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Chapter 1: Stop Yelling in the First 5 Seconds

After this chapter, you can stop a yell before it leaves your mouth by waiting a few seconds.

It's 7:40 at night and your four-year-old slaps the bathwater for the third time. A wave lands on the bathmat, your socks and the clean towel you put out two minutes ago. The yell is already climbing up your throat, and you have a few seconds before it comes out.

What Seneca said about the first few seconds

Seneca's advice for the first moment is short. In On Anger, he writes: "The greatest remedy for anger is delay". In plain words: wait.

In On Anger he also says that "anger begins with a mighty rush, and then falls away, becoming fatigued too soon". In plain words: the first rush tires fast. Delay, he says, lets that first glow die down and gives the cloud over your mind time to clear, or at least thin out. He also advises letting some time pass before you act on what looks like an injury, because time shows you what happened.

There's a reason you can't talk yourself out of it mid-rush. Seneca notes that some of the wisest men have called anger a short madness, partly because it is deaf to reason and advice. You can't argue with your own anger in the first few seconds, so outwait it.

Seneca tells two stories about this. Socrates was angry with a slave and put off correcting him until a calmer time, correcting himself first. Plato refused to punish a slave while he was in a rage, saying he would hit harder than he ought to.

Why waiting works

Researchers found that whenever the trigger came back, even only in the person's mind, the emotional episode lasted longer. So don't replay the story in your head ("third time, THIRD time, I've told him a hundred times"). Let the first wave pass without feeding it.

Britain's national health service advises giving yourself time to think before you react, such as counting to ten and breathing calmly. A health website run by an Australian state government advises that when your anger feels out of hand, you step away for a while and come back once you've cooled down.

A review of studies on slow breathing (under 10 breaths a minute) reported more relaxation and lower anger in the healthy people it looked at. The routine below starts with one long, slow breath out, and you can take more if you have time.

Example: the school gate

Say it's 8:24 on a Tuesday morning. Dev, 38, is walking his daughter Maya, 7, to the school gate, which shuts at 8:30. Ten steps from the gate, Maya stops and says, "I forgot my reading folder." It's the third time this week. Dev's jaw locks, and the sentence is ready: "Why can you never remember ONE thing?"

Dev shuts his mouth and leaves his hand where it is, on the strap of her backpack. For the next couple of seconds he breathes out through his nose, long and slow, and says one word in his head: "wait." The ready-made sentence is still there, but it's quieter by the time he crouches down to her height.

Then he speaks, in a lower voice than he'd planned: "Okay. Tell Ms. Okafor it's at home. Tonight we'll put it by the door before bed." Maya nods and goes in.

If he'd yelled, the folder would still be at home, and Dev might spend the drive to work replaying the moment.

The 5-second routine

Use these steps in the moment itself, the second you feel the yell coming. Learn them in this order, because each one buys time for the next.


	Close your mouth and keep your hands still. Press your lips together. Leave your hands where they are, at your sides, on the steering wheel, on the counter. No pointing, no slamming, no grabbing. This is the step that stops the yell, so it comes first.

	Take one long, slow breath out. Breathe in normally, then let the air out slowly, as if through a straw. Make the out-breath longer than the in-breath. Take a second one if you need it.

	Say one word to yourself. "Wait." If someone is in front of you and expecting an answer, say out loud, calmly: "Give me a minute."

	Lower your voice or step back one pace. In On Anger, Seneca advises swapping each sign of anger for its calm opposite: "our voice milder, our step slower". He adds that your inward thoughts gradually take their cue from how you carry yourself. So when you do speak, start quieter than feels natural.

	Then choose what to say. Keep the first sentence short and about what happens next, like Dev's "Tonight we'll put it by the door." Leave the lecture about last week for another day.



This part feels like a lot the first time. With practice, it gets quicker.

Short versions for the places you snap

With kids, close your mouth and breathe out. Then crouch to their eye level and speak quietly. Back at bath time, that sounds like: "Water stays in the tub. One more splash and bath's over." Then you mop.

With a partner, say "Give me a minute" and leave the room for a short while. Add when you'll be back ("I'll come back after I've put the kettle on") so it doesn't look like you're storming off.

With a rude email or message, don't hit reply. Close the tab or put the phone face down for two minutes. My rule: nothing you type in the first two minutes gets sent. If you must write, write in a blank note, not in the reply box, where one slip of the thumb sends it.

In traffic or a slow line, keep your hands on the wheel, or loose at your sides in the store, and breathe out long.

When the other person is the one mid-rush, use the same wait on yourself, and don't try to talk them down yet. Say little, something like "I hear you. Let's talk in a minute," and save your reasons for later.

The emergency routine when the yell is already out

Some days the yell gets out before step 1. You're tired, the kids are fighting, the boss sent a "quick question" at 6 p.m., and it's out of your mouth before you notice it coming.

When it happens, don't pile a second round of anger on top, this time aimed at yourself. Use the wait late: close your mouth mid-sentence, even six words in, breathe out, and lower your voice for whatever comes next.

You'll still miss sometimes. The aim is fewer yells, and shorter ones. Count every wait you manage, even a late one, as practice for the next.

Takeaways


	When the yell rises, close your mouth and keep your hands still before anything else.

	Breathe out long and slow before you say a word.

	"Give me a minute" buys you time without slamming a door.

	Lower your voice and slow your step; Seneca says your thoughts gradually follow.

	Seneca says the first rush tires quickly. Help it along by not replaying the story.



Your one step this week

Practice the 5-second wait on three small irritations: a slow line, a spilled drink, an app that freezes. Run all five steps each time, even though the stakes are tiny and you feel a bit silly breathing slowly at a frozen screen. That way the routine is already in your hands when the big moment comes.




Chapter 2: Spot the Warning Signs Before You Explode

After this chapter, you'll know your first warning signs in your body, voice and thoughts, and what shortens your fuse, so you can stop anger while it's still small.

Say Ravi is on his third work call of the morning when his daughter asks, for the fourth time, where her shoes are. He answers in a voice loud enough that the call goes quiet. Later he says it came from nowhere. It had been building since breakfast, and he hadn't noticed.

Seneca's storm signs

In On Anger, Seneca wrote that anger gives warning signs, the way weather does: "Just as the signs of storms and rain come before the storms themselves, so there are certain forerunners of anger, love, and all the storms which torment our minds".

In plain words: learn your own signs and you'll see anger coming.

He also said each person's signals are a little different. People get offended by different things, so you need to know your own weak point and guard it with extra care. Your partner might go quiet when angry while you go loud. Your colleague might boil over at being interrupted while you boil over at being ignored. So build your own list.

In the same work he wrote that "it is easier to banish dangerous passions than to rule them; it is easier not to admit them than to keep them in order when admitted". He also advised resisting anger's "very beginnings" and rejecting its first nudges straight away.

In plain words: stop anger early, while it's still small.

The three steps of anger

Seneca described anger as moving in three steps. Knowing them shows you where to put your effort.

Step one: the jolt

Someone cuts in front of you, or your teenager rolls their eyes, and something in you jumps. Seneca compared this first movement to blushing or shivering. It happens on its own, and you shouldn't try to stop it. He called it involuntary, a preparation for a passion and a threat of one. A modern writer on the Stoics says these bodily reactions, before you agree to anything, are not themselves anger.

Step two: the story

A second later your mind offers an explanation: "He did that on purpose." "She never listens to me." "They think I'm an idiot." This is the moment, in the Stoic view, when you either agree with the story or refuse it. Until you agree, you have a jolt and a guess.

Step three: reason goes

Once you've agreed, you lose your grip and the anger comes out in what you say or do: the yell, or the text you wish you could unsend.

If you've tried to stay calm before and failed, look at where you were trying. Maybe it was at step three, mid-shout, telling yourself to calm down. In my view that's the hardest place to win. Seneca advised resisting anger at its very beginnings, and I suggest you start there too.

What the first jolt feels like in your body

The jolt is your body's alarm going off. Anger switches on the fight-or-flight response, the same system your body uses for fear.

When that alarm goes off, your heart beats faster, your breathing speeds up, you warm up and your skin starts to sweat. Check for your own signs too, such as a tight jaw, clenched hands or raised shoulders. Treat each one as your cue to name it and wait.

Your voice and your words give signs too. Listen for your voice getting higher, faster or flatter, and for "always" and "never" turning up in your sentences. "You always do this" is usually step two talking.

What shortens your fuse

The same spilled drink can get a shrug one day and a snap the next, depending on the state you're in.

In On Anger, Seneca repeated an old saying that a tired person is quarrelsome, and added that a hungry or thirsty person is too, along with anyone who is suffering for any reason. His advice was practical: don't start important talks when you're tired, hungry or sick.

In one modern study, 64 people rated their feelings five times a day for 21 days. When they were hungrier, they felt more angry and irritable and less pleased. Another study found that hunger made people feel negative and judge a researcher harshly only when they didn't realize their mood was coming from hunger. So if you notice you're hungry, eat before the talk.

A pooled analysis of 80 papers, covering 76,761 people, found that short sleep goes with higher aggression. That's a link. The experiments in that analysis gave mixed results, so it isn't proven that short sleep causes it. In one experiment, though, volunteers who'd gone a night without sleep reported more stress, anxiety and anger than rested volunteers when given a mildly stressful task.

My own rule of thumb adds one more: being rushed. If you're late, hungry and short of sleep at the same time, expect to snap at small things.

Why putting a sign into words helps

In a brain-scan study, putting a feeling into words calmed the amygdala, the brain's alarm center, while activity rose in a region behind the right forehead. So once you notice a sign, name it. You don't need a speech. One word in your head will do: "jaw." "Hot." "Angry."

Britain's national health service suggests mindfulness techniques to help you recognize the first stirrings of anger, so you can begin calming down sooner rather than later. Spotting the sign is the first part of the method this book is built on: feel it, name it, then choose what to do.

Example: a nurse at the end of a long shift

Say Dana is a nurse on a twelve-hour shift that is meant to end at 6:30 p.m. At 7:50 she walks into her kitchen, sees the breakfast dishes still in the sink, and says to her partner, Luis, "You never do anything around here." Luis says something sharp back. Twenty minutes of arguing later, nobody has eaten, and the dishes are still there.

It felt sudden to Dana, but walk back through her evening and you can see it building.

At 6 p.m. Dana skipped her break because a patient needed her. She's had coffee and half a granola bar since noon. Her



How to catch your signs early


	



	



	



	






Takeaways


	Circle your earliest sign and watch for that one first.

	The first jolt isn't your fault. What matters is whether you agree with the story that follows.

	Before a hard talk, check whether you're hungry, tired or rushed, and move the talk if you are.

	When you notice a sign, name it with one word in your head, then wait.

	Listen for "always" and "never" in your own voice. They usually mean the story has started.



Your one step this week
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