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            REAL TALK, BEFORE WE START

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      You don’t need me to tell you you’re burnt out—you already know. You’ve been running on empty, juggling expectations, overthinking every decision, and wondering why it still doesn’t feel like enough.

      This book was written for the version of me—and maybe the version of you—that tried to hold it all together for too long. The one who said “I’m fine” when she was unraveling. The one who was praised for being so responsible, so dependable, so strong… while quietly drowning in resentment and exhaustion.

      I wrote this because I got tired of being strong all the time. Tired of managing everyone’s needs while mine collected dust. Tired of striving for perfection when what I really craved was permission to rest, to say no, to just be.

      If you’ve felt that too—this book is yours now.

      I won’t pretend to have all the answers. But I will meet you where you are. With honesty. With humor. And with deep respect for the parts of you that are still healing, still learning, still figuring it out.

      This isn’t about becoming a better version of you. It’s about coming home to yourself. Not the polished, put-together version—just the real, human, honest one.

      You deserve that.

      And you’re not alone.

      With love,

      Gwen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s cut the crap. If you picked up this book, you’re probably running on fumes and pretending you’re fine. You’re tired, overwhelmed, overstretched—and still somehow convinced you’re not doing enough. You’ve Googled “how to feel better,” saved 47 Instagram therapy posts, maybe even bought a new planner thinking this time you’ll get your life together.

      Sound familiar?

      You don’t need another list of productivity hacks. You don’t need another voice telling you to “just meditate and hydrate.” What you need is permission to stop being everything to everyone—and start being something to yourself.

      This book isn’t about fixing you. You’re not broken. You’re burnt out because the bar has been set so impossibly high, it’s a miracle you’re still standing. You’ve been taught to be the responsible one, the nice one, the organized one, the strong one. And it’s exhausting. You’re managing everyone’s needs while quietly losing touch with your own.

      And the world claps for it. People praise your ability to “do it all.” Meanwhile, you haven’t exhaled in a decade. Your jaw is tight, your calendar is full, your mind won’t shut up, and rest feels like a guilty indulgence instead of a human right.

      Here’s the truth: this isn’t sustainable.

      You can’t out-schedule your stress. You can’t people-please your way into peace. You can’t keep abandoning yourself and expect to feel whole.

      This book is for the woman who’s done pretending. Who’s tired of being the chill one, the accommodating one, the get-it-done-no-matter-what one. You’ve reached your limit, and that’s not a failure—it’s your starting point.

      We’re going to talk about all of it: the control issues, the perfectionism, the guilt, the mental load, the invisible labor, the identity crisis, the resentment, the tech burnout, the emotional exhaustion, and why trying to “balance it all” is a lie that keeps women stuck and self-blaming.

      But we’re not stopping there.

      This isn’t just a rant. It’s a reset. A reclaiming.

      Each chapter tackles a different layer of what’s underneath the burnout—what’s really going on when you feel like you’re drowning but smiling. You’ll find strategies that actually fit your life, not some aesthetic ideal. And we’ll talk like real humans, not like self-help robots quoting motivational Pinterest boards.

      This book was written with love—but not the soft, vague kind. The kind of love that looks like boundaries, truth-telling, and fierce self-respect. The kind that says, “I love you too much to let you keep disappearing in the name of being ‘good.’”

      So who is The Burnt-Out Bitch?

      She’s the woman who did what she was “supposed to” and still ended up exhausted.

      She’s the woman who finally said, “F*ck this,” but wasn’t sure what came next.

      She’s the woman who’s done shrinking, pleasing, fixing, and pretending.

      She’s not mean. She’s not cold. She’s not broken.

      She’s done performing.

      She’s ready to reclaim her time, energy, softness, and strength.

      And she’s you.

      You don’t have to burn it all down to start over. You just have to stop abandoning yourself.

      If your life feels like it’s working on the outside but crumbling on the inside, this book is for you. If you’ve felt like a mess, like a fraud, like you’re constantly falling short—this book is for you. If you want to live in a way that feels lighter, truer, and more you, then yes, bitch, this book is absolutely for you.

      Take what you need. Leave what doesn’t serve. Come back to it when you forget who you are.

      And most importantly—breathe. You’re not behind. You’re right on time.

      Let’s build something better, starting now.
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            WHY CONTROL FEELS SAFER (BUT ISN’T)

          

        

      

    

    
      THE HIDDEN COST OF CONTROL

      Let me guess—you’ve been called “intense,” “bossy,” or “Type A.” Maybe someone made a joke about how you “like things a certain way.” And let’s be real—you kind of do. Not because you’re trying to be difficult, but because keeping a tight grip on everything feels like the only way to stay sane. If you don’t do it, who will? If you don’t plan it, prep it, and check it twice, it’s going to fall apart. Or worse—someone will screw it up and you’ll have to fix it anyway. Sound familiar?

      Control is sneaky like that. It doesn’t show up wearing a big red flag. It shows up in to-do lists that never end, in calendars packed tighter than your last suitcase, in micromanaging your group trip because you “just want it to go smoothly.” It whispers, “If you let go, everything will fall apart.” And for a lot of us, it feels less like a choice and more like survival. Especially if you grew up in chaos, or with unpredictability, or if somewhere along the way, being in control was the only way to feel safe.

      But here’s the thing nobody tells you: control comes at a cost. And usually, that cost is you.

      You can feel it in your jaw at night from clenching. In your stomach that’s always in knots. In the way you overthink every interaction and replay it like it’s a crime scene. In how exhausted you are—not just physically, but soul-tired from carrying the weight of everything and everyone all the time. You keep showing up, fixing it, holding it down, even when you’re crumbling inside. And you think, “This is just how I am.” But it’s not. It’s how you learned to be.

      A lot of women in their 20s and 30s are stuck in this loop. You were told to be successful, independent, emotionally intelligent, fit, financially stable, a good partner, a good friend, a hot girl who journals—but also chill. So you do all the things, and you control what you can because you’re trying to make life feel manageable. But underneath all that effort is a scared part of you that just wants to feel safe. That’s where the control comes from. And acknowledging that doesn’t make you weak. It makes you honest.

      Here’s the truth: control doesn’t actually prevent bad things from happening. It just gives the illusion that you’re prepared. And sometimes, that illusion feels better than admitting you’re not in charge of everything. But the irony? The tighter your grip, the more you miss out on peace. Real peace—the kind that comes from knowing you can handle life without micromanaging it to death.

      So, what would it look like to loosen that grip just a little? Not all at once—just in small ways. To start trusting yourself enough to let go of the stuff that’s not actually yours to carry? Maybe that looks like letting someone else take the lead. Or not rearranging the dishwasher after someone else loads it. Or saying, “I’m not available to fix that right now,” without spiraling about whether they’ll be mad. Tiny things. Things that remind your nervous system: I’m okay, even if I’m not in charge.

      It doesn’t mean you stop caring. It means you stop overfunctioning. It means you start choosing where your energy goes instead of bleeding out in ten directions. It means your worth isn’t tied to how in control you appear.

      Because deep down, you probably already know: control hasn’t saved you. It’s just kept you busy.

      And what happens when you’re ready to stop being busy and start actually living?

      That’s what we’re going to unpack next.

      WHERE IT COMES FROM

      You weren’t born needing to control everything. Babies don’t come out of the womb trying to manage the group chat or stress-clean the kitchen. This stuff gets wired into us. Slowly, subtly, and usually when we’re too young to notice it happening. So let’s talk about where that need to control actually comes from—because it’s not a personality flaw. It’s usually a response to something that felt unpredictable, chaotic, or unsafe.

      For a lot of women, especially in their 20s and 30s, the root of control issues goes way back. Maybe your childhood was chaotic—divorced parents, inconsistent rules, always walking on eggshells. Maybe emotions weren’t handled well in your house, so you learned early on that staying quiet, being perfect, or keeping the peace made things smoother. Or maybe you had to grow up fast, taking on adult responsibilities while you were still a kid. Whatever it was, the message got planted: “If I can manage things just right, I won’t get hurt.”

      Control becomes a coping mechanism. A way to feel safe in environments that weren’t. It’s how you learned to self-soothe when no one else could. And it worked—for a while. It got you through middle school drama, toxic friendships, bad breakups, maybe even a rough family dynamic. You built this image of being “the responsible one,” “the strong one,” “the one who has it all together.” But now you’re exhausted, and that strategy is starting to fall apart.

      This part matters: needing control is often about needing certainty. When life feels like it could fall apart at any moment, trying to control it is your brain’s way of saying, “At least I’ll see it coming.” And if you’ve been through stuff—whether it’s trauma, instability, or just feeling like your needs didn’t matter—it makes sense that you crave that certainty now. You’re not crazy. Your nervous system just doesn’t fully believe you’re safe.

      Even the perfectionism? That’s just control in a cuter outfit. It’s trying to avoid criticism. Trying to be so good no one can hurt you. Trying to prove your worth by being the best at everything. And social media doesn’t help. You’re constantly watching curated lives that make you feel like you’re already behind. So what do you do? You double down. You make the list, plan the plan, manage the people—and it still never feels like enough.

      Here’s what nobody tells you: control helped you survive. But now it’s keeping you from thriving.

      It keeps you on edge. It makes you rigid when life requires flexibility. It makes you snap at your partner when the dishwasher’s loaded “wrong.” It makes you panic when plans change. It keeps you performing instead of being real. And it isolates you, because deep down you don’t trust anyone else to show up the way you need them to. That’s a lonely way to live.

      The good news? You don’t have to keep doing it like this.

      But to let go of control, you have to know why you’ve been holding on so tightly. Not to judge yourself—but to finally give that younger version of you some compassion. The one who needed control to survive? She was doing her best. But you’re not her anymore. You have more choices now. More tools. More awareness. You can start building safety in new ways—ways that don’t burn you out or leave you resentful and depleted.

      So let’s stop asking, “Why am I like this?” and start asking, “What did I need back then that I didn’t get?”

      That’s how we start rewriting the script. That’s how we start healing.

      And next, we’ll talk about how this control actually shows up in your everyday life—so you can finally start noticing it (and shifting it) in real time.

      HOW IT SHOWS UP IN YOUR LIFE

      Here’s the wild thing about control issues: they rarely show up like some dramatic, overbearing meltdown. Most of the time, they’re disguised as being “helpful,” “organized,” or “driven.” And that’s what makes them so hard to spot. Because if the world rewards you for being the one who has her sh*t together, it’s easy to miss that you’re actually drowning.

      So let’s break it down. What does control really look like in daily life?

      It looks like saying “I’ll just do it” even when you’re exhausted—because you don’t trust it’ll get done right if someone else handles it. It’s rewriting your friend’s Venmo request to make it “sound nicer.” It’s triple-checking your email before hitting send. It’s planning the vacation, booking the rental, researching the restaurants, printing out a full itinerary—only to end up crying in a hotel bathroom because everyone’s “just vibing” and you’re the one stuck making sure no one gets food poisoning.

      It’s editing your texts five times to make sure they’re not “too much.” It’s reloading the tracking number for your online order like it’s going to give you peace. It’s keeping a mental inventory of everything your partner didn’t do that day—and resenting them for not reading your mind.

      It can even look like controlling yourself. You force a smile when you’re annoyed. You brush off a hurtful comment to “keep the peace.” You talk yourself out of asking for help because “you don’t want to be a burden.” You’d rather people think you’re “strong and independent” than risk showing them you’re overwhelmed.

      Control shows up in the way you micromanage time, emotions, food, schedules, group chats, and literally anything with moving parts. It’s that feeling that if you don’t manage it, it’ll all fall apart—and it’ll be your fault.

      But here’s the hard part to admit: that much control doesn’t just hurt you. It affects the people around you, too.

      Partners might feel like they can’t do anything right. Friends might feel like you don’t trust them. Kids might feel like they’re being watched instead of supported. And while none of this makes you a bad person, it’s worth looking at what’s driving it. Because control creates tension. And tension disconnects you from the people you’re trying so hard to protect.

      You may not realize you’re doing it until your body starts telling on you. Constant headaches. Tight shoulders. Anxiety that simmers just beneath the surface. A racing mind that won’t shut off at night. Feeling like you can’t relax—even when everything’s technically “done.” And when someone asks, “What’s wrong?” you genuinely don’t know how to answer. Because it’s not one thing. It’s everything.

      And maybe that’s the scariest part—you’ve built your identity around being the person who holds it all together. So if you let go… then who are you?

      You’re not alone in this. So many women in their late 20s and early 30s are stuck in the same loop: perform, perfect, manage, repeat. But just because this is common doesn’t mean it’s healthy. The more aware you are of how control is showing up in your life, the more choice you have in how you respond.

      This chapter isn’t about shaming you for having control tendencies. It’s about showing you where they’ve snuck in—so you can finally decide what you want to do about it. Because you can’t change what you won’t name.

      And the truth is, even if you’re aware of the problem, change feels really uncomfortable. Especially if control has been your safety net.

      So what does it actually look like to start letting go—even a little?

      That’s exactly where we’re headed next.

      SHIFTING THE PATTERN

      So now that we’ve talked about where control comes from and how it shows up in your day-to-day life, let’s talk about something that might feel equal parts terrifying and freeing: letting go. Not completely. Not overnight. Just enough to give yourself some breathing room.

      Shifting the control pattern doesn’t mean you suddenly become a messy, go-with-the-flow goddess who lets the chips fall where they may. It means you stop using control as your default survival tool. It means building new ways to feel safe that don’t involve obsessively managing everything around you. Because the goal here isn’t chaos—it’s relief.

      Step one? Start noticing your “control cues.” These are the moments your body goes into high alert: your jaw tightens, your shoulders rise, your chest feels heavy. Maybe your voice gets sharper, or you feel the need to correct someone immediately. That moment—that is your cue. Not to judge yourself, but to pause.

      Ask yourself, “What am I trying to protect right now?” Sometimes it’s your time. Sometimes it’s your energy. Sometimes it’s your identity as the competent one. And sometimes, it’s just your nervous system saying, “Something feels off, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

      That pause is powerful. It gives you a chance to choose a new response.

      Here’s where boundaries come in—but not in the Instagram-quote kind of way. Boundaries aren’t about controlling other people. They’re about protecting your own energy so you don’t have to control everything outside of you to feel okay inside of you. A solid boundary might sound like: “I’m not available to manage that right now,” or “Let me know when you’ve figured it out,” or even “I trust you to handle it.” (Even if you cringe while saying it.)

      This isn’t about letting things slide that matter to you. It’s about letting go of the stuff that doesn’t. You don’t have to micromanage every group text or hover over your partner while they load the dishwasher “wrong.” You can let someone else book the Airbnb and survive if it’s not perfectly located. You can say, “I’m tired,” and not feel the need to explain.

      And when the urge to over-function kicks in—because it will—ask yourself this: “What happens if I don’t fix it?” Nine times out of ten, the world keeps turning. Your people figure it out. The mess isn’t as bad as you feared. And you start realizing: maybe the pressure to control everything has always been heavier than it needed to be.

      Here’s the part that requires some bravery: you’ll feel uncomfortable at first. You’ll itch to jump back in, take over, make it better. But if you can sit with that discomfort, something incredible starts to happen: your nervous system chills. Your resentment drops. Your energy returns. You begin to build real trust—in yourself, in others, and in life not imploding without your constant input.

      The goal isn’t to become passive. It’s to become intentional. You start choosing where your energy goes instead of pouring it into everything out of fear. You learn that delegation isn’t weakness, boundaries aren’t rude, and rest isn’t laziness. You start living—not just managing.

      And honestly? That’s when everything starts to shift. Not because you’ve figured it all out, but because you’ve decided you don’t want to carry what isn’t yours anymore.

      So now that we’ve talked about letting go of control, let’s talk about what you’re picking up instead.

      In the next chapter, we’ll get into practical tools that actually help when you’re spiraling, overwhelmed, or two seconds from snapping. Because awareness is a great first step—but you also need a few real-life tools that work when things get messy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Real Talk: “If I Let Go, Everything Falls Apart”

      I used to think control kept me safe. My calendar was color-coded down to the 15-minute mark. I packed the lunches, managed the finances, proofread my husband’s emails, and even tracked my friends’ birthdays—because if I didn’t do it, who would?

      Then one morning, I forgot to set my alarm. My kids were late to school. I cried the whole drive home—not because they were late, but because it felt like I had failed. That tiny crack in my routine made me realize just how tightly I’d been gripping everything. Not out of confidence, but fear.

      A few weeks later, I started testing what would happen if I let go—just a little. I didn’t volunteer for the school event. I stopped double-checking my partner’s to-do list. The world didn’t fall apart. I didn’t fall apart.

      I’m not saying it’s easy now. My hands still twitch when something’s out of place. But I’ve learned that sometimes control is just another form of anxiety dressed up as responsibility. And I deserve to feel safe without having to manage everything.

      —Janelle, 34, mom of two, project manager
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      WHY GROUNDING TOOLS MATTER

      Let’s set the scene: You’re running late, the group chat is blowing up, your boss just sent a “quick question” at 4:58 p.m., and you just remembered you were supposed to bring something to your friend’s birthday dinner—tonight. Your heart’s racing, your brain feels like 27 browser tabs are open, and you’re suddenly questioning every life decision you’ve ever made.

      Now imagine someone telling you to “just take a deep breath.” You’d probably want to throat-punch them.

      And yet—there’s a reason grounding tools like breathwork, movement, and sensory awareness get brought up over and over. It’s not because they’re trendy. It’s because when your nervous system is on high alert, you need something to pull you out of your head and back into your body. You can’t problem-solve or set boundaries or even finish a thought when your brain thinks you’re being chased by a tiger. (Or a client. Same difference.)

      Here’s what a lot of people don’t realize: emotional regulation isn’t about being calm all the time. It’s about knowing what tools to reach for when you’re not. And most of us never learned that. We learned to stuff it down, power through, scroll away the feeling, or spiral into panic. We weren’t taught how to sit with the discomfort—or how to come back to ourselves without losing our sh*t.

      That’s why grounding tools matter. They help you regulate before you react. They teach your body, “Hey—we’re safe right now. You don’t need to go into fight-or-flight.” And the more you practice them when things are mildly stressful, the easier they are to access when things go full dumpster fire.

      But let’s be clear—this isn’t about turning into a Zen monk. It’s about figuring out your nervous system, your patterns, and your toolbox. Because not every strategy works for every person. Maybe breathwork calms you down—or maybe it just makes you feel like you’re suffocating. Maybe movement helps—or maybe you need stillness. Maybe you ground by walking outside barefoot, or by blasting music in your car, or by putting your hand on your chest and saying, “We’re okay. We’re here.”

      The point is to find something that interrupts the spiral. Something that reminds your body that it’s not in danger—even if your inbox says otherwise.

      And the more you start to notice your chaos patterns—what triggers them, what ramps them up, what helps them settle—the more power you have. You stop feeling like your emotions are driving the bus. You become the one holding the wheel.

      This chapter isn’t about becoming the chillest version of yourself. It’s about learning how to return to yourself when life feels too loud. So you can respond instead of react. So you can pause before the meltdown. So you can stop letting stress run the show and start choosing how you want to show up—messy, human, and grounded.

      Next, we’ll go through specific techniques that are actually doable—not “light a candle and journal for three hours” vibes. These are quick, accessible things you can use mid-spiral, in the car, during an awkward conversation, or while hiding in a bathroom at your cousin’s baby shower.

      Because grounding tools don’t just help you calm the chaos. They help you come home to yourself.

      BREATH, BODY, AND BRAIN TRICKS THAT HELP

      You know how your phone has a reset button when it glitches out? Yeah, your brain needs one too. Especially when it’s stuck in panic, freeze, or full-on mental mayhem. But here’s the kicker: when you’re overwhelmed, the last thing you want is someone throwing a bunch of self-help jargon at you. You need real tools—quick ones—that actually help in the moment, even when everything feels like a lot.

      Let’s start with your breath. I know, I know—eye roll. But hear me out: you’re already breathing, so we’re not adding anything new. We’re just changing how you breathe.

      Try this: inhale slowly through your nose for 4 counts, hold it for 4, exhale through your mouth for 6. That long exhale? It tells your body, “We’re safe.” Do that for a couple of rounds and your heart rate drops, your thoughts start to un-jumble, and your body begins to downshift. It’s not magic. It’s science. Your nervous system listens to your breath more than your thoughts.

      If breathing feels annoying or awkward, no worries—your body has other tricks up its sleeve.

      Shake it out. Literally. Ever seen a dog freak out and then do a full-body shake? They’re not being weird—they’re regulating. Humans can do the same thing. Shake your hands, bounce on your toes, wiggle like you're trying to get rid of secondhand embarrassment. It breaks up the tension and gives your body an outlet. Bonus: it looks ridiculous and might make you laugh, which also helps.

      Another option? Use cold water. Splash your face. Hold something icy. Press a cold soda can to your neck. This activates the vagus nerve, which sounds fancy but really just helps your body shift into “chill the hell out” mode. You don’t have to understand the science—just know it works.

      Now let’s talk about your senses. Grounding through sensation can snap you back into your body when your mind is spinning. Try this:

      
        
          	
        Name 5 things you see.
      

      	
        4 things you can touch.
      

      	
        3 things you hear.
      

      	
        2 things you can smell.
      

      	
        1 thing you can taste.
      

      

      

      It sounds basic, but it forces your brain to slow down. And in the middle of a spiral, slow is good.

      Need something more physical? Grab a pen and paper and scribble. Not journal. Not write. Just scribble. Make big, messy loops. Or rip up a piece of paper. It doesn’t need to “mean” anything. You’re just letting the energy out of your body in a way that doesn’t involve snapping at your partner or rage-texting your boss.

      And here’s a surprisingly underrated one: hum. Yup, hum. Or sing. Or even just exhale with sound like “mmmmm” or “ahhhh.” Your vagus nerve (again, that chill-out switch) loves vibration. That’s why singing in the car or humming while doing dishes can feel so calming.

      Last thing: name it. Name the emotion. Say, “I feel anxious.” “I feel overstimulated.” “I feel like screaming into a void.” The moment you name it, your brain starts to process it instead of being trapped inside it. Emotions aren’t permanent. They move through you faster when you stop trying to ignore or fix them and just notice them.

      These are your “tiny but mighty” tools. None of them require an hour, a quiet room, or a meditation app with birdsong. They’re the kind of things you can do while in line at Target, hiding in the bathroom at work, or mid-silent freakout on the couch. You don’t have to be good at them. You just have to use them.

      And once you get familiar with what helps your nervous system reset, you can move from surviving the moment to responding to it in a way that actually serves you.

      Next up, we’ll talk about building a personal toolkit that works for you—not some Pinterest-perfect version of wellness.

      CREATING YOUR PERSONAL CALM KIT

      You don’t need a therapist’s office or a weekend retreat to regulate your nervous system. What you need is a plan. Not a complicated one. Just a short list of tools and go-to strategies that work for you when sh*t hits the fan. That’s your calm kit.

      Here’s the deal: when you’re mid-meltdown, your brain isn’t in “problem-solving” mode. It’s in survival mode. So the goal is to make your coping tools so obvious and so accessible that you don’t have to think about it when things feel chaotic.

      Start with what already works. Think back—what small things have helped you feel a little more grounded in the past? Not “changed your life,” just took the edge off. Was it stepping outside for air? Putting your phone on silent? Putting on a playlist that reminds you you’re not losing your mind? Those are clues. Your nervous system has preferences, and your calm kit should match them.

      Now, break it into categories—body, environment, and mindset.

      Body tools are anything that regulate your physical state. That could be:

      
        
          	
        Deep breathing (like the 4-4-6 method)
      

      	
        Stretching or shaking out tension
      

      	
        Squeezing a stress ball
      

      	
        Walking barefoot on grass or carpet
      

      	
        Hugging a pillow like it owes you money
      

      

      

      Environment tools are about managing your surroundings. Ask yourself: what sensory input helps you feel safe? You might try:

      
        
          	
        Dimming the lights
      

      	
        Noise-canceling headphones
      

      	
        A weighted blanket
      

      	
        Calming scents (lavender, eucalyptus, or even just your favorite hoodie)
      

      	
        A “no-talking” zone for 10 minutes when you walk in the door
      

      

      

      Mindset tools help you mentally hit pause. Think:

      
        
          	
        A short mantra like “I’m safe,” “It’s okay to rest,” or “I’m not my thoughts”
      

      	
        A list of reminders you’ve written to yourself when you weren’t spiraling
      

      	
        Opening your notes app and venting until it passes
      

      	
        Texting a friend with a code word like “orange” that means “I’m overwhelmed but don’t want to talk about it yet”
      

      	
        Writing “five things that aren’t on fire right now” (yes, that’s a real trick—and it works)
      

      

      

      The key here is low-effort, high-impact. Don’t make your calm kit another thing to “get right.” It should feel like a backup plan, not another task on your already overwhelming to-do list.

      Some people keep an actual box or pouch with their favorite grounding items: a stress toy, a calming tea bag, a list of coping strategies, a scent they love, earbuds, a notecard with comforting quotes. If that works for you, great. But don’t overthink it. The real calm kit lives in your brain and your habits. The rest is just support.

      One more thing—don’t wait for a crisis to try it out. Practice using your calm tools when things are mildly annoying: traffic, a long grocery line, that one coworker who breathes too loudly. Build the habit when the stakes are low so it’s there when you need it most.

      And if something stops working? Cool. Swap it out. This isn’t a one-size-fits-all situation. It’s a living, breathing toolkit that evolves with you.

      You’re not aiming for perfection. You’re aiming for enough. Enough grounding to stay present. Enough calm to make a choice. Enough awareness to not let your emotions hijack your day.

      In the next section, we’re going to deal with what happens when your calm tools aren’t enough—when you’re in a full-blown spiral and logic has completely left the chat. Because those moments happen too.

      And when they do? You still deserve support.

      WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU’RE SPIRALING

      You’re in it. The spiral. Your chest is tight, your stomach’s in knots, your brain is replaying every worst-case scenario, every mistake, every possible judgment you might get from other people. You’re either frozen or frantically over-functioning—and neither one feels like you. All your go-to tools? Out the window. You can’t breathe. You can’t focus. You can’t remember what helps. You just want it to stop.

      Welcome to the panic spiral. And let’s be honest: it sucks.

      But here’s what I want you to know. Spiraling doesn’t mean you’re broken. It doesn’t mean you failed at healing or that your anxiety has won. It means your nervous system is overwhelmed and begging for help. Your body is trying to protect you. It’s just doing it in the loudest, most chaotic way possible.

      So let’s talk about what to do when you’re deep in it.

      First rule: Get out of your head and into your body.

      You’re not going to logic your way out of a spiral. You’re going to move your way out.

      That might mean:

      
        
          	
        Standing up and pacing the room.
      

      	
        Walking around the block while counting your steps.
      

      	
        Running cold water over your wrists.
      

      	
        Stomping your feet to remind yourself you’re here.
      

      	
        Your body is your anchor. Grab onto it.
      

      

      

      Second: Shrink your world.

      Spiraling makes everything feel massive and catastrophic. Shrink the scope.

      Don’t ask, “How will I fix my life?”

      Ask, “What can I do in the next five minutes?”

      Drink water. Sit down. Open a window. Text one safe person.

      Keep it stupid simple. You don’t need a 10-step recovery plan. You need one step. Then maybe another. But just one for now.

      Third: Talk to yourself like you would a best friend.

      Not like a self-help guru. Not like your critical inner voice. Just a kind, no-BS friend.

      Say:

      
        
          	
        “This feels awful, and that’s okay.”
      

      	
        “You’ve been here before, and you made it through.”
      

      	
        “Nothing has to be fixed right now. Just breathe.”
      

      	
        Seriously, talk out loud if you can. It helps you get out of your head and re-center.
      

      

      

      Fourth: Don’t isolate if you don’t have to.

      You don’t need to spill your whole story. Just say, “I’m overwhelmed and I need someone to check in.” Or, “Can you stay on the phone while I calm down?” Or even just send a one-word text like “spiraling” to someone who gets it. You’re not a burden. People who care want to support you—they just might not know how unless you say something.

      Fifth: Ride the wave.

      Emotions are like waves. They rise, peak, and fall. The average emotion lasts about 90 seconds when you’re not feeding it. That means if you can just stay present—without trying to fix, avoid, or escape—it will pass. You don’t have to be calm. You just have to stay.

      This is the part of emotional growth no one glamorizes. There’s no pretty quote for “I laid on the floor and ugly cried for 20 minutes until I could breathe again.” But that? That’s healing, too.

      So next time you’re spiraling, remember:

      
        
          	
        You’re not doing it wrong.
      

      	
        You’re not too much.
      

      	
        You’re not failing at life.
      

      

      

      You’re just overwhelmed—and you have options. Always.

      And now that we’ve covered your personal calm toolkit and what to do when it totally fails you, it’s time to talk about the bigger picture: your mental health. Not as an afterthought, but as something essential.

      Because you don’t have to be falling apart to deserve care. You deserve it now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Real Talk: “I Didn’t Even Know I Was Anxious Until I Stopped”

      I always thought anxiety looked like panic attacks or crying in the bathroom at work. That wasn’t me. I was “fine.” I was the one people called when they were falling apart. I kept it moving—until my body said no.

      It started with tightness in my chest. Then the headaches. Then the rage over stupid things—like someone chewing too loud. I downloaded a meditation app because I was desperate, but I hated it. Sitting still felt impossible.

      Then I read about “one-minute grounding.” Just breathing and noticing five things around me. That’s it. No lotus position, no ocean sounds. I tried it one day after yelling at my kid for spilling juice. I stared at the crumbs on the counter and counted five things I could see. My jaw unclenched.

      Now I keep sticky notes in random places—on the fridge, the mirror, even the steering wheel—that say “Pause. Breathe. You’re okay.” It’s not magic. But it interrupts the chaos just enough to help me stay human.

      —Tasha, 29, single mom, retail manager
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