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Quick Start

When someone pushes your buttons, you have almost no room to think. This page gives you the three tools small enough for that moment, then four things to do once the heat has gone. Come back to it whenever you need to find one again.


	
In the hot moment. Name the feeling silently in one word, such as judged or cornered. Use your own language, the one you feel things in. Put your palms flat on the table or your legs and let one slow breath out, without counting. If you can step away, say you need a minute, then go, even if it’s only to the postbox and back. If you can’t leave, because a child is in front of you or the other person follows you, stay where you are and say less until the breath is out. Don’t try to win those two seconds. (Chapters 2 and 3)



	
Tonight. Sit at the kitchen table with one page and ten minutes. Draw a line down the middle and run the moment back from an hour before it. On one side, write what a camera would have seen and heard. On the other, write what you added. When you catch yourself guessing, put the guess in the margin and circle it. Go through it once and read it back. Then close the notebook and go and wash a mug. (Chapters 1, 2 and 6)



	
This week. Keep a running note on your phone. For every flare, jot down the time and who or what it was about. Add a dot if it stayed inside you and a line if it came out at someone. On Sunday, look at who keeps turning up, and when. (Chapter 4) Then take one snap and walk it backwards, half an hour at a time, until you find the calm-looking moment that set it up: a phone call, a yes, a skipped meal, an email read three times. Change one small thing there. (Chapter 5)



	
Before the next one. Write three lines on a card and put it where your hand already goes. (Chapter 7) Pick the line that always gets you and choose one better answer. Practise it out loud at a normal volume, with someone reading the line to you or a recording on your phone. Keep at it until it bores you. (Chapter 9)



	
If someone got the sharp end. Go back to them once you’re steady. Say the plain part, the thing a camera would have caught you doing, and say what you’ll do next time. Leave out how you were only trying to help. Then stop talking and listen. The mend doesn’t wipe the slate, and it doesn’t have to. (Chapter 11)





The chapters show where each of these moves came from, and what happened when people tried them. Read them in order, and keep this page where you can find it.




Before We Start

It is 4:42 on a Thursday. Imogen’s sandwich is still in the drawer where she put it at ten past three. A man in a grey fleece leans on the counter and tells her the fee is a rip-off. Before she has decided anything, she hears herself say, “Then don’t book.”

I think those seconds are the worst classroom you will ever sit in. Your heart is pounding, your voice is already moving, and nobody learns well like that. You cannot win those two seconds, so stop trying. I stopped a while ago, and I’d like you to stop too. This book moves the work to later the same day, at the kitchen table, once your head is clear again.

I call the method the Second Take, as on a film set, except the scene you reshoot is your own. You replay the moment slowly, separate what a phone propped on the counter would have recorded from the story you added, change one thing, and then say the new line out loud until it sounds like yours. Each of those steps gets its own chapter.

Most of this book is for afterwards, and I’d rather say so now. Only three tools here are small enough for the hot moment itself: one word to name what you feel, a slow out-breath, and walking away. Everything else happens later, quietly. If you already have a trick for the first five seconds, keep it. This book is for the days it didn’t work, which, for me, is most Tuesdays.

Imogen’s story runs through the whole book, from that Thursday into the weeks after it, so please read the chapters in order, because each one leans on the last.

You will still snap sometimes. The aim is reactions that come shorter and less often, and in a month you can count whether that’s true.

The people in these pages are composites, and names and details have been changed. If your reactions ever frighten you or the people near you, talk to a doctor or someone you trust today. If you already work with a clinician, for ADHD, anxiety or anything else, these tools sit alongside that plan.

Tonight, think of the last moment you’d like to reshoot, and find a pen.




When It's Happening: The First Five Seconds

Wendell is at the loading bay on a Tuesday morning. A driver arrived ninety minutes late, missed his slot, and decided this was the warehouse’s fault. Wendell said, “Let’s get you rebooked,” and the driver didn’t want rebooking. He wanted a row. The quieter Wendell stayed, the louder the driver got, and then his phone came out. “I’m filming this for my depot.”

Wendell couldn’t walk off. A forklift was reversing twenty feet behind them and the driver was standing in its lane. So he did it in order. First he stepped back behind the yellow line, to the pillar where the reversing forklift couldn’t reach him, and said, “Come over here, mate, you’re in the lane.” Then he put his palm flat on his clipboard, let one breath out and thought wound up. Then he said his sentence: “I’ll sort the slot in the office.” The driver carried on. Wendell said it again, in the same words and at the same volume. After the third time he stopped talking altogether and radioed the office to say he was bringing a driver in.

I should be honest about this section before it starts. The first few seconds of a flare are the worst possible place to learn anything. Your body is moving faster than your thinking, and almost everything else in this book is designed for the calmer hours either side of those seconds, where you have a pen and some peace. What follows is much smaller. These are three moves that need almost no thought, so they can still happen when thought has left the building. The rest of the book is where you get better at them.

Why your voice gets there first

It helps to know what’s happening in your body, because it’s easier to stand in a rush when you know what it is.

One way psychologists describe anger breaks it into four parts: the physical arousal, the hostile thoughts, whatever is going on around you, and what you end up doing. The heat in your neck, the tight jaw, the heart knocking at your ribs: all of that is the first part, the arousal, and it has its own momentum. It arrives before the thoughts have finished forming, which is why your voice so often seems to set off without you. The words are being pushed out by a body that has decided, quicker than you could, that this is a fight.

What I find hopeful about that model is that the body is only one part out of four. It’s also the one part you can reach with your hands and your lungs, and you don’t need to win an argument with yourself first.

Three moves you can do with your mind half gone

If you want somewhere to find these again in a hurry, here they are:


	One word. Name the feeling, silently or out loud.

	One breath. Palms flat, a single slow breath out.

	One sentence. Buy time at a normal volume, or leave.



The word is the move you’ll see Wendell make in Chapter 2, on the phone to his sister, when he mutters “Stung” instead of saying the sentence he had loaded. Psychologists call it affect labelling, which simply means naming a feeling, the way you might say “I’m sad”. In the lab, people who named what they felt reported less distress than people who only looked at the upsetting thing. Labelling did about as much good as rethinking the situation or looking away from it. Most of them still didn’t believe it had worked, even after it had. So expect to feel slightly silly, and do it anyway. Chapter 2 tells that story properly.

There’s one more reason I like Wendell’s word in particular. Stung is a sadder word than angry. Researchers have described a strategy that uses one emotion to shift another, sadness working against anger, and it asks for less effortful control than reasoning your way out. I can’t promise that’s what a word like stung does. That’s my hunch, not the study’s. But a word that admits you’re hurt is a word that’s stopped looking for a fight.

The breath is one slow breath out, with your palms flat on whatever is nearest: a desk, a worktop, your own knees in the car. Don’t count it. You’ll meet Ines in Chapter 3, who discovered that counting her breaths at three in the morning only gave her another task to fail at. Focusing on the breath is one of the recognised ways to bring on the body’s relaxation response. One breath won’t get you all the way there. Think of it as turning towards it.
The sentence is short and said at an ordinary volume. “Give me a minute.” “I want to answer that properly, not fast.” “Let me think about that and come back to you.” It doesn’t defend you, and it doesn’t explain. It just stops the clock.



Walking away belongs here too, and it isn’t a defeat. The researchers who map out how people handle emotions put choosing or changing the situation right at the start of the list, ahead of anything that happens inside your head. Leaving the room counts as a strategy, and so does ending the call or stepping out to the car park. Those are often the strongest ones you have.

A word on holding it in, because it has a bad reputation. In one study of adults with a lot of trait anger, both rethinking the situation and simply holding the feeling down were followed by drops in anger and in blood pressure after someone provoked them. The catch is that both were only supported as helpful in the short term, straight after the provocation. That’s exactly the window we’re talking about. So in the first five seconds you’re allowed to just hold it. Sorting out what you’re holding comes later, on a calmer day.

I won’t oversell any of this. The effects are real, and they’re modest. A word, a breath and a sentence won’t make you serene. On a good day they’ll make you slightly slower, and slightly slower is often enough.

When they push harder because you stayed calm

Here’s the part that catches people out. Sometimes you do everything right, keep your voice level and give nothing back, and the other person gets louder. That’s what Wendell met at the loading bay.

He didn’t mention the phone. If you’re being filmed, the safest version of you on that screen is the most boring one: a normal voice, a short sentence, the same sentence again. You don’t need to object to the camera or narrate it, and you certainly shouldn’t perform for it. Give it nothing worth watching twice.

Some people do push harder when calm takes away their fun, and going flat and quiet can work for a few weeks, then stop, as the other person raises the stakes to get the old reaction back. I have to give you the honest line here. Nobody can stop a person who is set on getting a reaction. You can only decide not to supply one. You aren’t responsible for how loud they get.

Your safety comes before every move on this page. If the voice gets closer, or something in you says this is turning into more than words, leave. Go towards other people, lock the door, ring someone. Not reacting is a tool for a bad conversation. It is no protection from a person who might hurt you.

When a child is watching

All of this gets harder when a
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