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Chapter 1 A Body That Won’t Settle

Maybe you are standing somewhere completely ordinary. A checkout line. A red light. Your own bed at four in the morning, with the house quiet around you. Nothing is happening, and your heart is going fast anyway, as if it got news you haven’t heard yet.

Or maybe it looks different for you. Your day off finally arrives, and you can’t sit still. You clean out the fridge, answer every message, sort a drawer nobody asked you to sort. And then you spend the next two days on the couch, as if somebody pulled your plug.

Many people know this. It doesn’t say anything about how strong you are or how well you handle your life. Often it shows up in exactly the people everybody else leans on.

What you’ll find here is fairly simple. There are short stories from a spring in the life of a woman named Priya. There are plain explanations of what your body does under stress, without the jargon. There are small tools you can use on a normal day, in a kitchen or a parking lot or a hallway. And every part has a guided exercise you can do while you listen. You don’t need to know anything about biology to follow along, and you won’t hear about hacks.

It’s worth being honest about what all this can’t do. None of it is treatment. It doesn’t replace a doctor looking at what’s going on, and it doesn’t replace therapy. The exercises can take the edge off, which is real and also limited. Working with a therapist can help, especially if the symptoms are strong or have been around for a long time. There’s nothing dramatic about that sentence. It’s simply true, and good to know.

A word about the exercises before you start. Do them sitting or lying down, somewhere you can close your eyes for a little while. Never do them while you’re driving. You can pause or stop whenever you like, for any reason. Nothing has to work. If all you do is listen, that counts too.

Now, Priya. She is thirty-one and works as a nurse in the ICU of the hospital in her city. When an alarm goes off on the unit and everybody starts moving, she is often the calmest person in the room. Her voice drops, and her hands know what to do. At home it’s a different story. At home, lately, she falls apart in small, confusing ways, and she can’t work out why.

* * *

It was a Saturday in the first week of March, around half past ten in the morning, and Priya needed to get out of the house. That was how she put it to Daniel when she grabbed her jacket. She had just worked three night shifts in a row. She’d come home from the last one on Friday at eight in the morning, slept badly until the afternoon, and then lain awake again at four. The sky was gray and low. Wet slush sat along the curbs.

The grocery store was a ten-minute walk from the house. She kept the list in her head. Milk, eggs, rice, spinach, coffee. Halfway there her phone buzzed in her pocket. Anjali. Her younger sister was getting married in June, and every call lately was about the wedding. Priya declined it and texted with cold fingers: Call you later, promise.

Inside, music played from the ceiling, and the light was very bright. Two aisles over, a child was crying. Her cart had a wheel that stuck and kept pulling left. She got the milk, the eggs, the rice, the spinach. In the cereal aisle, reaching past the boxes for nothing in particular, she noticed that her heart was going fast.

Coffee, she thought. Except she’d only had half a cup.

Then it went faster. Her hands turned cold. Her throat felt tight, and the shelves seemed too close, as if the aisle had gotten narrower. The floor felt slightly tilted under her shoes. Her nurse brain started counting her pulse on its own. It listed possibilities, the way she would calmly walk a patient through them, and every possibility made it worse. Her thumb was rubbing over the knuckles of her other hand, back and forth.

She left the cart at the end of the aisle, half full, and walked out past the registers. She hadn’t taken anything. Outside, she sat down on the bench next to the cart shelter. The cold air hit her face. The wood of the bench was damp through her jeans, and she was glad of it, because it was something she could feel that wasn’t her own heartbeat. Her breathing was quick and shallow, high up in her chest. She texted Daniel: Can you come to the store? Not an emergency. I think.

An older woman with a shopping bag stopped in front of the bench. “You all right, honey? You’re white as a sheet.”

Priya smiled before she could decide to. “I’m fine, thank you, I’m just—I’m fine.”

The woman reached into her bag and held out a bottle of water. Priya took it and thanked her. The woman touched her shoulder once and walked on toward the parking lot.

Daniel came eight minutes later, on foot, his jacket open. He sat down next to her and didn’t ask much. “Hey. I’m here. Do you want me to call someone?”

“No,” Priya said, a little too fast. “I know exactly what this is. I’ve seen it a hundred times. In other people.”

Her pulse was still up. She turned the water bottle around in her hands. “This never happens to me at work,” she said, mostly to herself.

Through the glass door she could see her cart at the end of the aisle, the spinach sitting on top. She thought: I can run a code at three in the morning, and I can’t buy eggs.

* * *

What was going on in Priya’s body in that cereal aisle?

Start with something very old. When your brain senses danger, it switches on an alarm system. Your heart speeds up, your breathing gets quicker, your muscles get ready. Everything in you gets set to move, and to move fast.

This system is old, quick, and pretty well-meaning. It exists to keep you alive, and it doesn’t hold a meeting before it acts. It also doesn’t stop to ask whether the danger is a bear or a crowded store after three night shifts. It can go off over things that aren’t physical danger at all, like a full inbox or a tense conversation. Bright lights, noise, a crying child, a cart that won’t steer, a body running on very little sleep. Somewhere in all that, Priya’s alarm decided it had seen enough.

When the danger passes, the body usually comes back down by itself. That part is built in too. It can take a while, though, longer than seems fair, and while you’re in the middle of it, it can feel endless. Your body does settle. Usually more slowly than you would like.

The first time my heart did this to me out of nowhere, I was sure I’d had too much coffee, and I blamed one innocent cup for a whole afternoon.

So why now, on a day off, in a grocery store, of all places? Many people notice that they function surprisingly well under pressure. In a crisis they’re clear and steady and quick. The tension shows up later, when things finally go quiet. On the drive home. On the first free morning. In the middle of an ordinary errand. Priya held steady through three nights on the unit. Saturday morning, with soft music and a shopping list, was the first time in days that nothing was asking anything of her.

Add very little sleep and weeks of running hard, and most people end up tired and thin-skinned. Small things land harder. A sound that wouldn’t bother you on a rested day suddenly grates. A decision between two kinds of rice feels like too much. That’s ordinary human experience, and nobody should be embarrassed by it.

There is also the medical side. A racing heart can come from stress, but it can also have physical causes. If it’s new, keeps coming back, or comes with chest pain, fainting, or trouble breathing, get it checked. With chest pain, fainting, or trouble breathing, get help right away instead of waiting to see. Nobody can tell from the outside what a racing heart means, and no breathing exercise can tell you either. Priya knows this better than most. She has seen plenty of people wave something off that needed a closer look.

Underneath all of it, your body is trying to help. It’s just early, and loud. It reacts to a crowded aisle with everything it has, the way it would react to something that could actually hurt you. That is a protective reaction, and you didn’t choose it. Nothing about it is a character flaw, and there is nothing in it to be ashamed of. Your body is doing its job a little too eagerly, at a moment that didn’t call for it.

* * *

So what can you do when it starts, right in the middle of an ordinary day?

The first thing is to sit down and find the ground. When everything speeds up, feel something solid under you before you try anything else. A bench, a chair, the floor. In a store, that might mean leaving your cart where it is and resting a hand on the edge of a shelf, or walking outside and sitting on the first bench you see. At work it might be a stool in a back room. At home, the bottom step of the stairs will do. Then say something quiet to yourself, in your head or under your breath.

“This is my alarm going off. I can stay with it.”

That sentence doesn’t argue with your body. It names what’s happening and reminds you that you can be there while it happens.

Another way to help yourself is permission to leave. You’re allowed to leave the cart. You’re allowed to step out of the line, to pause a conversation, to say you need a minute and walk to the hallway. The eggs will still be there. You can come back in ten minutes, or tomorrow, or ask somebody else to go. For many people, part of the pressure in these moments comes from feeling trapped, and simply knowing there is a way out can loosen it a little.

“I can leave the cart and come back.”

And then there’s the practical part. Get it checked, and treat yourself well in the meantime. Make the appointment. Before you go, write a few short notes about when it happened, how long it lasted, and what was going on around you. Doctors find that kind of detail useful, and writing it down can make the whole thing feel a little less like a mystery. Until the appointment, try to be kind to yourself in small ways, with an earlier night, a real lunch, a slower morning.

“I’ll get this checked, and I’ll be kind to myself until then.”

To be honest about these tools, none of them stops a racing heart at the push of a button. What they do is give your body something steady to hold on to while it comes back down by itself. That’s a smaller promise than you’ll find online, and an honest one.

* * *

Let’s try it now, together.

Find a place to sit. A chair is good. The edge of a bed is good too. If you’d rather lie down, bend your knees so your feet can rest flat on the bed, and let the bed be your floor for now.

Let both feet rest flat on the floor.

Shoes on or shoes off, it doesn’t matter. Let your eyes close, or let them rest half open on a spot on the floor a little in front of you.

Take a moment to notice your feet as they are right now. Warm or cool. Heavy or light. There’s no right answer.

Press your heels down a little, then let go.

Do that once more, slowly. Press, and release. Feel the small effort, and then the small letting go.

Notice where the floor pushes back.

Maybe it’s mostly under your heels. Maybe it’s the balls of your feet, or the outer edges. Just find where the contact is strongest.

Now spread your toes, as wide as is comfortable. Hold them there for a moment.

Then let them soften again.

Notice your ankles, and the backs of your calves. If they’re holding on, let them get a little heavier. Nothing up there needs to do any work right now.

Let your weight shift a little to the left, so your left foot carries a bit more. Then a little to the right. Then come back to the middle, where both feet share the load.

Your feet have been carrying you all day. Let them be the steady part now.

Notice the chair under your thighs, or the bed under your back. Whatever is holding you up. The places where your legs touch it, and the places where they don’t.

Your breath can do whatever it’s doing. You don’t need to slow it or deepen it. Let it come and go on its own.

You don’t have to calm anything down. Just notice the floor.

If your attention drifts to a list, or a worry, or a sound in the next room, that’s fine. Bring it gently back down to your feet. As many times as it takes.

Stay here for a few more breaths. The floor under your feet. The chair or the bed under you.

And if at any point your heart picks up, or this starts to feel like too much, open your eyes. Look at something close by, a cup, your own hand, the corner of a table, and stop right there. Stopping is a perfectly good way to finish. It still counts.

When you’re ready, open your eyes if they were closed. Look around the room and let your gaze land on three things. Maybe a window. A door. Something on a shelf. Take your time with each of them.

Then press your feet into the floor one more time, briefly, and let them rest.

* * *

On Monday, a little before seven in the morning, Priya sat in her car on the third level of the hospital parking garage. It was still dark outside. The engine was off, and her bag sat on the passenger seat. Her day shift started in a few minutes.

Her heart picked up before she had even opened the door. Nothing had happened. She hadn’t seen the assignment board yet and didn’t know who her patients would be. Her body seemed to have started the day without her.

She kept her hands on the steering wheel. She set both feet flat in the footwell, pressed her heels down, and let go. She felt the rubber mat under her shoes and the seat against her back. She did it again, slower this time, and noticed that her shoulders had come up toward her ears. She let them drop.

“Okay,” she said under her breath. “Floor. That’s the floor.”

It didn’t go quiet right away. It slowed a little, enough that she could think about something else. She picked up her phone and set a reminder: Thursday, two thirty, doctor. She had booked the appointment online on Sunday afternoon, sitting on the gray sofa with her laptop on her knees.

Then she twisted her hair into a tight knot, got out, locked the car, and walked toward the elevator. She didn’t know what the day would bring. But she was out of the car.

* * *

When everything speeds up, find the floor. That’s the piece to carry with you. Over the next few days, try a small experiment. Three times a day, during something ordinary, notice your feet on purpose. While you brush your teeth. While you wait for the coffee. When you sit down at a desk or a kitchen table. Do it when nothing is wrong, especially then. That way your body already knows the way when things get loud.

Soon Priya is going to want to know what is actually going on inside her. The answer is simpler than the internet makes it sound at four in the morning.


