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INTRODUCTION


Life can be stressful. You’re balancing schoolwork, sports, extracurriculars, dating, an after-school job, your social media feeds, and trying to figure out what comes next—plus juggling all the demands your parents, teachers, and friendships place on you, not to mention the expectations you put on yourself.

Trust me . . . I know. Like you, my daily life is filled with stress, but over the years, I’ve come up with all kinds of techniques to deal. Of course, every now and then I still teeter on the brink of a full-fledged, stress-induced meltdown, but I can usually find the right strategy to get me through the crisis. Just last week, however, I was put to the test. Here’s a play-by-play:

I’m in New York City—102nd Street and First Avenue, to be exact. I’m sitting in the back of a taxi on my way to JFK airport. It’s been an awesome week, but I’m ready to get back home to Seattle, where my husband, son, and dog are awaiting my arrival. I’m looking forward to a calm, relaxing flight where I can zone out with my iPod and enjoy a few last hours of uninterrupted work time and a bag or two of salted peanuts.

This is the clear image I have in my head when the traffic on First Avenue screeches to a halt. The taxi begins to crawl, a half mile an hour . . . tops. Traveling the distance of two city blocks, which should have taken thirty seconds, stretches into fifteen minutes.

We finally inch our way over the Triborough Bridge and into Queens, but the traffic there is no better. Though I had left my friend’s apartment in plenty of time to drive to the airport, my spirits plummet as I catch sight of the sea of brake lights ahead of me.

It’s 5:28 p.m. My flight leaves at six thirty and I’m still a good ten miles out.

Anxiety pours through my veins. My heart races. I begin imagining the worst-case scenarios—shelling out a couple hundred bucks to get on another flight or holing up in a fleabag motel off Route 495 so I can fly out first thing in the morning.

Then a voice in my head chimes in to stop my pending panic.

Hold on a sec, Deb. You can handle this without freaking out. Center yourself. Take some deep breaths.

I do.

The minutes pass.

5:45 p.m. The centering stops working. Time for another technique.
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Visualize, I say to myself. Visualize the traffic opening up. Picture yourself sitting comfortably on your flight an hour from now.

I do.

The minutes pass.

5:56 p.m. I’m still anxious and even more convinced I’ll be missing my flight.

Come on, Debbie. You’re writing a book on how to de-stress. You’ve got to find a way to cope, I say to myself.

So I dig down deep inside my core and make one last attempt to manage my angst, which by this time is causing beads of sweat bigger than a Seattle raindrop to drip off my forehead. I decide to change my thinking in order to change the way I’m feeling, and I tell myself the following:

Stressing out won’t make it any more likely that I’ll make my flight. So I can either freak out about it, or I can lean back and relax . . . either way, the outcome will be the same. And frankly, relaxing sounds a lot better than having a breakdown in the backseat of a cab.

So I make the choice to chill out.

And it works.

EPILOGUE: I pulled up to JFK at 6:04 p.m., officially missing the cutoff time to check in for my flight. Luckily, the Delta folks hooked me up, escorted me through security (where, because I hadn’t had a chance to put my liquids in a Ziploc, I had to kiss about eighty dollars’ worth of product good-bye, but whatever), and ran with me to make sure I got aboard my flight. It wasn’t pretty, but I made it. I collapsed into my nonreclining seat in the last row, sweaty and sucking wind from the dash. I’d made it just in the nick of time . . . the nick of time to sit on the tarmac for two hours because of an airplane “traffic” jam. But hey, I’m not complaining.

Whether you’re racing to catch a flight, balancing a ridiculously overbooked schedule, or navigating a complicated situation among your circle of friends, stress is a universal experience (unless, perhaps, you’re a Buddhist monk . . . I don’t think they’re allowed to be stressed). Sometimes stress catches you off guard—the result of a crisis, an emergency, or some unexpected turn of events. Other times stress simply builds up over time—the unfortunate result of month after month of being overscheduled, overachieving . . . overwhelmed. Sometimes stress comes as a side-effect of simply getting through day-to-day life, full of worries over things like safety, college dreams, and the unknowns of the future.

Regardless of the specific cause, stress always harms you most when you’re off balance—when one or more aspects of your being (body, mind, and soul) is not getting the attention it deserves. When you’re off balance, you’re not able to handle the ups and downs of life as well as you could, because you don’t feel centered and are easily thrown off track. The slightest bump in the road can turn your world upside down. Unfortunately, this is the way most of us live, most of the time.

You might be thinking: How can I make room for balance in my life when there’s so much pressure to “do” and “be” everything?

That’s where this book comes in. The most important step in finding balance is to have periodic personal “check-ins”—connecting with yourself and how you’re doing on a physical, emotional, and spiritual level. Sometimes you might not even realize how much stress you’ve been building up until it reaches the point where you’re completely overwhelmed. You can avoid a total meltdown by paying attention to the minor stresses in your life and taking note of the times you feel out of sorts or off balance. When you start feeling as though things are spiraling out of your control, making even one small adjustment to your schedule or taking a short “time-out” for yourself can put things back into balance.

This book presents all kinds of approaches for stomping out the stresses in your life. Within each chapter, you’ll find dozens of practical tips that you can try out in your life right now. You may find that one of these techniques works for you no matter what kind of challenge you’re up against. Or you may need to use different techniques to tackle different stress-inducing factors. Experiment and adjust your approach until you find the right match—inside these pages is a method that will work for you.

But wait . . . there’s more! Inside Chill you’ll find anecdotes and tips from successful women and other teens, quizzes to help you get connected to yourself and find your own best de-stressing style, and suggestions for incorporating stress-relieving strategies into your life seamlessly and without too much effort. Lastly, at the end of each chapter are ideas for things to explore on your own in your journal (if you don’t already keep one, jump ahead to Chapter 9 for tips on how to get started), as well as suggested “affirmations” that can help you remember the power you already have within to conquer your stress.

Before you get started, I must warn you: Some of my stress-relief suggestions might seem to be adding more to your “to do” list. But sometimes taking even ten minutes to do something positive to reduce your stress (like going for a walk or meditating or organizing your work space) will actually give you back hours of a less-stressed life in the long run.

Believe it or not, you already have the ability and the power to handle any stressors that life throws your way. All you need is to know how to do it. Read Chill with an open mind and see which techniques resonate. You don’t have to be stressed if you don’t want to, so make the choice to say no to stress in your life.

To get the most out of Chill, dive into some bonus content, and get on the fast track to applying these strategies and ideas to your own life, download your free Chill workbook at www.debbiereber.com.

Here’s to a more balanced, peaceful you!
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WHAT IS STRESS?

Stress seems to be on just about everyone’s minds these days. I get tons of e-mails and letters from teen girls sharing their personal tales of stress and angst in their lives. So how do you define stress?

Stress is the feeling you get when you’re taking on too much, or people are demanding on you too much.

—ZOE, AGE 17

I would define stress as being overwhelmed with a certain problem or person.

—ALIA, AGE 16

Stress is tension, whether emotional or physical. You can be stressed out about friendship troubles, or you can be stressed out about lack of sleep. You can get impatient in a long line at the grocery store, or your body can be stressed out by overexerting yourself in an exercise or sport.

—GWYN, AGE 15

All great definitions. Here’s how the American Academy of Pediatrics defines stress: “[Stress is] the uncomfortable feeling you get when you’re worried, scared, frustrated, or overwhelmed. It is caused by emotions, but it affects your mood and your body.”

That definition might be straightforward enough, but stress sure doesn’t feel straightforward to deal with. Yes, it’s a normal part of life, but that doesn’t mean it won’t take a toll. Let stress run rampant and your mind, body, and soul will pay the price.

The Origins of Stress

Have you ever been in a situation where you went from calm to terrified in a split second? Maybe you were jolted awake in the middle of the night by a suspicious noise coming from inside your house. Or maybe you stepped into a busy intersection just as a car darted out of nowhere and narrowly missed hitting you. Maybe you were water-skiing, and, as you waited for the boat to swing around and pick you up, your mind turned to the movie Jaws, and you nearly freaked out big-time.

When you’re thrust into a situation that feels dangerous, scary, or potentially life-threatening, your body switches to autopilot, and your nervous system takes over. Once your brain makes an internal announcement that something is wrong, your body responds by automatically releasing the hormone adrenaline into the blood stream. That’s when the party really gets started. The adrenaline affects you by:

■ increasing your heart rate (so you can take in more oxygen in case you need to run or exert yourself)

■ raising your blood pressure (a result of your heart beating faster and your blood vessels constricting)

■ sending more blood to your muscles so you’ll be ready to react quickly and with power

Your body also releases cortisol, another hormone that works with adrenaline to:

■ give you a quick burst of energy

■ improve your memory

■ increase your ability to withstand pain

If you’ve ever experienced a surge of adrenaline, or an “adrenaline rush,” you might have noticed that things suddenly appeared to be happening in slow motion. Maybe you felt a rush of blood to your arms, legs, hands, or feet. Or maybe you broke out in a sweat, or suddenly felt shaky and nauseous. These are all classic symptoms of the “fight-or-flight response,” a subconscious preparation by your body to do what it takes—stay and fight or turn and run—to survive any situation. They are also the classic symptoms of what we call stress.

In emergencies, stress can be a good thing. It’s a survival tool, and a pretty efficient one at that. Stress isn’t always a negative in your day-to-day life, either. It’s stress that gives you that extra oomph while you’re playing in the state soccer tournament, or when you’re pushing to meet an impossible deadline. Small amounts of stress can keep you on your toes and push you to perform at your highest level. But what happens when you’re dealt too much?


When Stress Doesn’t Go Away

Just as your body’s stress responses switch on during an emergency, they’re supposed to switch off once the crisis has passed. Your heart rate should go back to normal, the sweating should stop, and the queasy feeling in your stomach should vanish.

But the problem comes in when your body repeatedly gets tricked into responding to stresses that aren’t life threatening. Anxiety about next week’s midterm can trigger the same fight-or-flight response as a serious threat. But since you don’t actually need your survival hormones to get through your midterm, you’re left with extra adrenaline and cortisol hanging around. The result? Chronic stress. Your body starts exhibiting classic stress symptoms all the time. Instead of giving you a boost to power through an emergency, the stress starts wearing you down. And that’s when the trouble begins.

What Stress Does

Being seriously stressed out can cause all kinds of not-so-pleasant side effects, including:

■ trouble sleeping

■ tense muscles and muscle pain

■ stomachaches, digestion problems, and/or constipation

■ headaches, including migraines

■ irritability and moodiness

■ feeling down about everything

■ impaired cognitive functioning

■ unexpected emotional outbursts (such as crying or laughing for no reason)

■ an irregular heartbeat or rapid heart rate

■ lowered immunity (being more susceptible to illness or rashes)

■ difficulty concentrating

■ acne

Dealing with even one of these symptoms on a regular basis would wreak havoc on your peace factor. And when your stress runs rampant, it’s also potentially damaging to your long-term health. Overstressed teens are at a much higher risk for developing depression, panic or anxiety disorders, and drug abuse problems as adults.

The Stress Roller Coaster

Once you buckle up for a ride on the stress roller coaster, it can sometimes be hard to climb off. Here’s an example of how stress feeds on itself in a vicious cycle:

You feel anxious about something → you lose sleep → you’re constantly tired → you rely on sugar and caffeine to perk you up → you become nutritionally imbalanced → you lack the energy to do anything about what you originally felt anxious about → you feel more anxiety and stress (and back to the beginning again)

You’ve probably already come up with some healthy ways to release your stress, but sometimes you might be coping in unhealthy ways too—getting into fights or lashing out at parents and friends, keeping your emotions and anxieties bottled up inside, bullying other people, or experimenting with drinking, doing drugs, engaging in risky sexual behavior, or cutting.

You can’t always control the stressful situations that life throws your way, but you can control how you deal with your stress. To find your best stress solution, you need to figure out what it is you’re so stressed out about in the first place. Read on to find out what teens everywhere say are their biggest stress sources. Chances are, you’ll realize you’re not alone.


WHAT’S YOUR SECRET FOR STOMPING OUT STRESS?

I write a lot of poetry and songs to relieve my stress . . . it helps to get everything out.

—DEVIN, AGE 15

My technique for relieving stress is running on the treadmill and listening to my favorite music. Also, just reading a book or magazine while listening to music is stress-relieving for me.

—SAMANTHA, AGE 16

I’ve kept diaries since I was eight years old, and I write almost every night. It relaxes me and helps me fall asleep.

—ABIGAIL, AGE 18

I make sure I have alone time.

—ALYSSA, AGE 16




TIME-OUT: FACING THE FUTURE

During the writing of this book, the US was slowly crawling its way out of a recession. The job market, especially for entry-level positions, is particularly tight, even with a four-year college degree, and students are drowning in loan debt that makes it more and more difficult for them to have a decent standard of living as young, independent adults.
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There’s no way to predict what will happen with the job market and economy in years to come, but the not knowing can be just as stressful, especially for teens looking ahead to what’s next.

The truth is, it can be hard to dream big when everywhere you turn there’s a reminder about just how hard things can be. It’s enough to make even the most self-possessed, optimistic girl have a bit of a meltdown.

LET IT GO

There are many strategies to help you deal with future stress freak-outs, but the most powerful one is to let go of what you can’t control. Remind yourself that what happens in the future is no more in your control than whether or not it’s going to rain Sunday or which numbers will be drawn in the next Mega Millions lottery.

By holding on to worry and stress over the “what ifs” (What if I can’t find a job? What if my career dreams don’t pan out? What if the economy tanks again and I have to live at home until I’m thirty?), you’re essentially trying to control the future, as if your anxiety is actually a super power you can use to will the future to align with what you want.

Um, that doesn’t work.

In fact, as I write in chapter eight, dwelling on fear and negativity can actually bring more fear and negativity into your life. And that’s pretty much the opposite of what we’re going for when it comes to reducing stress.

So, let it go.

And yes, I’m aware this is one of those easier-said-than-done kind of situations. So here are some more tips to make letting it go easier and, as a result, bring you more peace about what’s to come:

Stay in the here and now. Since the past has already happened and can’t be changed, and the future is a great big unknown, the best bet to experiencing more peace in your life is to stay in the present. How you choose to feel and what you choose to do in this moment is really the only thing completely within your control. To stay in the here and now, really be “in it,” whatever “it” is. If you’re baking cookies, enjoy all the smells and tastes and textures that go along with that. If you’re dodging puddles in a cross-country meet, think about how your body feels as it glides down the path. When you find yourself spinning off into future unknowns, snap yourself back to the present.

Go back to gratitude. As I write in chapter seven, gratitude is a great way to bring attention to what is working in your life instead of focusing on what isn’t or dwelling on unknowns that might feel big and scary. The simple act of taking five minutes to appreciate even little things you are grateful for can result in an instant mind shift.

Get inspired by others. Read the memoirs and biographies of people who’ve overcome challenges in their lives and gone on to accomplish incredible things. Not only will this help you reset your perspective, but it will give you a burst of inspiration and the reminder that you can do anything you set your mind to.

Be curious. Turning your worry into curiosity will transform the energy surrounding your thoughts about the future. Curiosity is about things like possibility, unlimited options, and what could be. And unlike the heavy anxiousness of worry, curiosity is light and exciting and hopeful. So instead of thinking thoughts like, I’m worried I won’t reach my future dreams, think I’m so curious to see where my passions and interests take me!

And lastly . . .

Remember that you are creative, resourceful, and whole. It’s true. You have what it takes to create whatever you want to create with your life. Trust in yourself and in your ability to make smart choices and figure it out as you go along.
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WHAT’S EATING YOU?

One thing’s for certain—life is complicated. And the things that stress us out are no exception. Here’s fifteen-year-old Simone’s story:

I met my first best friend when I was little, but only in the past few years have things gotten out of control. At first it was just stupid little things, like she would find another friend and ditch me until she got bored of her. Then she’d come back to me and act like nothing had happened. She did this repeatedly, and it really lowered my self-esteem. This went on for at least a few years, until we got into high school. That’s when it got worse. Of course, she found a new friend again and she completely ignored me. She shut me out and pretended like I wasn’t in her life at all. I wasn’t going to have any of it, so I tried to work it out between the three of us: me, her, and her new “best friend.” Then the new friend did everything she could to prevent me from keeping my friendship—spreading nasty rumors, getting other people to gang up on me . . . it got really bad.

Sound familiar? With social pressures like this, no wonder friendships are a major source of any teen’s daily dose of stress. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.

Here are the top contenders for the prestigious title of “Things Most Likely to Create Stress and Angst in Your Life”:

■ Self-Identity

■ College and Career Dreams

■ Friendships

■ Romantic Relationships

■ School Realities

■ Family Life

■ Global Issues

■ Yourself

SELF-IDENTITY

I’m always feeling stress about making sure I look good and maintaining the image that people expect of me.

—HAYLIE, AGE 16

Who am I? That’s the million-dollar question. If you’re like most teens, you spend a lot of time trying to figure out who you are, what you like, what you stand for, what your sexual orientation is, what you want to look like, how and where you fit in, and what kind of person you want to be.

This stressor is especially difficult to deal with because the media culture—TV shows, websites, magazines, advertisements, everything—bombards you with the message that you’re not okay the way you are. Unless you live on a deserted island, your self-confidence is constantly being challenged to meet an impossible standard of perfection.
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Coming to terms with the changes going on in your body, feeling overwhelming uncertainty about the way you look, or having negative or unhealthy thoughts about your appearance, all while you’re also trying to figure out who you are aside from your looks, can cause major stress. As thirteen-year-old Cecelia says so aptly, “I get stressed over things like clothes not fitting at American Eagle because I’m too big for them.” Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all policy for teenhood.

Do you have stresses related to your self-identity? Write them down in a notebook:







COLLEGE AND CAREER DREAMS

I go to an all-girls school where all the girls are obsessed with getting good grades so they can get into Harvard or Yale and then get a high-paying job as a doctor or something like that. I’m constantly being told, “Do this to get into college!” or “Oh, you shouldn’t do that . . . that looks bad on a résumé.” Seriously, how much does one bad high school grade or silly extracurricular play into the span of your whole life? I thought this was supposed to be the best time of life, and I just don’t understand why people turn it into an audition for college.

—HANNAH, AGE 16

Hannah makes a good point. Big dreams can come at a high price if you don’t find a way to keep things in perspective. Pressure over grades, course loads, SAT scores, extracurricular activities, and class rank—it’s enough to push even the most grounded girl over the edge.

I wish I could say that academic stress is much ado about nothing, but unfortunately, it’s based on a pressure-filled reality. The number of students applying to college each year has hit record highs, and it’s expected to keep rising. Couple that with the fact that many colleges are actually enrolling fewer students each year, and it’s easy to understand why competition to get into most schools is becoming incredibly fierce.

And though the US is in recovery from a recent recession, the economy and the job market haven’t fully bounced back. Students know that their best chance of landing a coveted post-college gig is to do whatever it takes to stand out.

You may be up for the challenge, but you’re also probably paying the price of this academic rat race by:

■ juggling a jam-packed schedule filled with sports, clubs, and other extracurricular activities and little or no time for chilling out

■ obsessing over your GPA, your SAT and ACT scores, and class rank

■ feeling immense pressure to load up on honors and AP classes or community college courses in high school

■ experiencing competition among friends over college admittance (who gets in where, who gets accepted early admission, who gets wait-listed)

■ having extremely high expectations placed on you (by your teachers and coaches, your parents, and yourself)

■ feeling the need to do something exceptional outside of school, like create a nonprofit or get accepted to present at a TED youth conference or launch a successful YouTube channel
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