe that there is a single, universal “normal” way to do things such as decorate a room, react to a stressor, or relate to peers. However, this is simply not true. There is no one right way to be, and everyone experiences the world in their own unique way.


The rigid belief in a singular “normal” can have devastating consequences. It fosters bias and discrimination against individuals who live differently from the perceived median. Imagine the devastating impact of labeling someone struggling with anxiety as “overly emotional” or dismissing an individual experiencing depression as “lazy.” Such statements, rooted in a narrow view of “normal,” are not only inaccurate but also deeply harmful, preventing individuals from feeling safe enough to share their experiences and seek the support they need.


The truth is that while all our brains share a basic structure, each mind functions in a unique and magnificent way. The concept of “normal” is subjective and fluid, influenced by factors like culture, age, gender, and personal experiences. What is considered normal in one context may be considered unusual in another. As such, viewing neurotypicality as the singular norm hinders our ability to appreciate the vast spectrum of human experience.


Instead, we have an incredible opportunity to embrace the breath-taking diversity of minds and experiences. By recognizing the multitude of ways human beings can exist within their own mental and emotional spaces, we open ourselves to a world of richness, understanding, and empathy. We celebrate the unique challenges and strengths that every individual brings to the table, fostering a more inclusive and supportive environment for all.


Remember, your experience of anxiety or stress is profoundly individual. There’s no “one size fits all” approach to navigating these emotions. Embrace the fluidity of your being, explore various coping mechanisms, and, most important, be kind to yourself on this journey of self-discovery. You are not alone, and your unique way of being is valuable and deserving of respect.




All Vibes Are Welcome





Ever feel like you have to hide your sadness or anxiety because of the “good vibes only” culture? Let’s ditch that! We’re all wonderfully different, experiencing a kaleidoscope of emotions, which is part of what makes us human.


Instead of clinging to toxic positivity, let’s actively encourage hope and honest conversations about all emotions, not just the positive ones.


By welcoming every emotion, we create a safe space where people feel supported, no matter their emotional ups and downs. We’re all in this together. Let’s support one another and create a world where everyone feels safe and accepted.


How do we do it? We start with presence.




The Power of Presence





When we are present, we are fully attuned to the present moment. We are not dwelling on the past or worrying about the future. We are simply here, right now, holding space for whatever is happening.


Presence is a powerful tool for healing. When we are present, we can accept our thoughts and feelings, without judgment. We can let go of the past and focus on the now. We can connect with our inner wisdom and strength. We can build resilience in the face of challenges.


When was the last time you stopped and were really present in your “house”?


For many, presence is terrifying. It can be difficult to be in the moment and walk around our metaphorical hallways and look at the peeling paint, the cracks in the foundation, or the decades of memories hidden in corners, beneath beds, or locked away in closets.


Neurobiologically, we enter this world with a binary view of good and bad, safe and unsafe, healthy and unhealthy. Children need such concrete thinking to safely form their ego. Concrete thinkers see the world in black and white, with no shades of gray. They have difficulty understanding complex concepts or ideas, and they often struggle to make decisions.


This limited perspective, rooted in concrete thinking, is gradually challenged as the prefrontal cortex matures. This area of the brain, responsible for complex thinking, decision-making, and empathy, begins to fully develop in late adolescence or the early twenties.


With its maturation, we become more acutely aware of our vibrant existence and the inevitable finiteness of our bodies. This awakening can be both liberating and terrifying. On the one hand, it frees us from the confines of childhood, granting us the autonomy to navigate the world and embrace the present moment with open hearts and minds. On the other hand, it forces us to confront the unyielding reality of our own mortality, a confrontation that can be a source of profound anxiety.


Death is a universal fear. We are all terrified of it, to some degree. We are haunted by fears of car accidents, plane crashes, the loss of loved ones, and illness. We fill our lives with distractions, coping mechanisms, and anything that can pull our minds away from the reality that we have a body that ages, can be injured, or gets sick.


Our consumer-driven culture encourages us to focus on future promises, taking us away from the present, and bombarding us with messages about youth, beauty, and eternal life.


However, despite our best efforts, symptoms and reminders of our mortality inevitably arise, forcing our awareness back to what we’ve been trying to avoid. We harbor worries, thoughts, and inner voices about these things, and we often refrain from discussing them out of a fear of judgment, as if speaking them aloud will somehow make them come true.


According to renowned psychologist and philosopher Carl Jung, beneath the surface of our conscious awareness lies a hidden world—a realm of thoughts, fears, beliefs, and images.


Jung asserted that these hidden aspects, if left unexamined, can manifest as compulsions, anxieties, and even physical ailments. Suppressed memories of childhood trauma, recurring dreams filled with cryptic symbols, or deeply held but unacknowledged beliefs about ourselves—all can subtly dictate our lives without our consent.


In other words, the more we deny and suppress what lies within us, the more control it has over us.


Jung proposed a different approach, advocating bringing the unconscious into conscious awareness through presence. By being present and speaking openly and honestly about our fears and thoughts, he taught, you can become crystal clear on what your panic is trying to do for you.


To be present, we need to embrace a new standard that encourages us to acknowledge our cultural conditioning and the habits that hinder our being present. We must be radically honest with ourselves and acknowledge our uniqueness, our true feelings and thoughts, even if they are uncomfortable or don’t immediately make sense. Sometimes what seems confusing or unsettling in the darkness can gain clarity when brought into the light of awareness. It is through this process that we can become Panic Proof and find peace.




Top-down, Bottom-up





Your body and mind can heal themselves naturally if you listen to their signals and respond with solutions that meet their needs. In this book, you are going to learn just how to do that. When you’re working with your body and mind in this way, you’re learning vital resiliency.


This process can be broken down into two key parts: top-down, which we will focus on in Part I of this book, and bottom-up, which you will learn about in Parts II and III.
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If you have ever seen a counselor or therapist, you have likely experienced some form of top-down therapy. Mental health treatments, such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), tend to start with the “top” of the brain, or cortex, known as the “analytical brain,” and work their way down to the body. These treatments aim to change the way people think about their experiences in order to change how they feel emotionally and physically. And they can be effective! Treatments like CBT can help people to feel better and to behave in more helpful ways. CBT is a common approach for panic and anxiety and is an important foundation for deeper work.


However, for some individuals (myself included), top-down approaches are not enough. Sometimes we feel panic even when our thoughts are not logical, and despite our best efforts to change our thoughts, our body continues to pump out stress hormones, fueling anxiety and panic attacks.


Focusing solely on top-down approaches is akin to turning off the water to a leaky faucet without fixing the pipe that is causing the leak. The water may stop for a moment, but the underlying issue remains unresolved, leading to eventual overflow.


Bottom-up repatterning is a newer approach to mental health treatment that focuses on regulating the body to heal the mind. It is based on the idea that the body and the brain are interconnected and that by working with the body, we can also heal the brain.


Bottom-up healing techniques, such as Somatic Experiencing, Mindfulness, Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, and Expressive Arts Therapy, can help us to:




• Become more aware of our body sensations


• Identify the needs of our different biological systems (explored in Part II)


• Process difficult emotions that are stored in the body and nonverbal parts of the brain


• Develop healthier ways of coping with stress (explored in Part III)





Bottom-up therapies are often more integrative and are designed to help people consider their whole body, connect with their own inner wisdom, and create their own path to healing.


In Part I, we will use top-down techniques to help you understand your panic. These strategies can also help you lay the groundwork for how you want to reorganize your experience around panic. Then, in Parts II and III, you will gain clarity about the role your body plays in panic and how to heal and recalibrate the body so that your lived experience is calm and empowered.


Are you ready to get started?


I am. Let’s do this.
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HOW DID YOU GET HERE?


IT WAS AN UNUSUALLY CRISP FALL DAY IN PHOENIX, ARIZONA, AND MY good friend Charlotte and I were sitting outside and catching up over tea. My Arizona blood turns into a solid block of ice when the temperature falls anywhere below 60 degrees. So I was wearing a heated vest, gloves, and my favorite fuzzy cobalt blue hat. Charlotte was wearing a light-gray hoodie, half unzipped over a T-shirt that read: SOMETIMES I WET MY PLANTS.


Charlotte is one of my favorite people. She is quirky, quick to smile, and about as “crunchy” as they come. She feeds her kids kale chips from Trader Joe’s, wears organic cotton, and gets a thrill out of composting. She has a degree in physical therapy, she’s a new mom of two adorable young girls, and she’s married to the man of her dreams.


But over the last few months, Charlotte had changed, and she could see the worry all over my face.


“Nothing’s wrong,” she said as she took a big gulp from her mug of kava kava tea. “I just need to get the girls to bed on time so I can have at least an hour to myself, horizontal on the couch, with a brain-numbing show on.”


I wasn’t convinced. Nodding toward her drink, I asked, “How many of those have you had today?”


“Are you kidding? I live, eat, and breathe kava,” Charlotte admitted with a smile. Her hands were jittery. “It’s probably a little excessive, but I figure, ‘go big or go home.’”


Kava kava tea is made from the root of the plant called Piper methysticum, and one of its superpowers is the temporary relief of anxiety.


Alarm bells were going off in the back of my mind. “Can we talk about this?” I asked.


Charlotte set down her tea. “I know you’re worried about me. But it’s not a big deal. I’m just a little stressed.”


“I appreciate that you’re trying to take care of me and reassure me right now.” I reached out and touched her hand. “Would you let me take care of you, back?”


“This is why I love you.” She sighed. “Okay. Lay it on me.”


This is when I shared with Charlotte my concerns for her health. Her rapid drop in weight, her immunity to the cold, the tremors in her hands, her inability to sleep, and her need to drink excessive amounts of anti-anxiety tea.


She listened as I spoke, and when I finished, she squeezed my hand and said, “I hear you. But I’m not worried, and you shouldn’t be either. I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t fine.




YOU CAN’T SOLVE A PROBLEM
YOU’RE NOT WILLING TO HAVE
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“Sensing, naming, and identifying what is going on inside is the first step to recovery.”


—Dr. Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score (2014)


We live in a world that is constantly bombarding us with distractions. We are always plugged in, always connected, and always looking for the next thing to distract or entertain us. This constant stimulation can make it difficult for us to focus on the present moment and to confront the problems that lie within us. And before we know it, time has flown by, and we’re scratching our heads, wondering, How did I get here?


Charlotte was a victim of distraction and avoidance. She wasn’t in tune with the signals from her mind and body. She was so busy doing “all the things” that she either didn’t notice what was going on with her or she chose not to acknowledge that she had any sort of actual problem.


If we want to heal from anxiety, we need to learn to slow down, to be present, and to listen to our minds and bodies. When you listen, your body will share. So let’s talk about what comes next.




RADICAL ACKNOWLEDGMENT
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Radical acknowledgment is the practice of accepting and respecting the messages from our mind and body, without judgment. When we radically acknowledge our anxiety, we learn its secret language and can leverage its power for good.


Here’s an example of how radical acknowledgment might work. Let’s say you’re feeling anxious about giving a presentation. You notice physical symptoms, like a racing heart, sweating, and shaking. Instead of trying to push these sensations away or ignore them, you radically acknowledge them. You say to yourself, I’m feeling anxious right now. My heart is racing, and I’m sweating. This is a normal reaction to stress. I’m going to allow myself to feel these emotions, and then I’m going to focus on giving my presentation.


Radical acknowledgment is not about making your symptoms of fear go away. It’s about changing your relationship with your thoughts, emotions, and sensations so that you are no longer afraid or anxious, but rather curious about what they have to say regarding what needs healing and how. When you practice radical acknowledgment, the signs and symptoms you attribute to anxiety become powerful messengers that are trying to tell you something. And when you learn to understand them, you can take steps to heal and move forward.




FEAR OF THE FEAR





[image: illustration]


One of the most common objections I hear from my clients, as we begin the process of radical acknowledgment, is that they’re afraid of feeling afraid. They worry about the physical sensations of fear, like a racing heart or numbness in their scalp, and they’re afraid that these sensations will get worse. Fear of fear can be so paralyzing that it can prevent people from doing things they enjoy or even from leaving their homes.


I know this feeling well, because I used to have it myself. For almost a decade, after a particularly stressful plane flight, I had a terrible phobia of flying. I was so afraid of feeling afraid that I would avoid flying at all costs. But I had to fly for work, and so despite feeling terrified and physically ill, I had to get back on that plane.


So I tried to “therapize” myself out of feeling anxious. I took the Fear of Flying course with Captain Ron at the Phoenix Sky Harbor International Airport (highly recommended!). I interviewed pilots, and I did a podcast with an aerospace engineer (thanks, AJ!). I followed Charlotte’s lead and downed kava kava. I practiced deep breathing, meditated, and prayed. Eventually I resorted to taking a benzodiazepine medication and curling into the fetal position and trying not to cry until the plane finally reached its destination.


One of the most frustrating parts about this whole experience was that it made absolutely no logical sense.


I had nailed the top-down strategies, and my analytical brain was mostly on board. I knew that flying was safe. (Still, a part of me remained a work in progress. It would occasionally pipe in with anxious thoughts, such as Well, okay, but what if . . . ?)


But the big thing was that my body was still afraid. I wasn’t afraid of flying; it was the lack of control over the intense emotions and physical sensations that arose during flying that made me anxious: fear of the fear.


HAVE YOU EVER FELT that way?


If you’ve been there, I want you to know three things:




• Fear is a normal human emotion. And like all emotions, it is temporary.


• Your emotions are not dangerous. Your emotions are great big loud expressions from your mind and body saying, Hey! Pay attention to me! Your most powerful tool in your toolbox is to sit down, thoughtfully attend, and listen to what your symptoms have to say.


• You can learn how to work with the body to create calm-on-command (Parts II and III).





I had to get myself into the right trauma-informed space that honored the messages from both my brain and my body. After doing a lot of work (much of which is covered in these pages), I booked another trip. And the flight was wonderful. And so I booked another, and another. It felt like my world simply opened up.


I feel emotional writing this section, because my fear of flying had held me back in so many ways over the years, and now that that fear is gone, I’ve had the opportunity to reclaim so much of my life. And I know deep in my bones that you can, too.


Let’s dig into how you actually do this. First, we start by laying a foundation of top-down. That is what the remainder of Part I will be all about. Then, we’ll move on to bottom-up in Parts II and III.




HOW TO LISTEN TO THE SECRET MESSAGES OF YOUR ANXIETY
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In this next section, you’re going to discover three exercises for learning how to simply listen to the secret messages of your anxiety. Try to practice one each day. The more you practice, the easier and more natural the skill of radical acknowledgment will become.


Exercise 1: The Art of Resisting Versus Receiving


The first step is to receive the information your mind and body are giving you without resisting. When we receive, we allow ourselves to fully experience our moment, without judgment or attachment. This can lead to feelings of peace, calm, and acceptance. When we resist, we try to push away or change our experience. But that will only result in greater feelings of frustration, anger, and even more anxiety. (Remember what Jung said about the importance of facing our fears in order to conquer them.)




SIGNS YOU ARE RESISTING THE MESSAGES


• You try to change your thoughts or feelings. You tell yourself that you shouldn’t be feeling this way, or that you need to feel better right now.


• You try to avoid your experience. You distract yourself with activities or substances, or you try to numb your emotions with medication.


• You try to control your experience. You try to force yourself to feel happy, or you try to stop yourself from feeling sad.





When we resist our experience, we are essentially saying that our experience is wrong or bad. This can lead to a lot of unnecessary suffering.


Instead of resisting, we can choose to receive our experience with compassion and curiosity. This can help us to understand our experience and to find ways to cope with it in a healthy way.




SIGNS YOU ARE RECEIVING THE MESSAGES


• You acknowledge your thoughts and feelings without judgment. You say to yourself, I’m feeling sad right now, or I’m having the thought that I’m not good enough.


• You allow yourself to fully experience your emotions. You sit with your sadness, or you allow yourself to cry.


• You learn from your experience. You ask yourself, What is this experience trying to teach me? or What do I need to do to take care of myself right now?





It can be challenging to sit with difficult emotions and feel them fully. However, it is worth it. When we receive our experience with compassion and curiosity, we can learn and grow from it.


RESISTING VS. RECEIVING






	RESISTING


	RECEIVING







	
• Refusing to tolerate the moment


• Giving up on the process


• Distracting yourself from the unpleasant sensations


• Overfilling your schedule so you don’t have time to be in your suffering


• Trying to be in control


• Attaching to your hurts


• Trying to fix your suffering


• Attaching to your thoughts



	
• Being in the moment


• Holding the space even when the emotions become extremely powerful


• Letting go of the need to control


• Giving yourself space and time to listen


• Letting go of the impulse to change your feelings


• Giving your mind and body empathy


• Noticing, releasing, noticing, releasing


• Remembering that you are not your thoughts









Exercise 2: Writing Your Biography


Your current experience in your emotional and physical well-being is the sum of every single moment of your existence. Your biography, written account, or narrative of your life matters. Your origin story has clues about why you feel the way you feel. It includes your experiences and how your body adapted. By digging into those clues, we can begin the process of unwinding your anxiety.


For this exercise, you are going to write your biography. There’s really no right or wrong way to tell your story, but in case you’d like a little guidance, I’ve got you.


Let’s go back to our metaphor about the house.


Step 1: Discover how your house was built.


Let’s begin by exploring the building materials that have gone into creating and sustaining your house. Those materials include your ancestors’ experiences, their DNA, their nutrition, lifestyle, traumas, patterns, thoughts, and behaviors. It also includes where they built you, and whether they were skilled at being parents or were novices. It also includes patches, remodels, and fixes, which represent treatments, therapies, and skills that you have used or are currently using to maintain your house.


By understanding the building materials that went into creating you, you can start to understand how your embodied self was shaped. This can help you to become more aware of what is yours and what doesn’t belong to you, acknowledge your strengths and weaknesses, and identify areas where you may need to heal or transform.


Self-Reflection


Here are some questions you can ask yourself to explore your building materials:




• What were my parents’ experiences like?


• What were their hopes and dreams for me?


• What were their traumas and challenges?


• What were their thoughts and beliefs about parenting?


• How did they take care of themselves?


• What was their lifestyle like?


• What was their nutrition like?


• Where did they build me?


• Were they skilled at being parents?


• Did they use care and attention in raising me?


• As I look around my house, do I see any items that do not belong to me?


• What kinds of adaptations can I see in my house that are in response to what has transpired around me?





Step 2: Explore external and internal influences.


Every experience you’ve had has shaped your brain and body. Think of your brain as a secretary, faithfully documenting every event, making associations, drawing conclusions, and logging them away. These notes form the foundation of how you see the world.


In Step 2 you look back through your life and identify the weather patterns that have impacted you. In this metaphor, the weather represents the different types of experiences you have had. Nourishing rain and lightning can represent positive experiences that help you grow, learn, and become stronger and more resilient. Terrible storms can represent negative experiences that cause you pain and suffering. By identifying the different weather patterns you have experienced, you can start to understand how your embodied self has been shaped. This can help you become more aware of your strengths and weaknesses and to identify areas where you may need to heal or transform.


Self-Reflection


Here are some questions you can ask yourself to explore your weather patterns:




• As you reflect on your life experiences, ask yourself: What major events have happened in my life, both positive and negative?


• How have these events affected my thoughts, feelings, and behaviors?


• How did these experiences shape me?


• When I encounter certain situations or people, what physical sensations do I notice in my body (e.g., increased heart rate, sweating, muscle tension)? Where does stress show up in my body? (Check out the Nine Types of Anxiety Quiz in Chapter 3.)


• What is my relationship like with my body?


• What makes my anxiety better or worse, for example, diet, supplements, times of the month, days of the week?





If you get stuck with any of these questions, consider keeping a journal. Writing down your thoughts and emotions can help you track how you are reacting to different situations.


You might also consider keeping a journal of your dreams. Dreams can often be a way for our subconscious mind to communicate with us. Pay attention to the themes and symbols in your dreams, as they may be providing you with clues about how your mind and body are adapting to your stress and trauma.


You might also talk to a trusted friend, family member, or helper such as a therapist or doctor. Talking to someone you trust can help you to process your thoughts and feelings and get support.


Step 3: Explore how your mind, body, and nervous system adapted in ways that resulted in panic.


Over time, our minds and bodies can learn to overreact to even the smallest stressors. These adaptations can lead to a vicious cycle, in which our anxiety triggers physical symptoms, which then make us more anxious.


The first step to breaking this cycle is to identify the ways in which your mind and body have learned to overreact. Here are a few reflection questions to get you started:




• How do I cope with stress? Where did I learn these coping mechanisms? Are any of my coping mechanisms contributing to anxiety?


• What people or scenarios tend to be activating for me? What situations, thoughts, environments, or people contribute to my anxiety?


• What are my thinking patterns? Do I tend to think in negative or catastrophic ways? Do I have fear-based beliefs? What about my thinking patterns can I improve?


• What is my self-talk like? What do I say to myself when I’m feeling anxious? Am I being kind and compassionate to myself, or am I being critical and judgmental?





Once you’ve identified the ways in which your mind and body have adapted to panic and anxiety, you can start to work on breaking the cycle. This may involve changing your coping mechanisms, learning to manage your triggers, challenging your negative thinking patterns, and practicing self-compassion. It’s important to remember that this is a process, and that it takes time and effort to change. With patience and persistence, you can overcome anxiety and live a more peaceful and fulfilling life.


To help you maintain momentum, I created a guided imagery that you can listen to while you practice radical acknowledgment. You can find it by going to InsightTimer.com, downloading the app, searching for Dr. Nicole Cain, and clicking on the recording entitled “Radical Acknowledgment Guided Meditation.”




RADICAL ACKNOWLEDGMENT TL;DR


• Your mind and body are the house where you live. The story of why you experience panic is told within the walls.


• What you deny and suppress will ultimately amplify and express itself.


• Top-down approaches for anxiety start with your thoughts and work their way down to the body.


• Bottom-up approaches for treating anxiety focus on healing the body in order to regulate the mind.


• By receiving the messages from your mind and body in the form of symptoms, you can learn to identify what needs healing and how.
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STOPLIGHT STRATEGIES: RED LIGHT, YELLOW LIGHT, GREEN LIGHT


“I HAD A PANIC ATTACK, AND I NEED TO KNOW WHAT I CAN DO TO MAKE IT never happen again.”


Aria is a high-powered consultant for a Fortune 500 company. She is affluent, perfectionistic, and demanding. She has high expectations of those around her and even higher expectations of herself.


On the outside, she appears to be a composed woman in her early forties. She’s wearing a tailored pencil skirt in black and a blouse that matches her dark blue eyes. Poised on the couch across from me in my office, she has a tablet in hand and is ready for my response.


“Tell me about the panic attack.”


Aria hesitated. “It’s mortifying.”


“One of the worst parts about panic is the feeling of being out of control.” I sympathized.


Aria set her tablet next to her on the couch and leaned forward. “Do you really believe people can get better from this?”


I nodded. “I believe the mind and body are capable of incredible healing.”


Satisfied, Aria took a deep breath and told me the story.


“I was in bed with a gorgeous executive from one of the companies we consult for. He had been after me for months. Flowers, sexy texts, and the whole lot. I finally gave in and agreed to go out with him.”


She paused, averting her gaze.


“We were having sex. It was fabulous. I was getting close . . . And then suddenly out of nowhere: Sheer terror!


“I shoved him off me and jumped out of bed. All I could think about was how I needed air. I just needed to get out. The next thing I knew, my body was running naked out of the room and down the stairwell. I was entering the hotel lobby before my brain had fully picked up on what was happening.


“I was frantic and confused and I didn’t know where to go. Thankfully, some woman grabbed my arm and pulled me into the hotel bathroom. She gave me her coat so that I could cover myself, and she called 911. I cried in the bathroom stall until the paramedics came.”


MAYBE YOU’VE HEARD THAT panic attacks occur for no reason, that they can come out of the blue, and there is little you can do except wait them out, do some deep breathing, or take a pill. You’ve resigned yourself to the fact that sometimes our nervous systems go haywire, and that’s just life. But that’s a myth.




DEBUNKING MYTHS ABOUT PANIC
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PANIC MYTH 1: Panic attacks occur for no reason.


TRUTH: There is always a reason for panic. It’s just a matter of identifying what your body is trying to tell you.


PANIC MYTH 2: Panic and anxiety attacks come out of the blue.


TRUTH: Rarely do panic and anxiety attacks come out of the blue. Typically, signs of panic start small, and if the cause is not addressed, they may increase in intensity over time.


PANIC MYTH 3: There isn’t much you can do about panic.


TRUTH: There is a ton you can do to become Panic Proof.





The more fluent you are in the language of your body, the more easily you will hear its whispers before they turn to shouts. Are you ready to stop avoiding your symptoms and start facing them? I’ve got your back. This chapter will provide you with the best tools to help you.




THE SPECTRUM OF PANIC AND ANXIETY
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If you think about your levels of stress at different times in your life, they vary, right? Some days you’re a little overwhelmed, and other times you’re straight-up panicking.


Anxiety occurs on a spectrum. At one end of the spectrum are calm and relaxed feelings. At the other end are feelings of stress and panic at its worst, like in Aria’s experience.


Two of the most common statements I hear from my clients are:




“ I was having bouts of anxiety bordering on panic, so my doctor gave me an emergency prescription for Xanax. But it knocks me out and then I can’t function.”


“ During a full-blown panic attack, I tried deep breathing and it didn’t help.”





Here’s the thing: While benzodiazepines and breathwork may be valuable across different parts of the spectrum of anxiety, they are going to work only when they’re optimally utilized. For example, in Aria’s situation: What if the woman who helped her had suggested doing breathwork instead of calling the hospital? Does that mean breathwork doesn’t work? No. It just means that breathwork might not have been the right solution at that exact moment. Similarly, it wouldn’t make sense for you to call 911 every time you start feeling a little bit stressed.


This brings us to the million-dollar question: How do you know what to do and when to take action?


I want to introduce you to the Stoplight Exercise, which will help you match your symptoms with the appropriate solutions (i.e., when to use breathwork and when to use your emergency resources).
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We start with the image of a stoplight with zones for a red light, a green light, and a yellow light. The Stoplight also has two zones that represent shifting from one color into the next: the Pay Attention Zone and the Wonky Zone.




• Green Light Zone


• Pay Attention Zone


• Yellow Light Zone


• Wonky Zone


• Red Light Zone





The goal of this chapter is to give you a much clearer understanding of what it feels like at each zone so that you can (1) learn how to stop panic before it starts and (2) identify the best solutions for the zone you’re in.


Let’s go back to Aria’s story. Part of her healing process involved getting clear on her Stoplight Strategies. While Aria was adept in the skills she needed for her job—data analysis, customer relations, and company literacy—she did not possess the same level of skill when it came to being present with her emotions, not to mention her body’s innate physical reactions to them. In fact, her modus operandi was to ignore and suppress anything uncomfortable.


That’s why panic caught her by surprise, “suddenly, out of nowhere.”




“I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING.” The glimmer of vulnerability vanished from Aria’s eyes. With a few smart clicks, she opened the document she had been taking notes in during our sessions. “You’re thinking I have anxiety. But I don’t. I’m just extremely stressed, and I had an episode. Which, as I said, cannot happen again.”


“You described the panic attack as coming out of nowhere,” I answered. “But often in retrospect, we can see that the body has been giving us little warnings all along.


“I like to visualize the process-to-panic with the imagery of a stoplight. The Green Light is a zone of calm. Then as stress rises you hit the Yellow Light Zone. And if your nervous system continues amping up, you will eventually hit the Red Light Zone, which represents panic or crisis.


“If you’re open to it, doing the Stoplight Exercise together may help us identify your body’s subtler signals of stress so that we can make a plan for you to take action before you reach the Red Light Zone or crisis.”


“You’re saying that my body may have given out warning signs before I went into this insane episode?”


“Possibly,” I answered. “Let’s walk through that evening together. Take me to the beginning of the date.”


“I was actually feeling pretty good that day. Most of the time I’m stressed and at the edge of my rope.”


“What was the difference between how you felt that day versus your usual level of stress?” I asked.


“When I’m calm, I feel like I can breathe more easily. My thoughts are in the moment instead of fixed on deadlines. I’m relaxed and feeling confident.”


“Good.” I nodded. “Those are descriptions of your Green Light Zone.”


“Got it.” Aria made notes in her workbook.


“So you’re in the Green Light Zone, getting ready for your date. You’re feeling calm and relaxed. What happened next?”


“I’m wearing a sexy little dress, we’re at dinner, drinking champagne. Then I start to feel my brain slowing down.” Aria shrugged. “When that happens, I take my Happy Pill.* It gives me the boost I need to feel like myself again.”


“Got it. We’re going to need to circle back to that, but first I want you to describe how the episode happened.”


“Okay.”


“Something changed. You were feeling good, but then you noticed your brain slowing down.”


“Yes. I feel like I’m not quite there. A little less sharp.”


“Okay, so that’s one of the first signs that you’re entering your Yellow Light Zone. What happened next?”


“After I take the Happy Pill, we finish the bottle of champagne and go to the hotel room. I am buzzed and on fire. I push him into the wall. We’re taking our clothes off. My heart is racing. I’m tingling, I’m hot and frantic. It’s really intense. It’s not usually that intense, but I go with it.”


“And then what happened?”


“We start to have sex, and I’m getting closer, and then suddenly I just freak out! It goes from fun and exciting to an absolute nightmare. One minute I’m feeling like a goddess, and the next I’m running naked into the lobby like an absolute lunatic.”


“You were in the Green Light Zone, feeling good and happy. Then you felt your brain slowing down. This is the Pay Attention Zone; this is when a shift is taking place. You went from green to yellow. You took your Happy Pill, and your brain sharpened up again, and you were drinking champagne. Next, you were in the hotel room, things were getting more intense, but you went with it. Then something drastically shifted—which is the Wonky Zone—and you snapped into the Red Light Zone.”


“Exactly. Why did my body turn on me? How will I be able to stop it from happening again?”


“I hear your frustration, and I’m confident we can do just that. The first step is to help you make quick adjustments to effectively work with your nervous system. You start by increasing your awareness of your Green, Yellow, and Red Light Zones. Between today and our next session, your homework will be to walk through each stage and write down what you remember thinking and feeling in each of those phases. Once that is in place, we will have a foundation for the work that comes next.”


“Tell me this: why now?” Aria’s eyes flashed with anger. “I’ve been through way worse. Why did my body decide that now was a good time to go berserk?”


I paused and remembered an analogy that I’ve used in the past. “You mentioned you’re a champagne girl. What about whiskey?”


Taken off guard, Aria raised her eyebrows. “Whiskey?”


I went on, “Stay with me on this one. Your body is designed to deal with stress, but the more stress you experience, the more its effects accumulate in your mind and body. We all start life with a big metaphorical barrel, like the ones they store whiskey in, and that barrel fills over time with each stressor we experience.


“What might have felt overwhelming and annoying years ago could cause more severe symptoms now. That same liquid that can be distilled into a fine beverage can just as easily overflow, encounter a spark, and explode, sending the entire warehouse of fine whiskey up in flames.”


“Like in the episode,” Aria concluded.


“Yes. Exactly.” I nodded. “Your experience of panic gives us important information about what is going on in your mind and body, which will direct us to the best tools for emptying your barrel.”





WE’LL LEARN ABOUT WHAT Aria shared in Chapter 8. But first: You probably noticed that Aria was using mood-altering substances in order to get through her day-to-day life. And that was a pretty big deal—considering it resulted, in part, in her running naked through a hotel lobby. This is an important part of her story, which we’ll explore in more detail later.


But first, it’s your turn to listen to your own anxiety.




THE STOPLIGHT EXERCISE
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Green Light Zone


The Green Light Zone is a state in which you are happy, calm, confident, relaxed, motivated, centered, resilient, and connected with yourself and others. We cultivate our Green Light Zone by honoring our protective parts, engaging in self-care activities, resourcing, and doing frequent check-ins. Green Light Zones are eager, growing, honoring, protective, and directive. They are the deer happily grazing in a meadow: no worries, just resting and digesting. The Green Light Zone is mastered by your parasympathetic nervous system, which is all about relaxation.


Self-Reflection


Have you ever been in the Green Light Zone? What was it like for you? Describe your Green Light Zone in the space below.


Signs I’m in the Green Light Zone:











What makes you feel calm and relaxed? In the space below, jot down a few ideas or circumstances that help you feel relaxed, such as walking the dog, limiting caffeine, watching reruns of Bob Ross painting.


Things that make me feel calm and relaxed:











If you are struggling to come up with a time where you felt calm or safe, or are struggling to identify self-care strategies, you are not alone. Some of us have never felt truly safe. If you resonate with this, I will have some suggestions for you in the Panic Reset in Chapter 9. For now, try to come up with at least one thing you can think of that can help you relax, even just a little bit.


The Pay Attention Zone


In the Pay Attention Zone we shift from Green to Yellow. Your body will give you signs that you need to pause and pay attention. This zone is all about tuning in to the signals your body is sending. This is the moment when you switch from calmness to “something’s up.” Imagine a deer grazing in a field: it hears a noise, stops what it is doing, and looks up. The deer is assessing, Am I in danger?


When Aria entered her Pay Attention Zone, she experienced feelings of fogginess in her brain. For me, it’s tightness in my chest. For others, this zone presents in the form of intuition, a knowing, or a gut instinct. Everybody’s Pay Attention Zone is different. You will learn all about this in Chapter 3, which explores the nine types of anxiety. Once you figure out what your signals are, you will be more easily able to take action to stop anxiety before it even shows up.


Self-Reflection


What do you notice happening in your body, thoughts, or circumstances before stress or anxiety kicks in?


Signs I am in the Pay Attention Zone:











Yellow Light Zone


In the Yellow Light Zone, you are feeling amped up, with excess worry, anxiety, irritability, jaw clenching, and other sensations. When my Yellow Light Zone gets activated, I feel dread and constriction in my throat, and I clench my jaw. Aria described feeling buzzed, her heart rate sped up, and she was more amplified. The deer has decided that there is a probable danger and is moving away toward safety.


For some people, these feelings are positive and exciting, but as you will learn in Part II, the body produces the same chemical reactions in good stress as in bad stress. The major difference for us is context.


Self-Reflection


What does stress or anxiety feel like for you as it revs up? Try to remember thoughts and sensations that occur when you are in the Yellow Light Zone, and write them down in the space below.


Signs I am in the Yellow Light Zone:











We all have our triggers. They can be in the past, in our current circumstances, or even in the future. Write down your Yellow Light Zone triggers here. (Refer back to your notes from Chapter 1 about your history of stress.)


What pushes me toward the Yellow Light Zone?











The Wonky Zone


The Wonky Zone is where things are about to get real. The body is gearing up to switch into crisis mode. If you can zero in on the Wonky Zone, you’ll have the chance to stop the cycle of panic before it starts. The first step is to become aware of what it is like when it happens for you.


Self-Reflection


Physical, mental, and emotional signs I am in the Wonky Zone:











Red Light Zone


The Red Light Zone is crisis mode, with the physical, mental, and emotional symptoms of autonomic arousal. You may have heard this described as “fight, flight, freeze, flop, fawn, and/or fracture” (which I’ll refer to throughout this book as F6—you’ll learn more about it in Chapter 4).


The Red Light Zone is panic, rage, dissociation, extreme pain, and whatever other experiences you may attribute to feeling out of control and at your wit’s end. Aria’s Red Light Zone was the panic attack that caused her body to go into literal flight.


Oftentimes people tell me that they tried deep breathing, meditation, herbs, and other great integrative tools in the Red Light Zone, without success. Perhaps it was not the right tool for that person. Or perhaps it was not the right tool for that particular Stoplight Zone.


Let me share an example. You drink water, right? (I sure hope so!) For general purposes, let’s say you take a gulp every hour or so and that’s enough. But now let’s say that you’re running in the middle of the hottest day of the summer, in Phoenix, Arizona. It is over 100 degrees, and you feel like the pavement is made of lava. You’re sweltering hot, covered in sweat, and you realize that if you don’t get a drink right away, you’ll pass out. In this second scenario, will your typical single gulp be enough? Definitely not. That would be like a squirt bottle of water in a forest fire.


Self-Reflection


Things that push me into the Red Light Zone:











Signs that I am in the Red Light Zone:











When you are in the Red Light Zone, your body is in a state of crisis. Your nervous system is firing on all cylinders, and you’re going to need crisis resources. The best resources will help you hold space for your anxiety and restore a sense of power over panic.


We’ll dig into the treatments and solutions in Chapter 11. In the meantime, write down your go-to crisis resources, and after you read Chapter 11, jot down some of them here.


My Crisis Resources











STOPLIGHT STRATEGIES TL;DR


• There is always a reason for panic.


• Panic attacks rarely come out of the blue.


• There is a ton you can do to become Panic Proof.


• You will get the best results by selecting interventions that match the intensity of your symptoms.





__________


* Her “Happy Pill” is Adderall, which she relies on anytime her mood drops.
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