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Foreword

It is estimated that nearly a quarter of the adult population of the United States will have an anxiety disorder at some point in their lives. Over thirty million people in this country alone have some form of anxiety that severely curtails their freedom and enjoyment of life. Despite these huge figures, anxiety disorders are often unrecognized, misunderstood, or misdiagnosed. Too often people suffering from general anxiety, panic disorder, or phobias live with overwhelming fear. Some of them become frustrated and depressed, convinced that they are incurable or doomed to a limited, unfulfilling life.

No one should have to continue to live in such extreme discomfort when we now have the tools and treatments to provide relief and freedom from debilitating anxiety. Recognizing the epidemic proportions of anxiety-related conditions, the Anxiety Disorders Association of America (ADAA), in conjunction with the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), has mounted a broad educational campaign to educate the general public as well as the medical and mental health community about these conditions. Several organizations collaborate to sponsor National Anxiety Disorders Screening Day at the beginning of May each year so that anyone can get a free screening and information.

In the current climate of greater acceptance and communication about painful personal issues, more and more people are finding the courage to speak out about their challenges and to ask for support. However, although many insurance plans and health care facilities offer medication, they sometimes fail to provide the specialized educational and cognitive-behavioral programs that give patients and clients the proven, practical tools to manage anxiety and panic disorders and free themselves from limiting phobias. A lot of progress has been made over the last ten years, but too many people are still without an effective recovery plan that takes into account their personal learning style and particular emotional needs.

Journey from Anxiety to Freedom is a book that had to be written. It fills the information gap by offering clear, simple explanations, techniques, and exercises to alleviate panic and anxiety. These are presented through the perspectives of eight people from different walks of life. This is not only a book of facts; it contains the stories of real people who have learned specific skills and attitudes that changed their lives. I am one of the people you will meet in this book. You will most likely find among us somebody who speaks directly to your own experience.

I have found that learning from your peers is especially helpful in facing fears and learning to trust yourself. We don’t hesitate to tell a friend or associate if we have a back problem, or to call a physical therapist to ask about exercises to relieve physical pain or stress. But our culture has put a stigma on issues related to mental or psychological health, as though these topics are too unique or too private to talk about. Every person—doctor, lawyer, mother, father, teacher, computer programmer—has emotional and psychological challenges. That’s part of being human. If you have been uncomfortable discussing your fears, you will be relieved to find people like you who are ready to reveal their experience and serve as an inspiration for you.

The level of personal engagement in this book reminds me of the quality of support and contact that occurs in the Phobease classes I teach. Connection to others is vital for people struggling with anxiety because for too long each of us has thought we were the only one suffering. It is time to remove this misconception by meeting other people—creative, respected, effective, sensitive, courageous people—who have faced their fears and moved on to live joyous, fulfilling lives.

Another benefit of this book is that you will be introduced to several different treatment options that will give you a sense of the range of possibilities you have to choose from. You don’t have to fit yourself into a single narrow technique that many not be suited to you; you can experiment with any combination of approaches that appeals to you and adjust your personal program as you go along.

Journey from Anxiety to Freedom presents a map and a pathway of hope and relief for the millions of people who are ready and eager to proceed on their journey of living fully. Bon voyage!

—Howard Liebgold, M.D., founder of the Phobease
Program and author of Curing Phobias,  
Shyness, and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder    
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Birds make great sky-circles

of their freedom.

How do they learn it?

They fall, and falling,

they’re given wings.

—Excerpt from a quatrain of Rumi,
translated by Coleman Barks
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Introduction

It’s a sunny afternoon, cooled by a slight breeze blowing off San Francisco Bay. My attention is drawn to the movement of rustling leaves on the row of trees alongside the highway. Several cars speed by me in the left lane. They must be in a hurry to get somewhere. Not me. I am just here for the pleasure of the drive. I like being alone in my car, the solitude a relief after a busy week filled with people and appointments. I slip a Linda Ronstadt tape into the cassette player and hum along with a sentimental rendition of “What’s New?” I see the upper towers of the Bay Bridge come into view, and soon after, the first strip of blue water. I say to myself, “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.” I smile.

Can this really be me?

I’m on the bridge now. A blue pickup pulls up close to my bumper. I notice it briefly in my rearview mirror and then turn my attention to what’s in front of me. I say to myself, “Let the other guy take care of himself. My domain is driving this car, not concerning myself with how the other person wants me to drive.” I continue at fifty-five, and the driver of the pickup pulls out into the next lane and speeds on his way. I look ahead and see I’m halfway across the bridge. I don’t wish I were already over to the other side or home in my living room. I say to myself, “Here I am, my hands on the steering wheel, hearing the background hum of highway sounds, smelling the mild scent of the air drifting through my open window, breathing this breath. This is the only place I need to be right now, here, just here.”

Can this really be me?

The other people on the road may not think what I’m doing is special. They’re busy going to work or to the beach or to pick up their kids at school. Maybe they’re thinking about what to make for dinner or whether the report got filed. They may not appreciate how much it means to me to be able to do a mundane thing like drive my car down the highway and across the bridge. That’s because they don’t know that I once was overwhelmed by panic attacks, ashamed even to tell my friends and family that I was too apprehensive to go out. They don’t know that this very dilemma guided me toward the real experience of freedom—not just being able to drive and fly again, but the freedom that comes from loving and accepting myself.

Before I began my healing journey, my idea of freedom was concrete and specific. If I could drive my car to San Francisco, then I would be free to live again. If I could go to work without being afraid that some unexpected situation would cause me to panic, then I would be able to love myself again. I had maintained my responsibilities, even when the commute to work took more fortitude than the job itself. But on the inside I was withdrawing further into a shell, hoping to protect myself from the humiliation of exposing my unexplainable episodes of terror. The feelings of isolation and despair increased as avoidance and secrecy distorted my relationships. I didn’t even tell my family in New York why I stopped visiting them. My life felt so constricted that I often felt I didn’t have enough room to breathe.

I wanted so badly to be free. Deep down in my soul I must have known that I was yearning for a deeper freedom that wasn’t measured by my daily performance. I must have dreamed of having a more enduring peace within myself that would sustain me through hard times as well as good times. But I was in crisis, physically and emotionally, and my immediate concern was to be able to function in the everyday situations of my life.

After five years of battling alone with my anxiety and watching my dread spread from one situation to another, I could no longer live with my own lies and excuses. The turning point came unexpectedly, after I received an invitation to my nephew’s wedding. I stared at the reply card for a week, then finally called my brother on the East Coast. “I’m not coming to your son’s wedding,” I said, blushing with shame even though he couldn’t see me. “It’s not really because I don’t have the time or the money. The truth is, I can’t fly.” I had finally said it out loud. I held my breath and waited.

After a moment’s silence, my brother spoke, his voice softer than before. He encouraged me to tell him more about my life. When I finished my story of acute distress in cars and in elevators, of not wanting to travel or go too far from home, he gave me the news I had been waiting so long to hear. “You’re not crazy,” he said. “I’ve heard of this before. The experiences of fright you’re describing are called panic attacks, and it sounds like you’ve developed some phobias. A close friend of ours had a similar problem; she didn’t know how to prevent her panic reaction so she stopped going out with us. Once she understood what it was and got some help, she got so much better that she was able to take a job thirty miles from her home. The therapist she worked with has since moved to San Francisco. Would you like me to get her number?”

Telling the truth was the beginning of my healing. It helped me rebuild closeness to people who cared about me and to find the professional help I needed. I learned that the rush of disorienting sensations I experienced during a panic attack was triggered by an over-reaction of my body’s emergency distress system, and that I could do something to change this response. For the first time I had a language and framework for looking at my fears. By working with the therapist my brother had recommended, I learned specific skills to reduce this panic reaction and cope more effectively with fear.

The road to mastering these skills required patience and perseverance. In time I was able to trust my anxiety-reducing skills and once again to feel safe being by myself, whether driving on freeways and bridges, taking elevators, or even flying. In 1992 I fulfilled a lifelong dream I had once written off as impossible. I flew to New Delhi and spent six weeks traveling with my husband in northern India. With each triumph, I experienced a feeling of exhilaration that I called “freedom.” Yet even my definition of freedom changed as I integrated my growing list of victories into a new understanding of myself.

The challenge of panic has taken me on a journey I couldn’t have imagined in the days when anxiety cast a shadow over all my experience. My healing process has given me a conscious way to approach any new challenge or opportunity, as well as a new perspective on what it means to be free. My experiences over these past ten years have shown me that freedom is more profound than merely the ability to fly or to drive. It is more enduring than the momentary sense of elation I get from performing well or the feeling of inadequacy when my insecurities are exposed. My real bridge to freedom is not made of steel. It is a bridge within myself, an attitude that takes me over the chasm of self-rejection to the peace of mind that comes with accepting myself and my life.

Contrary to what I had believed during the years I lived in torment about my “irrational” feelings, I discovered that I wasn’t alone. Most people had some experience that they could relate to my distress. Wherever I went—to a party, professional event, or dinner engagement—the mere mention of my process of healing from panic and phobias elicited a similar account from someone else. All the stories I heard, whether they were about speaking in public, having a common medical procedure such as a mammogram, or going on a trip, included the same basic components: anticipation with dread, strange and disquieting physical symptoms, and frightening thoughts or feelings.

“Your phobia about bridges sounds like the feeling of dread I get whenever I’m about to go somewhere new.” Or …

“I fly if I absolutely have to for business, but I’m in a sweat and white-knuckling it all the way.” Or …

“I had to refuse that promotion. Even though I really know my material, my knees turn to jelly at the thought of presenting a report to the board of directors.”

It hurt me to see other people suffering with a condition that I knew could be altered with the proper information and support. I realized that few of them understood what part they played in creating the cycle of rising anxiety that can lead to panic. They didn’t know that worry and tension are often the result of learned mental and physical responses, or that with basic information and consistent practice these patterns can be changed. Many of the people I met assumed they had to tolerate living in constant discomfort. Some had lost their motivation to go after the things they wanted in their lives. It was painful to see people abandon their dreams, but most of all I couldn’t bear to see lovely, capable, caring, decent human beings hate themselves as I once had.

I wrote Journey from Anxiety to Freedom because I know what it is like to live with debilitating fear. My first priority is to clearly present the proven, effective tools and practical suggestions for reducing anxiety, preventing panic, and curing phobias. Yet my intention is to go further than just showing you how to cope with fear. This book will also provide insights to help you heal the wound that stems from rejecting a part of yourself.

I gathered information for Journey from Anxiety to Freedom from many sources. I became an expert by consulting with others in the field of anxiety disorders, reviewing the books currently on the market, and attending several treatment programs including TERRAP (an acronym for “Territorial Apprehension”) and Phobease. I incorporated the wisdom gained through my own healing process, as well as my experience in professional practice as a counselor and hypnotherapist. My goal was to find a balance between objective, factual material and subjective, personal disclosure.

When I asked myself what had helped me most, I concluded that my greatest inspiration came from ordinary people who had dealt with similar fears. With that in mind, I chose to write this book not from the vantage point of the therapist describing her clients, but as another human being walking a parallel road. I also wanted to offer an alternative to reliance on medical or psychiatric experts as the ultimate authority, which I feel has contributed to feelings of dependency and powerlessness among patients and clients. I believe we each hold within us the power to heal ourselves and the ability to teach others from our own experience.

I interviewed many people, some who were in the midst of struggling with deep fear, others who had achieved a high degree of freedom from panic and phobias. Of the dozens I interviewed, I was especially drawn to seven individuals because of their openness, their commitment to living fully, and their hope that their experience could benefit others. I consider these men and women members of my support team. I thought you would want them on yours.

Journey from Anxiety to Freedom has two sections. In Part I you will read what it was like to be immobilized by fear, living with a secret and not knowing where to turn for help. I won’t spare you the hard times people went through, because you probably have faced hard times yourself. In chapter 3 you will witness them as they turn a corner and embark on their healing journey. In chapters 4 through 8 you can accompany them, day by day, step by step, as they learn specific techniques to cope with panic and reclaim the territory that had been usurped by fear. You will hear how they put their new skills into practice, and discovered that what once required enormous effort could finally be done with ease. You can look through their eyes and learn from their stories in a natural way, as one benefits from listening to a friend.

Part II will take you beyond the mechanics of alleviating panic to discovering the real spirit of freedom. You will see pieces of a puzzle come together as your new acquaintances uncover the roots of their anxiety and self-judgment. They will invite you to share not just the experiences of body and mind, but the spiritual healing that comes through examining and changing the limiting rules and beliefs that have been ingrained since childhood. You will get a glimpse of what it is like to be free—free from debilitating fear, free from self-recrimination. You will get a taste of the rewards of their journey—self-discovery, growing trust, and gratitude for simple, ordinary pleasures.

We cross many bridges in a lifetime. For you the challenge may not be the Bay Bridge or the freeway. It may be speaking in public, becoming intimate with another person, or overcoming your fear of potential illness. It may be going to new places alone, taking airplanes, or attending classes. Whether you are dealing with the intense terror associated with panic or a gnawing anxiety that makes you dread specific occasions or experiences, you will find in Journey from Anxiety to Freedom the encouragement, support, and skills to take back command of your life. I hope you will discover that embracing the challenge of anxiety, panic, or phobias is not a detour on your journey but rather a path that guides you home to yourself.
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Personal Profiles

Let me introduce you to the seven people (besides myself) whom you will meet in this book. These brief descriptions will highlight some of the difficulties we faced and the turning point that propelled us on the journey from anxiety to freedom.

Howard was voted California Physician of the Year, but often doubted his own value because he suffered from severe claustrophobia. He was too uneasy to sit in a movie theater, have a partner on the dance floor, or lecture in front of a class … until he saw a feature story on the evening news that described his condition and the skills that could change his life.

Bonnie became panic-stricken on a ski lift, and, because of her fear of heights, she avoided college courses that were located on high floors. She was so afraid of being labeled crazy that she kept her panic attacks a secret even from her husband … until she found some books in a library that described her experience and led her to a home study cassette program for reducing anxiety.

Edward covered up his dread of driving by working and living within a two-mile radius of his home. He kept small bottles of alcohol in his glove compartment to medicate himself enough to drive short distances … until he realized that the alcohol was destroying his nerves, and he started attending A.A. Soon after, he found a group program for people with panic disorders and phobias.

Kathy did her best to deal with some stressful family situations, but her panic episodes worsened over several years. She often was too anxious to go out—even to her front yard—and began to feel like a prisoner in her own home … until an understanding doctor listened to her story, sent her a workbook to start her on a recovery program, and encouraged her with weekly phone consultations.

Brian, the son of a commercial airline pilot, froze in terror during a routine flight to visit his family. After that, he lost his self-confidence and isolated himself from friends and professional acquaintances. When he canceled his planned vacation to Europe, he became withdrawn and depressed … until he saw an ad in Consumer Reports and ordered a pamphlet describing the symptoms of anxiety disorder.

Alicia was extremely uncomfortable speaking in social situations or making eye contact. When she took time off to get away from a stressful job, her fear of being embarrassed in front of others began to take over her life. She refused invitations and could hardly talk on the telephone … until a chance conversation made her aware of a group where she could meet others with similar fears.

Claire tried to cope with her catastrophic thoughts and frequent panic attacks by making elaborate plans to avoid the places she feared. She couldn’t complete an MRI exam ordered by her doctor and depended on her husband to take her everywhere she needed to go … until her determination to get help forced her medical plan to refer her to a therapist who worked specifically with panic disorders.



Part I

Building a New Foundation





Section I

Coming to Awareness




1
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Caught Off Guard

Fear has always been with me. As a child I was often afraid—of the teenagers I passed on my way to school, of riding the New York subway by myself, of staying alone in our big, creaky house, even when my aunt and uncle were upstairs in their flat. Since voicing my concerns didn’t seem to gain me love or understanding, I learned to hold my breath and keep my fearful monologues to myself.

This way of coping didn’t make my fear go away. Instead, scary thoughts I couldn’t express turned into catastrophic scenes in my mind. I used my vivid imagination to foresee the worst possibilities and then I waited, tense and watchful, for something terrible to happen. I know now that my attempts to manage my fear eventually led to chronic inner anxiety. Even when I outgrew some of my childhood fears and became more self-assured, I often felt a vague, undefined apprehension, as though anticipating something I couldn’t name or control.

Despite this apprehension, I managed to pursue a spirited life. My motivation was so strong that I kept going even with a knot in my stomach. I compensated for the fear by developing my intellect, creativity, and leadership abilities. I was vice-president of my high school, went out of town to college when I was just sixteen, traveled in Europe, and, after living in Italy for a year, returned to teach first grade in an underprivileged neighborhood in New York City. A few years later I married an artist and moved to a small cottage on the rugged coast of Maine. To others it appeared as though I was adventurous and independent. Indeed, that is how I saw myself, until a few incidents in my early thirties caught me completely off guard.

My Story: Overwhelmed by Fear

I was divorced and living with my eight-year-old daughter, Sarah, in California. I had promised to pick up a girlfriend, who was returning from spending the Christmas holidays in Paris. I piled Sarah and her overnight guest into the back seat of my old blue Valiant and drove to the freeway. It had rained on and off all day, and when I was almost to the airport, a sudden cloudburst covered my windshield with a sheet of water. Barely able to see the car in front of me, I turned my wipers to high speed. A quick glance at my watch told me that it was time for my friend’s plane to land. When I looked back up at the road, everything seemed to be coming at me at once: the dizzying motion of the wiper blades, the glare of headlights striking the windshield, the roar as a truck barreled past, throwing a wall of water against my car.

For a moment I became confused, uncertain if I was still in my own lane. My heart pounded as my foot frantically reached for the brake pedal. The pedal didn’t seem solid. I could hear Sarah and her schoolmate laughing in the back seat. Gripping the wheel, I sat up stiffly and used all my will to keep control of the car. Somehow I made it over to the exit ramp and into the parking garage. I was still trembling when my friend met us in the terminal. Even though she had just returned from a ten-hour flight, I told her I had flu symptoms and asked her to drive us back to my house. Though the experience upset me tremendously, I did my best to put it behind me. I went about my life as usual, but I couldn’t help feeling more reluctant to drive on rainy nights.

Six months later, during a very stressful time, I went on a short vacation for a change of scene. When I fastened my seat belt in the airplane, I felt a tremor of fear start at my feet and vibrate through my whole body. I had an urge to run to the exit door, but I felt paralyzed. As the plane started down the runway, I turned to the person sitting next to me and asked for help. It seemed to me that I survived the short flight only through the kindness of this grandmotherly passenger who held my trembling hand during take-off and then chatted with me until I regained my equilibrium.

Although other disturbing incidents occurred over the next few years, I couldn’t see any obvious pattern to my outbursts. I realized I was operating at an increasingly high level of daily stress, yet I did not know how to interpret the messages my body was giving me. Then, in 1980, I suffered a traumatic episode I couldn’t digest and couldn’t dismiss.

I was thirty-five years old at the time, working forty hours a week to provide for my daughter and myself. Sarah and I had been living in a small apartment in San Francisco since coming out from the East Coast, and had just moved in with a friend across the bay, who had a spacious home with a garden and deck overlooking the East Bay hills. There was nothing unusual about the day I got into my new housemate’s red Datsun to go shopping with her, although I was exhausted from handling all the details of the move. As Linda’s car picked up speed going down the hill, my heart started pounding and I jammed my feet up against the dashboard to stop the feeling of rushing headlong into space. For a split second I thought, “I’m going to explode. I’m going to die!” I screamed at Linda to slow down. Then, unable to respond to my friend’s perplexed look, I withdrew into an embarrassed silence.

I didn’t know what had happened. It had no name, no context. From that moment on I felt different, as though suddenly confronted with something that had been set loose in myself, something I couldn’t control.

How Could This Happen to Me?

It wasn’t until many years later that I finally learned that I was suffering from panic attacks. When they first started I didn’t know what a panic attack was or how to manage my reaction. My stomach would tense whenever the memory of that terrible outburst in Linda’s car entered my thoughts. I was sweaty and miserable whenever I was a passenger, even when the driver was someone I knew and had always felt safe with. Over time, my dread of those feelings came up even when I was doing the driving. Taking the freeway or going across local bridges became a gut-wrenching battle.

I found myself constantly imagining things that could go wrong. “What if I lose control and there’s no one to help me?” “What if I can’t breathe?” “What if …?” I became increasingly wary about going places or entering situations I might not be able to leave easily if I felt the need to escape. In spite of my anguish, I tried to cope on my own. I didn’t perceive my behavior as something that could be understood and changed. I wasn’t aware that I could learn step-by-step skills to work with my anxiety. I thought it was just some awful part of me I had to live with. The best I could do was to get to my job, be a responsible parent, and fabricate excuses to explain why I often declined to go places or do things.

Panic can be especially disconcerting, even shocking, because it commonly strikes during an ordinary, everyday activity you’ve done a thousand times: going shopping, standing in line, driving your car. It can also occur upon waking from sleep, when you find your heart pounding yet have no reference for what precipitated it. The very ordinariness of the places in which my experiences of severe panic occurred made me feel confused and ashamed. With no earthquake or robbery to justify the pounding of my heart, I became uncertain of my ability to keep my composure in familiar, everyday situations.

In hindsight I can see that although the situation was commonplace, my extreme reaction in Linda’s car happened at a time when I was feeling physically exhausted and emotionally stretched. I felt guilty that my daughter had to leave her friends and change schools. I was getting more deeply involved in a significant, personal relationship, the first since my divorce five years earlier. I had a longer commute to work. I wasn’t thinking of all these changes when I got in the car to buy some kitchen supplies, but now I understand how they contributed to what happened that day.

No one can say with certainty why the nervous system produces a panic reaction on one occasion and not another. However, increasing evidence indicates that certain conditions may make one more susceptible. A crisis or period of increased stress may set the stage for your nervous system to work overtime. A change in circumstances, the death or illness of someone close to you, an operation or accident, moving, having a baby, changing jobs, or an emotional blow that affects your sense of security can make you more vulnerable to panic. Cumulative factors, each in itself not particularly significant, may also increase the likelihood of a panic attack. You may handle each individual problem without realizing that you have begun to operate from a consistently high level of anxiety.

Panic does not necessarily occur at the time you are in crisis. Sometimes fear gets stored away, as in the case of survivors of wars or of childhood abuse, until some association or problem brings it back up to the surface. In these cases, the panic response may be a symptom of post-traumatic stress. Regardless of when panic occurs, the characteristics of the panic response are fairly consistent, although the particular symptoms may vary from person to person.

Anatomy of a Panic Attack: The Body-Mind Connection

A panic attack generally starts with some restlessness or agitation, sweaty palms, dry mouth, or butterflies in the stomach. People often report a rise in body heat or a feeling of iciness, a tight chest, difficulty breathing or swallowing, trembling, a nervous bowel, or a racing heart. As panic symptoms become more intense, they can include visual distortions such as seeing objects or people as strangely distant or out of focus. Symptoms like feeling upside down or not quite on your feet, having a sense of impending doom, or feeling numb or disconnected from your body are also possible in the panic state. These feelings are often accompanied by thoughts that you’re going crazy, about to do something dangerous, or even that you’re having a heart attack or dying. No one has all of these symptoms at once, although a panic attack is defined as including at least four of them.

Stress is part of our lives, and physical sensations such as sweaty palms or butterflies in the stomach are a natural part of our body’s response to our thoughts and feelings. However, in a classic panic attack, sensations may rapidly escalate from discomfort to an almost overwhelming intensity accompanied by catastrophic thoughts. When I learned more about the mechanics of the panic response, I discovered that with awareness and tools, we can intervene during the early stages of anxiety and stop the escalation of sensations before they develop into a full-blown panic attack. Without this understanding, a stricken person may feel caught off guard and remain shaken and disoriented, sometimes long after the actual physical panic subsides.

To understand the dynamics of a panic attack, we must look deeper than the external situation to find the internal mechanism that triggers the anxiety or panic reaction. The panic cycle usually starts with a frightening thought. This may be a “What If” thought or a “What People Think” (WPT) thought: “What if the car keeps picking up speed on the hill and goes out of control?” “What if they hear my voice quaver when I speak







Evolution of a Phobia













Getting a New Perspective




How About You?



1. Naming Stress Symptoms





Observe Your Thoughts





2. Fear Triggers




	Situation
	Physical       
	Emotional
	Thought



	Speaking in class
	trembling
knees
dry mouth
	fear embarrassment
	They can see through me
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