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We dedicate this book to the Anxiety Sisterhood: 
Thank you for making us part of your lives, 
for sharing your stories, and for taking care of each other. 
We could not have written this book without you.









 how to use this ebook 


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.










 introduction 



You’ve come to the right place. Sit down. Grab a coffee (decaf, if you’re anxious). Hang out with us for a while. We know what you’re feeling because we’ve felt it too. We too have spent hours and hours looking through book titles, surfing the internet, combing through magazines, hoping to find answers or clues. We too have spent a small fortune (okay, not that small) seeing doctors, acupuncturists, therapists, hypnotists, nutritionists, and just about any other -ist. We’ve looked for something to grab on to, even though we weren’t sure what it was we needed or where we could find it. We just knew we felt lousy and wanted to feel better.


Malcolm Gladwell, author of Outliers and, more recently, Talking to Strangers, wrote that to be an expert, one must practice for at least ten thousand hours. We’ve tripled that. We’ve practiced twenty thousand hours—the equivalent of twenty years—suffering from anxiety and another ten thousand learning how to manage it. We’ve not only walked the walk, but we’ve huddled, heaved, hurled, sweated, palpitated, and hyperventilated our way through our life journeys: on planes, on trains, in cars, at weddings, at funerals, in grocery stores, on playgrounds, at work, at home, and at family gatherings. Been there. Done that. Got the T-shirt.


We’ve spent at least a full year of our lives googling symptoms of diseases we didn’t actually have (and some that don’t actually exist). If there were a PhD in obsessive thinking, we’d both have one. And if there is a more adept catastrophizer than us, we have yet to meet her. There was no molehill too tiny for our mountain-building skills. Put it this way: no paper cut went unwatched for signs of flesh-eating bacteria.


Kidding aside, anxiety is a very real illness and we really suffered for a long time. So how did we start to feel better? Recovery is messy and healing is not linear, so there aren’t four easy steps we can lay out for you (and don’t trust anyone who claims he or she has such a plan). We approach anxiety not as a problem to be solved or a tumor to be excised, but rather as a part of who we are as human beings. Therefore, our goal is to live happily with our anxiety. This can only happen, however, if anxiety doesn’t rule the roost. We began feeling better when we regained control over our own decisions and choices. This book is all about keeping you in charge, and every strategy and technique we present serves that function.




Our goal is to live happily with our anxiety





One of the hardest parts of having an anxiety disorder is the loneliness and sense of isolation that accompany it. The reality is that we couldn’t be less alone. In fact, according to the National Institute of Mental Health, 31.1 percent of adults in the United States will experience an anxiety disorder at some point in their lives, and—here’s the kicker—women are twice as likely to suffer from these disorders as men. We may be members of the world’s largest sorority (with the toughest initiation)!


When your world is upside down, it helps to know that others understand what you are going through, especially because mental health issues are still so stigmatized in many places. So many of us deal with blame and shame—the antidote for which is realizing that you are not alone in your struggles.


As such, we believe an important part of the healing process is connecting with others experiencing similar challenges. In fact, we know that connection is a crucial component of happiness. Recognizing this, we’ve spent the better part of the past decade interviewing, coaching, and doing workshops for thousands of anxiety sufferers. In addition, we created an online community of more than two hundred thousand folks (at the time of writing) from two hundred–plus countries and territories around the world. In our professional lives as educators, researchers, counselors, and podcasters, we have had the opportunity to speak with countless other mental health experts as well. The result of all these interactions is a treasure chest filled with stories of the anxiety experience as well as real-world anxiety management techniques, both of which we will share with you in this book. It is our hope that you will see some of your own story in the stories we present and that you will feel comforted knowing you are not alone. You will hear what has helped, what hasn’t helped, and what we wish we knew at the beginning of our struggles.


Because anxiety is an “invisible” illness, people don’t treat it with the same gravitas as other physical disorders. If you break your leg, your cast guarantees that no one will expect you to climb a flight of stairs. In fact, people will offer to carry your things and help you to the elevator. No such luck for Anxiety Sisters. The help you will most likely be offered is the suggestion to simply “relax” or “calm down.” And we all know that, in the entire history of calming down, no one has ever calmed down by being told to calm down.


For this reason, we refer to anxiety as a “brain” illness rather than a “mental” illness. (You’ll find we like to rename lots of stuff.) Anxiety disorder is not a personality trait or a moral failing—it is a malfunction of parts of the brain, which can be seen on an MRI scan. Anxiety is a real thing. It is a disorder, not a decision.


When we started to learn about basic neuroscience, we understood that our disorders were just as physical as more visible illnesses—that having anxiety disorder was no more our fault than having a broken leg. This realization enabled us to stop blaming ourselves for our struggles. We weren’t weak, lazy, unmotivated, or flaky. We had an illness.


Shame is a huge energy suck. Constantly berating yourself and internalizing external criticism only exacerbates anxiety symptoms and makes you feel exhausted and, even worse, powerless. All the time. Placing the blame where it belongs—on your brain—frees up energy so you can focus on healing. So—and don’t get anxious—we are going to teach you some very basic neuroscience in this book. We promise it will be very easy to understand. And we want you to stop blaming yourself for your disorder.


Once we understood that we weren’t alone or at fault in our struggles, we started to feel some relief. But we didn’t learn to live happily until we overhauled our thinking completely because the way we had conceptualized anxiety and happiness was precisely what kept us anxious and unhappy. We know how this sounds, but—trust us—this is the Secret Sauce. We are going to dive right into it in chapter one, so hang on one more minute.


If you’re wondering about strategies and techniques, including medication, there will be plenty for you in the upcoming chapters. (Plenty of techniques, not medication.) We use techniques every day, and we will teach you how to use them too. But the techniques are most helpful once you’ve dumped the blame and shame, understood the underlying science, and learned the recipe for the Secret Sauce.


The Anxiety Sisters’ Survival Guide is meant to be a field guide to anxiety—everything you’ve ever wanted to know about anxiety but were too anxious to ask. Aside from anecdotes and strategies, you can also read about the current research in the mental health field, basic neuroscience, and our overarching philosophy of how to live happily with anxiety.


We used to feel that we would never be able to fully enjoy our lives. But here’s some good news: we don’t feel that way anymore. We once felt overwhelmed, lonely, hopeless, frightened, ashamed, and, at times, more than a little crazy. Sound familiar? More good news: you too can feel connected, hopeful, normal (mostly), and able to cope. This book will show you how.










 one 



Anxious and Happy Are Friends


We know, we know. You wanna hear about the Secret Sauce. If you skipped the introduction (no judgment—we do it all the time), we talked about redefining both anxiety and happiness as the corner-stone of our healing process, a.k.a. the Secret Sauce. It’s the magical ingredient that changes everything. Kind of like chocolate chips.


So let’s begin with anxiety, which is why you’re here.


What Is Anxiety?


Did reading that heading make your heart beat a little faster? (Writing it sure did.) We could talk to you right now about the medical definition of anxiety, but that makes us really anxious. So here you’ll find our slightly less threatening take.


To us, anxiety is like bouillabaisse. You’ve tasted it. You’d recognize it if you saw it. But if asked to make it, you wouldn’t be exactly sure of all the ingredients. In fact, we’re arguing over them right now. We’ve agreed on the seafood, the tomato base, and that yummy bread on top, but what about all those spices, and how do you make that broth?


Similarly, we know the main component of anxiety is fear, but there are plenty of hidden ingredients—a little depression, obsession, catastrophizing, for example—and for each of us, the broth will be just a little different. Some of us are Panic Sisters. Some of us are Worry Sisters. Some of us grapple with phobias. (Some of us do all of the above!) Anxiety is the whole stew because those ingredients tend to mesh and merge.


Anxiety begins in your body and quickly takes over. For some of us, it stays like this—an uneasiness that hangs over us and keeps us from completely engaging in our lives. We may not be able to explain what is wrong, but something definitely is off. Doctors call this generalized anxiety disorder (GAD). We call it the Worry Cloud.
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Many Anxiety Sisters have described this cloud as a sense of restlessness or irritability. Like you’ve had too much coffee. Other Anxiety Sisters report feelings of dread, doom, apocalypse, and so on. A common theme is the sense of being on high alert all the time. There’s just no settling down. For others, this Worry Cloud can be far more severe. A fleeting thought (My son sneezed before school this morning) takes on epic proportions (He’s going to be so sick) and becomes obsessive. Doctors call this “catastrophic thinking”—when the brain turns a sneeze into viral meningitis.




I worry about money all the time. I don’t just watch what I spend; I really worry that one thing will lead to another … that we’ll end up in trouble. Last year our daughter needed expensive therapy, and I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking we’d run out of money. What if one of our other kids needed the same treatment? My husband kept trying to assure me that we were gonna be okay, but I couldn’t stop worrying. I was exhausted and short with everyone around me. (Andrea, age 45)


My body gets very stiff. It feels like it could break apart. Like I could just be snapped in half. No matter what I do, I can’t seem to relax my body. I walk around feeling brittle. It’s a hard feeling to describe, and it is really uncomfortable. (Paula, age 67)





When anxiety escalates from a general uneasiness to a more intense episode, normal functioning goes out the window. This is what many folks refer to as a panic “attack.” We prefer the kinder, gentler term “spinning.” (When our brains hear the word “panic,” they think it’s a command.)


The way panic expresses itself varies from person to person. For Mags (a.k.a. Maggie), it’s all about the stomach: dry heaving, diarrhea, and extreme nausea with a healthy dose of dizziness. It feels like a bad case of food poisoning or a stomach flu. For Abs (a.k.a. Abbe), it’s a more traditional blend: shortness of breath, rapid heartbeat, dizziness, burping, and a teaspoon of hand numbness.


Other sufferers experience different symptoms. Janice wakes up to her anxiety in the middle of the night—flushed and sweaty with her heart leaping from her chest. Kelly experiences profound itching, which she describes as ants crawling under her skin. She often wears ice packs on her arms to soothe them. For Evelyn, the anxiety comes as sharp chest pains with rapid heartbeat—the whole episode lasts only a minute or two, but often occurs several times a day. Geena’s anxiety, however, is a whole-day affair: moderate dizziness that intensifies until she is afraid she’s going to pass out.


Another one of anxiety’s delightful forms is obsessive thinking. A distressing thought repeated over and over again becomes an insurmountable wall. No matter what you do, you cannot get away from that thought. It completely takes over.




It wasn’t during every panic attack, but as I started getting more of them, I would get one obsessive uncomfortable thought such as “I’m so sick” or “I’m having a panic attack.” The thought would keep running in my head and I couldn’t interrupt it. It was a mantra that in itself became very scary because I couldn’t stop it. (Terri, age 57)





You don’t need to be having a panic attack to experience obsessive thinking, which can take the form of intrusive thoughts (for example, “Did I turn off the oven?”) that get stuck in your head and repeat over and over and over. Ruminating—the clinical term—happens when you cannot let go of a thought and give it way more attention than it merits. Like ruminant animals (known for chewing their cud), from which the term was coined, ruminators keep chewing on partially digested thoughts. Gross, we know, but a really good metaphor for this exhausting behavior.


For some people, anxiety takes the form of a phobia, which is an irrational aversion to a situation or thing. To put it simply, you experience panic symptoms in response to a very specific prompt. Phobic reactions differ from panic attacks in that they have an easily identifiable cause such as boarding an airplane or riding an elevator. However, the physical sensations—rapid heartbeat, dizziness, nausea—are the same.




I feel like an idiot when I even think about it but when I see a cockroach, I get so scared I can’t move. My heart starts racing and thudding, my mouth gets really dry, and my body shakes uncontrollably. (Abs, age 52)





The most insidious aspect of a phobia is its ability to metastasize. You can start out with one manageable phobia and end up riddled with them to the point of debilitation.




It began with a fear of flying. I got increasingly nervous before going on a plane and started to spend most of the flight dry-heaving in the bathroom. Taking a flight would involve a few days of general anxiety, the flight itself, and then a day to stabilize after the flight. Okay, I thought, I have this fear of flying. For the couple of times each year I fly, I can deal with it. But as my anxiety got worse in general, so did my phobias. Instead of just planes, I started to get phobic on the subway (which I had to ride daily), and then came elevators and then driving in the rain. At some point, I became afraid of all modes of transportation. Trains, planes, cars could all trigger a panic attack. (Mags, age 52)





Now seems like a good time to mention what is often called the Anxiety Loop, which happens when you become anxious about anxiety (which is not hard to do, considering how excruciating the experience of anxiety can be). It’s a vicious cycle if we’ve ever heard of one. It starts with a symptom—let’s say a racing heart. You notice this symptom and worry that something is wrong (Am I having a heart attack?), which results in the symptom intensifying. Which seems to confirm that something is indeed very wrong (I’m feeling worse—this must be a heart attack). Which intensifies the fear and racing heart. And so on. We’ll talk more about this later, but what you need to know is that anxiety escalates quickly because of the loop.
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Similarly, the Panic Loop occurs when you panic about panic.




Lately, I started to have panic attacks about the idea of doing something that would bring on a panic attack. I would get a pre–panic attack, which feels just like a regular panic attack! (Justine, age 40)





We can agree that anxiety is very physical—when you are in its grip, you can’t think about anything else. As much as anxiety is about symptoms, however, it is also a necessary part of the human experience. We’re going to spend a lot of time talking about this and about how reframing the experience of anxiety is a huge part of the healing process. This may surprise you, but we don’t believe in eliminating anxiety. Instead, we believe in accepting it and limiting its power.


What Is Happiness?


If you look through magazines or watch television, happiness looks easy. Or at least very tidy. Families get along, houses are immaculate, skin is unblemished, and everyone is smiling (with really straight teeth). Nothing is out of order; nobody is struggling. The message is clear: In order for you to be happy, everything must be going right. The easier your life, the happier you’ll be.


In this paradigm, if things do get a bit messy, there will always be a quick fix to help you clean it up. Consider the following book titles:


10 Minute Solution


Mandarin Chinese in 30 Days


Get Married This Year: 365 Days to “I Do”


Really? What all these books have in common is a quick and easy solution to some incredibly complex challenges. This illuminates Western culture’s belief that everything can be resolved in a step-by-step manner and in a predetermined amount of time. Implicit in this message is the idea that if you can’t solve your problems quickly and neatly, there is something wrong with you. If there’s a mess in your life, it’s your flaw. After all, if you could just get with the program, everything should work out fine.
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To sum up, in our culture, happiness is living a problem-free life. If a problem should by chance arise, the goal is to eliminate it as quickly and neatly as possible. And if you can’t get rid of the problem, well, that’s your failing. To add to that, social media will have you believe that everyone else is sailing along on a problem-free sea.




Lately I notice that Facebook is making my anxiety worse. It seems that everyone I know and their friends are traveling the world, renovating their houses, and having these perfect kids while I can barely leave my house. I can’t post anything interesting or exciting because my life is a disaster. Does anyone else feel this way? (Deanna, age 43)





Clearly, there is no such thing as a life without challenge. And we refuse to believe that happy means struggle-free. Or that all problems have a tidy solution. In fact, anyone who’s been alive for more than twenty minutes knows that life is full of complicated struggles. So why the quick-fix culture? Simply put, believing in the quick fix makes us buy stuff. Lots of it. You know what we’re talking about (raise your hand if you own wrinkle-reducing cream, cellulite wraps, or a ThighMaster). Basically, problems create the need for products to solve them, and since we all want to believe in the possibility of a painless fix, we buy into it. Even when our inner voices tell us, “There’s no way this can work.”




Anxiety does not make you broken—it makes you human





Aside from the financial consequences of this philosophy (and the need for a place to store all our “solutions”), there is, in our minds, a bigger problem with the tidy solution mentality: it leads us to believe that if we struggle with anxiety, we are broken and need to be fixed. We do not buy into this sentiment at all, and neither should you. It only perpetuates the blame and shame so many anxiety sufferers report and accentuates the need to quickly and neatly “fix” ourselves. Anxiety does not make you broken—it makes you human, with all the complicated mess that humanity entails.




The worst part of having anxiety is how broken it makes you feel—like you can’t even do the simplest things in life. Everything is a challenge. And I feel like I can’t commit to anything or make any plans because I don’t know if I’ll be able to follow through. (Melissa, age 34)





Our journey to recovery starts when we realize that the happiness we are programmed to chase is in itself anxiety-provoking. We need to recognize the daily pressure we feel to live up to a completely unrealistic ideal and how that contributes to our disorder. Here’s what we’ve learned in our messy, complicated struggle with anxiety: to heal, you must embrace the mess. And this is no easy feat. It took us years to figure out how to do this; we are hoping we can save you some time.


Once you are able to see through the tidy solution mindset, you can outright reject its implications:




	MYTH 1: Healing is a linear, step-by-step process.





In quick-fix land, healing looks like this: You start at point A, continue on to point B, and cruise toward point C. In reality, healing more closely resembles the cha-cha—two steps forward, one step back, three steps forward, two steps back, and so on. Between the steps, there will be a few stumbles and some major falls. You will start over many times, although each time, you will have a greater understanding of where you’re going and where you’ve been. As such, healing requires a lot of patience, which is usually an unrewarded virtue in quick-fix culture. Rejecting healing as a linear process means expecting the pitfalls, the setbacks, the stops and starts.




I was doing so much better for so long, and now I feel like I am back to square one. I already worked past so much of this [anxiety] and here it is again, just as bad as before. (Monica, age 48)


My family doesn’t understand why I can do something one day and not the next. … To tell you the truth, neither do I. But some days I can be out and about and other days I am scared to leave the house. (Anne, age 61)







	
MYTH 2: I am the only one struggling like this.






When we pretend problems are not complex, we deny what it means to be human. In doing so, we isolate ourselves because we have to act like everything is hunky-dory, when in fact it is not. “Fake it till you make it” tells us that we shouldn’t share our true human experiences—that we can’t be real with one another. We can’t think of anything lonelier. Rejecting this notion means sharing authentic experiences, which is in itself very healing. This is why we say, “Anxiety Sisters don’t go it alone.”




“Anxiety Sisters don’t go it alone”







	MYTH 3: I am to blame if I can’t control my anxiety.





Quick-fix culture would have you believe that if you just follow [insert program of choice], you will get better. And if you aren’t getting better, well, that’s on you. Clearly, you have not been heeding instructions. Rejecting this belief means understanding in the depths of your soul that anxiety is a disorder, not a decision. Ergo, it’s not your fault. Our brains are extraordinarily complicated—science hasn’t even figured it all out yet. So give yourself a break.




I have really bad anxiety, usually in the mornings, so I get to work late a lot. I’ve tried to explain the situation to my boss, and I stay late on most days to make up for it. But my boss keeps giving me such a hard time—she just doesn’t understand why my treatment isn’t “working.” She keeps asking me if I’m on the right meds or if I’m taking enough of them. The thing is, the meds are working. I wouldn’t be able to get out of bed at all if I wasn’t taking them. Honestly, I think I’m a lot better than I was. I hate feeling like I’m not trying hard enough to push through. (Liz, age 33)







	
MYTH 4: Strong people don’t have anxiety disorders.






Mental disorders don’t fit well into the quick-fix paradigm, and for this reason, mental illness is greatly stigmatized in our culture as a sign of weakness. This is why we are told to “get over it” or “chill out” or “stop worrying” in response to our anxiety. Rejecting this notion means equating brain disorders with any other physical disorder and giving mental illness the legitimacy it deserves. Having a brain disorder has nothing more to do with strength than having breast cancer or appendicitis; what does take tremendous strength is living with any kind of disorder. Some of the strongest people we know suffer from anxiety disorders.




In the Black community, mental illness is thought of as a personal failing or a lack of inner fortitude—especially with the older generations. My parents think my anxiety is really just an excuse for laziness. They think I use it to get out of doing things I don’t want to do. And they keep telling me to stop talking about it. (Cami, age 20)







	MYTH 5: Asking for help makes me weak.





Part of our American optimism is the idea that nothing can hold you back if you just decide not to let it. We tap into the essence of quick-fix culture when we say “mind over matter,” “you just have to want it enough,” “just do it,” etc. These slogans, as cool as they sound (and as many products as they sell), suggest that if you are not overcoming your obstacle, it is a motivation problem. Rejecting this mentality and all its accompanying catchphrases means redefining strength as not just an individual effort. As social animals, our strength resides in our ability to connect with one another, which requires vulnerability and empathy. Asking for help is thus a sign of strength.




Asking for help is thus a sign of strength







	
MYTH 6: Anxiety management techniques will always work if I’m doing them right.






Quick-fix culture promotes the belief that there is one right way to do things, and if you do it correctly and diligently, the “right” way will always work. Rejecting this belief means understanding that one size does not fit all and, beyond that, what fits one day may not fit the next. For this reason, we believe in having a huge anxiety management tool kit (which we will share with you in the coming pages).




	MYTH 7: If I need to cancel or change plans due to my anxiety, I am irresponsible or flaky.





Well then, we were the flakiest, most irresponsible people roaming the earth! We missed weddings, funerals, parties, work, playdates, doctors’ appointments, and vacations. Twenty years later, Mags is still apologizing to her (former) friend Wendy for bailing on her black-tie affair. And “The Great Bake Sale Debacle” cost Abs an entire playgroup. (Don’t ask!) Anxiety is an unpredictable illness. You are not flaky or irresponsible for having to alter your plans when your disorder flares up. Keep in mind that we don’t punish or label people who cancel plans because of the flu. Quick-fix culture assigns a lot of blame and shame, which only deepens our isolation and anxiety. Rejecting this faulty notion means understanding that at some point in your anxiety struggles, plans may have to change. Although as you get further into your recovery, this will happen less and less.




People get really mad that I cancel plans a lot. I could not make it to my granddad’s eighty-third birthday party. Everyone in my family was so pissed. Now I don’t make any plans because I don’t know if I can get there. But they give me grief about that too. (Lindsay, age 25)







	
MYTH 8: I cannot have an anxiety disorder and be happy.






If we no longer define happiness as the absence of messy challenges that need to be solved quickly, then there is absolutely no reason why you can’t have an anxiety disorder and still be happy. Anxious and happy are friends. They are both part of the human experience.


Now that we’ve done all that rejecting, let’s do some accepting. We’re starting with acceptance (Secret Sauce ingredient No. 1) because it is a prerequisite for happiness. For Anxiety Sisters, acceptance means acknowledging the brain disorder as part of our lives. It’s expecting that anxiety is going to be around and that it probably won’t magically disappear. Once we understand that anxiety is going to be our challenge and we accept that challenge, that’s when the healing can begin. Accepting the anxiety lessens its power to surprise us, eliminates the need to be rid of it, and allows us to focus our energy on managing it. It is understanding that your brand of happy will be “anxiously happy.”




I used to think the goal was to get rid of my anxiety—that my life wouldn’t be good until I was “cured.” And I was so upset all the time because of course I couldn’t get rid of the anxiety—the more I tried, the worse it got. Then I met this therapist who asked me what if I found out I could never get rid of it. That was a real aha moment! It’s funny because I’m feeling so much better even though I still have anxiety. The difference is that I’m not trying so hard to be over it. (Renee, age 37)





In addition to acceptance, Anxiety Sisters also need agency (Secret Sauce ingredient No. 2) to be happy. This means that you—not your anxiety—are making your own decisions and choices. In an effort to avoid the discomfort that accompanies anxiety, we end up staying away from people, places, and activities that trigger it. Unwittingly, we put anxiety in the driver’s seat; consequently, we take the backseat in our own lives. And each time we alter our plans because of our anxiety, it gets a little easier to justify. Pretty soon, it’s the default.




I feel like I have lost my independence. I need someone to be with me to go to the grocery store, a routine doctor’s visit, or just about anyplace outside my house. I feel like I’m such a burden. I want to be able to do things for myself and to go places when I want. (Ashley, age 30)


I did not realize how much my anxiety had taken over my life. My friends all went on a trip together and I stayed home. I tried to tell myself that I would be saving so much money. But the truth was that the thought of getting on a plane, going to a hotel, and doing a bunch of activities just felt like too much for me. (Nellie, age 23)





We’ve all done our share of giving the reins over to anxiety. It’s part of the disorder. The challenge for us is to figure out how to take back our freedom—at least, most of the time. As you’ll soon read, there are real, concrete steps you can take to ease anxiety’s grip on your life; once you reclaim your agency, happiness will be within reach.


In order to understand our third Secret Sauce ingredient, you’re going to have to go with us on a bus ride. Don’t worry—it’s a nice bus with comfy seats and air-conditioning. And in this flashback, it doesn’t smell. The year is 2010 and we are headed into Manhattan from New Jersey. We are chatting rather loudly about the side effects of our anxiety meds (we know—most people whisper about this kind of thing, but we are the Anxiety Sisters). Suddenly, the woman in the seat across from us says, “I’m sorry to interrupt you but I heard you mention dry mouth and Paxil. I have that too—what do you do about it?” Within a few minutes, her seat-mate, who is on a similar medication, joins the discussion. By the time we reach Port Authority, more than half of the bus riders have shared their own experiences with these drugs and their anxiety. It astounds us how eager people are to talk about such a personal matter with complete strangers.


That bus ride was a pivotal experience for us. It showed us how desperately people want to connect and share their stories. And it was the day the Anxiety Sisterhood was born. Since that ride, we have communicated with thousands of anxiety sufferers and we have learned that the one thing we have in common is the need to know that we are not alone in our struggles.


When we researched this subject, we learned that our brains are actually hardwired for connection (Secret Sauce ingredient No. 3). Evolutionarily speaking, you couldn’t survive for too long on your own. You needed your clan to keep you safe. Nowadays, it’s quite easy to survive on your own, but our brains still search for connection. We are, after all, social animals.


Anxiety can be a very isolating disorder. Connection is difficult when anxiety is making your decisions. Most anxiety sufferers have seen their social circles shrink; it’s hard to keep friends when you constantly cancel plans with them. For that matter, all relationships can become strained by anxiety.




My husband and kids don’t get my anxiety at all and sometimes I feel like they just discount me altogether. It feels like I barely exist in my own family or like I am just someone to take care of … a nuisance, if anything. Even though I have a family, I am really alone. (Helen, age 60)


When my OCD got really bad, none of my friends understood. There was just so much I was afraid of doing because I was so worried I would get sick. I had to leave school. But by then I really didn’t have many friends left. (Sophie, age 21)





And don’t get us started on the mental health stigma, which causes so much shame. When we feel ashamed, we tend to stop talking and pull away from others. As such, anxiety can leave us feeling deeply alone and misunderstood. This then becomes a vicious cycle because lack of connection both causes and results from anxiety.


Scientific research has shown that loneliness or feelings of isolation affect more than just our mental health. A 2015 study conducted by Brigham Young University revealed that the lack of social connection results in the same health risks as smoking fifteen cigarettes daily or being an alcoholic.1 Another study, done in 2016, revealed a 30 percent increased risk of heart disease and/or stroke in people suffering from loneliness.2 Furthermore, in 2019, a public health researcher, Dr. Kassandra Alcaraz, examined data from more than 580,000 adults and discovered that regardless of race, social isolation more than doubled the possibility of premature death.3 For all these reasons (and because we are writing this book during the coronavirus pandemic, so we are feeling particularly isolated), connection is crucial to happiness.


You may be thinking that acceptance, agency, and connection are impossible if you are suffering from anxiety. We get that. We felt it too. But here’s the thing: acceptance, agency, and connection are both the tools you use to manage your anxiety and the result of doing so. Like coloring your own hair, the process isn’t easy. And it won’t be tidy. But we promise, it’s possible.
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Are You an Anxiety Sister?




Trigger warning!


This chapter contains detailed information about symptoms that may make some of you anxious.


Feel free to skip ahead to chapter three.







I was losing weight so quickly that I thought there was something wrong with me. But no matter how hard I tried, I could not eat more than a couple of bites. When my therapist told me that she thought this was because of my anxiety, I thought she was totally off base. It took a lot of doctor visits to learn that she was right. (Nora, age 36)


I get all of the heart attack symptoms—even the numbness in my left arm. Then I can’t breathe. It’s like something huge is sitting on my chest. I have been to a few different cardiologists. I’ve done the stress test, the EKG, you name it. No sign of heart disease at all! Even though several people have told me it’s anxiety, I just can’t make myself believe it. (Betty, age 62)





Here is the most common question we get from our online community: “Can this really be anxiety?” We ask ourselves this too—often—and yet the answer is always yes! This is a major stumbling block for almost everyone who suffers from anxiety. In fact, this incredulity is one of the most frustrating aspects of an anxiety diagnosis. Even for veteran Anxiety Sisters, it’s really hard to believe how much physical havoc anxiety can wreak.




For the last several months, I have been breaking out in hives all over my chest and arms. There’s no real reason that I can pinpoint. At first I thought it was some kind of allergy, but it happens so randomly. So I’ve been going to the allergist and now I’m on my second dermatologist. Nobody can find anything wrong. My GP thinks it’s anxiety. It doesn’t seem likely to me—I mean, how can a mental thing cause hives? It makes no sense. (Eliza, age 41)





When you accidentally staple your thumb to your son’s science project (true story), you are not at all surprised to find that your thumb is throbbing. Similarly, after hours of dental work, a headache would not be unexpected. But shortness of breath and heart palpitations while standing in line at the grocery store point toward cardiac issues, not psychological ones. If you understand a teeny bit of science, however, it actually does make sense, which will go a long way toward getting you started on that acceptance thing we talked about in chapter one.


The Three F’s


From an evolutionary perspective, anxiety was lifesaving. You’ve heard of fight-or-flight, right? Well, this is where the concept comes from. Back in the cave-people days, if you didn’t want to be eaten by a saber-toothed tiger or trampled by a woolly mammoth, you needed to be able to haul ass at a moment’s notice. In order to do this, our glands secrete stress hormones (such as adrenaline and cortisol), which cause our bodies to rev up the engines and prepare for fight-or-flight. For example, the release of stress hormones raises blood sugar levels and blood fats, both of which give our bodies the fuel to outrun predators. In addition, these hormones cause our hearts to pump faster and harder so blood can quickly get to the larger muscles in our legs and butts—the very muscles we need to get us away from danger (or fight the enemy).


In addition to fight and flight, there is a third possibility, which gets much less attention both in scientific study and in popular culture: the freeze response, which occurs when your brain decides that you cannot overcome or outrun the threat you are facing. In this instance, your body goes completely still, or “freezes.” Evolutionarily, freezing is the equivalent of playing dead so that a predator might lose interest.


Anxiety sufferers often report feeling paralyzed by anxiety—numb, unable to move, disabled. This is the freeze response that results from the brain’s split-second assessment that neither standing your ground nor fleeing will protect you from the imminent danger it perceives.




I freeze when someone yells at me. Everything stops and I can’t respond, think, or move. (Carol, age 73)


When I’m really stressed out all I can do is watch Netflix and eat. I get even more stressed because I don’t get anything done and feel worse. It’s a vicious cycle and I can’t figure out how to get out of it. (Jeanine, age 55)





The freeze response provides two benefits for the anxiety sufferer: (1) it allows you to turn away from or block out a truly frightening experience that may be too traumatic to process, and (2) it causes the release of endorphins, which act as calming agents and pain relievers to enable you to more comfortably handle the ordeal.


Fight, flight, and freeze responses originated when humans were living in constant danger. Today we do not live in such moment-to-moment peril (usually); however, the three F’s are still very much a part of our nervous system response. Thus, when we feel threatened, certain symptoms make more sense, such as heart palpitations, sweating, shaking, flushing, and shallow breathing. Of course you would feel these things if you were trying to outrun a grizzly bear.


These symptoms become less understandable, however, when they show up when we are not experiencing an actual threat. Like when we are in the carpool line or sitting in a movie theater. In these instances, sweating, shaking, pounding heart, and panting make no sense at all. The only explanation that fits is that something is physically wrong. This is how Abs ended up in the emergency room, convinced she’d had a heart attack. Twice. Okay, three times. Maybe four.


It turns out Abs’s heart was just fine. All four times. And it still is today, even though she had some cardiac symptoms just last week when she was pumping gas. Those symptoms, despite all evidence to the contrary, are caused by anxiety, not heart disease. It’s a brain problem—a misfiring that convinces her body that she is in mortal danger, even though the only real threat to her life is all those germs on the nozzle and the toxic fumes wafting in the air.


Anxiety is a condition in which the brain sends out erroneous commands to fight, flee, or freeze. Your brain is saying, “Run for your life!” at inappropriate moments. It’s helpful to remind yourself that these anxiety symptoms are the result of a false alarm. Don’t be afraid to say that out loud during an anxiety episode. We’ve done it many times, and it is really helpful for your brain to hear your voice tell it that it got it wrong.


For those of you wondering if your particular symptoms could result from anxiety, here’s the answer: Anything your body does that’s weird or uncomfortable can be caused by anxiety. No organ or body part is excluded!




When I am anxious I have to pee all the time. I was just at the doctor for a checkup—I had to stop him twice so I could go to the bathroom. And whenever I take a test at school, I have to hold it in for so long. I can’t concentrate. There is nothing I can do about it. (Graciela, age 18)


Wanna hear something weird? When I’m anxious, I start to blink like crazy. I mean, really fast and I can’t stop it until I calm down. I feel like a freak. (Nikki, age 28)





The Catalog


We bet you’re wondering if your particular set of symptoms can really be caused by anxiety. The answer is probably yes, although any Anxiety Sister worth her salt will check with her doctor and a specialist or two—just to be sure. We’ve heard from so many people about their symptoms that we created a catalog—not as much fun to flip through as Ikea’s, but then again, you don’t need an Allen wrench to figure it out.


THE CLASSICS


Let’s start with what we call the Classics, which are those symptoms most closely associated in popular culture, within the medical profession, and in literature with the experience of anxiety. These are the most talked-about, most easily recognized parts of the anxiety package. Cardiac symptoms take center stage in this group. They include fast or irregular heartbeat, sweating or feeling clammy; tight chest (the feeling that something heavy is sitting on you); shallow breathing or feeling like you cannot get enough air; dizziness and light-headedness; numbness or tingling in your hands, arms, or feet; sharp chest pains; and any other symptom found in a Bayer aspirin commercial. These are the 911ers—the ones most likely to send you to the ER (maybe more than once).


Stomach flu symptoms are also part of the Classics collection. These include stomach upset, nausea, diarrhea, chills, flushing, shaking or trembling, dizziness, dry heaving or vomiting, gas, excessive burping, acid reflux, fatigue, or that feeling you get when you’ve eaten sushi at a cafeteria buffet. This group is seriously nasty business.


Allergy symptoms are the third member of the Classics. They include hives, itching, redness, irritation, swelling, and rash. This group makes sufferers ask which cat has fleas or where’s the poison ivy, which adds exasperation to the already overwhelming anxiety as they hunt for the culprit.


THE AVANT-GARDES


Members of the Avant-Garde collection are not often identified as anxiety presentations, but in our thousands of conversations with Anxiety Sisters, we found them to be a significant part of the experience. These include insomnia, lethargy, headaches, muscle pain or weakness, dry mouth, jaw grinding, twitching, difficulty swallowing or lump in the throat, coughing, sneezing, changes in appetite, constipation, frequent urination, tics, hair pulling, and decreased libido.


This list is by no means exhaustive. There are as many symptoms as there are sufferers. What’s important to know is that anxiety can cause intense physical manifestations. In other words, anything your body can do—any sensation, sound, or fluid it can generate—can be an anxiety symptom.


As we said previously, when you experience anxiety, your nervous system goes into fight-or-flight mode. All the physical symptoms you feel can be explained by this protective mechanism. For example, because sweating is a bodily response to rising temperature, and anxiety causes body temperature to rise (as we prepare for fight-or-flight), it makes sense that sweating could occur as you begin to feel anxious. Thus the connection between anxiety and drenched pits.


Let’s look at another common symptom: burping. The fight-or-flight anxiety response we are always talking about causes your respiration to become shallow—this is what makes some sisters feel like they aren’t getting enough air when they panic. The body’s response to this shortness of breath is, of course, to gulp air or hyperventilate. And because everything that enters the body must at some point exit—well, there you have it. Loud and frequent belching. We call this Drunk Pirate Syndrome.


Here’s an interesting statistic: one out of every four people who show up at the hospital with chest pain are experiencing anxiety and not a heart issue.1 So what causes the pain you feel? It’s actually from your chest wall muscles contracting rapidly, which happens during fight-or-flight. For this reason, some people even experience chest soreness the day after an anxiety attack.


One more comment about physical symptoms (you may want to sit down): they can change and multiply. What we mean by this is that just when you have begun to accept and manage your anxiety-induced dizziness, you may notice, say, headaches that seem to come out of nowhere. We call this anxiety relocation.




It started in my twenties with a terrible stomach. Doctors said I had IBS. Then, in my thirties, out of the blue, I started having severe chest pain, shortness of breath, and palpitations. I went to the cardiologist, who did an exam and said it may be anxiety, but I didn’t believe it, so I ended up having an angiogram, which showed my arteries were clear. Shortly after, however, I developed really bad itching in my arms and legs with no apparent cause. I went to dermatologists and allergists and even a rheumatologist, but all the tests were negative. I finally gave in and started taking Zoloft. Within a few months, the itching disappeared. (Bobbie, age 48)





THE HEADBANGERS


Although when we think of anxiety symptoms, they tend to be physical, in fact there are some pretty intense psychological ones as well. We call this group the Headbangers because they play with your head until you want to bang it into a wall. Here are a few we and other anxiety sufferers have experienced: (1) obsessive or repetitive thoughts, (2) catastrophizing, (3) depersonalization, fear of death, and (5) the Anxiety Loop.


As we said in chapter one, when a distressing thought enters your mind and repeats itself endlessly, you are experiencing obsessive thinking. It feels like you are being held prisoner by a thought, which plays over and over in your mind and from which you cannot escape or be distracted.


[image: Image]


One Anxiety Sister we interviewed describes the experience as follows:




It’s like one thought is on auto-play. It’s all I can hear. Usually, it’s something like “I can’t handle this” or “I’m gonna die.” This one thought takes over and I’m completely out of control. (Carly, age 34)





Another Anxiety Sister can’t fall asleep at night because of her obsessive thinking:




When I’m in bed, I start thinking about my to-do list for the next day. Although I’ve already written it down, I can’t stop going through the list and worrying that I’ve forgotten something. I might go through the list thirty times. Obviously, that interferes with my sleep. But I just can’t stop. (Ellen, age 51)





For folks diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), ruminating or getting stuck on one thought is a primary symptom.




I can spend hours thinking about past mistakes I have made in my life and whether I am a bad person because of them. Sometimes I am going over every detail of a relationship or breakup for hours and hours. All of a sudden I look up and three or four hours have passed. (BJ, age 44)





Closely related to obsessive thinking is catastrophizing or exaggerating a negative thought to the point of disaster. You create a catastrophe and then buy into it wholeheartedly. Like playing the what-if game with progressively worse outcomes. The thing is, being able to anticipate danger was key to our ancestors’ survival, so evolution has set us up to be quite good at catastrophizing. Except we don’t have quite the same need for it now that woolly mammoths are out of the picture.




Every time I feel a twinge in my chest area—or even in my back or neck—I think I’m having a heart attack. It drives my wife crazy because it happens a lot. But that’s just where my head goes. (Randi, age 40)





The next Headbanger symptom is something clinicians call depersonalization or dissociation. We prefer the kinder, gentler term “floating,” which many people use to describe the sensation of watching or hearing yourself as if you are not in your own body—as if you are floating from above.




During my first panic episode, I distinctly remember hearing myself say, “Something’s not right.” But my voice was coming from a place below me, where my body was sitting. It was the most frightening thing I’ve ever experienced. (Ann-Marie, age 49)





Basically, what’s happening is that you are so freaked out that you’ve decided (without your knowledge) to leave the scene. The good news is eventually you’ll float right back to where you started. But while you’re gone, it’s pretty intense. The sensation is so discombobulating, the only plausible explanations are (1) you have died and are on your way elsewhere, (2) you are in the process of dying, or (3) you are having a complete nervous breakdown. In any case, for most of us, the experience is pretty unpleasant.


[image: Image]




I remember telling my therapist that when I was having a panic attack, I didn’t feel “in” myself. I wondered if I was going crazy. She assured me that I wasn’t—that I was just depersonalizing, which is a perfectly normal part of anxiety disorder. (Brittany, age 29)


I never knew this had a name or that anyone else felt this way. I remember first feeling it when I was a young child but I didn’t tell anyone about it. (Barbara, age 64)





The fourth Headbanger is fear of death (we call it FOD). We have found that, more than any other symptom, this is part of the anxiety experience, particularly if you suffer from panic. Because so many symptoms mimic lethal conditions (heart attack, stroke, tumors), it is hard not to imagine that death is around the corner. And death feels just as possible whether you are in your first or five-hundredth episode. Even for us panic pros, FOD is still very much part of the event.




Even though I can tell you now it’s panic, especially after all this time, during an attack, I just feel like I’m dying, no matter how many doctors I’ve been to or how much reassurance they give me. (Leigh, age 32)





Let’s just clarify that when we refer to FOD, we are talking about a reaction to extreme physical distress caused by anxiety. We recognize that some people suffer from thanatophobia, which is an excessive and irrational fear of death not necessarily associated with physical symptoms. While all phobias are technically anxiety disorders, FOD refers specifically to the fear that one might die during an anxiety episode as a direct result of what one believes is causing the physical symptoms. The important thing to remember about FOD is this: fearing that you will die during your panic episode is (1) an appropriate response to a faulty brain signal, and (2) a symptom of panic disorder, not an immediate reality.


We mentioned the final Headbanger in chapter one: the Anxiety Loop, which happens when you panic about panic or become anxious about anxiety. It’s a vicious cycle if we’ve ever heard of one: you become so worried about having another bout that you actually bring one on, which confirms your fear and leads you to worry about the next one. This loop creates a state of constant anticipatory anxiety. One sister put it eloquently: “You’re either coming down from the last one or gearing up for the next one. It never ends.”



THE ILLUSIONISTS



Our last group of anxiety symptoms, the Illusionists, are behaviors that on the surface don’t seem attributable to anxiety but in fact are caused by the disorder: (1) anger/irritability, (2) hyper-control, (3) restlessness, (4) spacing out, and (5) sensory symptoms. As you know by now, how we react to the fight, flight, or freeze response will determine our anxiety behaviors. For example, the fight response, which gears us up for battle, can for some people look like angry outbursts, tantrums, impatience, rudeness, exasperation, short-temperedness, or even rage. If you are snapping at your colleagues, shouting (too much) at the kids, or experiencing weird rages at relative strangers, you could be expressing your anxiety as anger.




I yelled at people who worked for me, coworkers, and even my boss. Eventually this anger cost me my job. The more stressed and overwhelmed I get, the more angry I become. (Kerry, age 56)


I know my anxiety is bad when I start flying off the handle at everyone, especially my kids. Sometimes they are just wanting a cuddle and I feel so guilty, but I don’t want to be touched when I am anxious. I yell at them for no reason—they’re just being kids. (Kate, age 39)





In the same way that anxiety can come out as anger or irritability, it can also take the form of control-freakism. Because the sufferer feels so out of control, she hyper-manages her environment and the people in it.




My business partner can always tell when I’m feeling very anxious because I start trying to control everything she says and does. I get so bossy, I don’t know how she puts up with it. Lucky for me, she understands anxiety! (Abs, age 52)





Some Anxiety Sisters experience their anxiety as restlessness (what our grandmothers would call the shpilkes). You know what we’re talking about—when you can’t find a place for yourself and nothing feels right. It’s akin to not being able to settle in.




I can’t concentrate or get into anything, and I can’t figure out where I would be comfortable. I keep moving from place to place but I just can’t seem to relax. Sometimes getting out helps, sometimes it doesn’t. (Shirley, age 75)
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