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For my main squeeze




Foreword

FOR MANY, the ability to communicate and externalise something that has been deeply internalised and repressed is no easy task. Emotion, pain and negative legacies can often cloud any clarity of thought, and so it’s often easier to leave these memories stagnant in the hardest place to find at the back of your mind – but running from them doesn’t work, they always find you.

For me, writing has always been the most therapeutic and effective way of addressing these memories, it has enabled me to communicate in a much more normalised way. By addressing the core issues – by learning about them, by comprehending that you are surrounded by an army of people who relate to how you feel, by allowing yourself to be vulnerable, by understanding that no one on this earth is invincible, and by adopting the many tools and coping strategies that exist to help and empower you – you will soon recognise that, even through the chaos, you are tough as f*ck and more resilient than you gave yourself credit for, because you have to be.

Caroline, through her own experience, has a story to tell, and she also knows how to communicate it effectively. She shares the lessons that she has used to overcome her obstacles so that you can learn through her experience and your own empathy. She has a no-nonsense approach to writing that will no doubt connect deeply with those who read it.

Her peer-to-peer approach can sincerely help those struggling to understand their fears and it can do so on a much less intimidating platform, helping to educate those wanting to lend a shoulder to those they love who are in distress. And that is how to change the attitudes of a society and break down a stigma that has no right to exist anymore.

Niall Breslin

Spring 2017




Introduction


This whole idea of ‘curing’ your anxiety so that you never have to feel it again – which plenty of books out there claim to do, preying on your vulnerability – only serves to make you feel worse in the long run.


DISCLAIMER: The first and perhaps most important point you can take from the following 250 or so pages is that I am not in any way, shape or form a healthcare professional. I don’t have a degree in psychology nor do I have any qualifications that would otherwise allow me to make specific recommendations to you on how to deal with the veritable sh*t show that is your current experience of anxiety. However, now that you’ve bothered to pick up this book, here’s what I can offer: experience and empathy (as well as a whole lotta research).

ANOTHER DISCLAIMER: Sticking to the title’s promise of keeping this as bullsh*t free as possible, the truth is, this book won’t ‘cure’ your anxiety. I’m sorry; you probably hated reading that; you just want to feel better – like yesterday – and I understand that, I did too. But here’s something you might not have heard before; this whole idea of ‘curing’ your anxiety so that you never have to feel it again – which plenty of books out there claim to do, preying on your vulnerability – only serves to make you feel worse in the long run. Watch out for that; I wasted a small fortune chasing quick fixes and sensationalist claims.

What you will get from this book is the understanding voice of someone who’s felt as crap as you do now and, like you, has no time for BS or overly technical jargon that makes everything sound a whole lot more scary than it needs to be. Anxiety, by its very nature, is disconcerting enough; this book aims to keep things simple and break down what anxiety is so that you can regain control.

The main aim of this book – and what I want to get you thinking about before we dive right in – is the idea of OWNING your anxiety so that it no longer impacts negatively on your life.

This book is about changing your relationship with your anxiety. Though your instincts right now are telling you otherwise, the key is not to resist it. Not to run a million miles away from it. Not to cure it. But to learn the art of managing it.

Anxiety is something we will all encounter at some point in our lives, some of us just feel it more than others. As for those whom you look at enviously, wondering how they go through life so seemingly carefree, perhaps it will be just a matter of time before anxiety rears its ugly head for them too – or maybe they’re already feeling it on the inside and you just don’t know it.

You see, there’s no stereotypical or easily identifiable anxiety sufferer. We don’t walk around breathing erratically into brown paper bags or set our Facebook status to ‘anxious’ for all the world to see. Though it’s far from the upbeat perspective you’re looking for, stress and anxiety are nearly impossible to avoid in the twenty-first century, and the last thing I want to do is tell you how to live a stress-free and anxiety-free life. I tried that, as many have, but it doesn’t work; it’s futile. You just end up feeling frustrated and more anxious, and all that improves is your self-help book collection.

Thankfully, though, what is possible is managing anxiety and, better still, making it work for you, whatever your age. Throughout Owning It: Your Bullsh*t-Free Guide To Living With Anxiety, I will chronicle my own experience of anxiety – a lot of which you’ll no doubt recognise in yourself – and I will share the most practical and positive tools that can help you feel like you again. When you’re right in the thick of it or plummeting deep down into the abyss, which is how a bad bout of anxiety can feel, it’s hard to imagine that there’ll ever be a time when you won’t feel untethered or unable to cope. My aim here is to reassure you that you will. You’ll fly it.

So, you’re probably wondering, now that I no longer feel defined by my anxiety – or the need to introduce myself with a warning, like: ‘Hello, I’m an anxious person and I might, at any moment, burst into flames’ – why would I want to drag it all up again? Why don’t I just go on living my life to the fullest without giving too much oxygen to a bad experience? The thing is, I know for sure that my own anxiety wouldn’t have been anywhere near as traumatic if I had known then what I know now. And with so many people starting to come out of the woodwork and admit that they, too, don’t feel so good, I want to share my learnings – good and bad – so that you can also pull yourself out of that initial black hole of despair and learn to cope. Most importantly, though, I want to be honest and to the point, as I believe this will save you time, money and any further, unnecessary suffering.

You see, when my anxiety hit me like a big fat freight train that I just did not see coming, I was desperate to talk to someone who wasn’t a professional. For me, ‘professionals’ were people who were incredibly well read and qualified on the subject, but who lacked any real empathetic insight into just how shi**y I was feeling. When I felt like my world had come crashing down for no good reason, I wanted to see proof of a real, live, functioning human being who’d felt like I had and lived to tell the tale. That’s all the comfort and reassurance I needed; to know that when my parents or a professional said, ‘There’s always a light at the end of the tunnel’, that I could see, first hand, that this was true and not just something they were saying to comfort me.

The final thing to consider, before getting down to business, is a sentiment (call it a mantra or an affirmation if you will) that I want you to get comfortable with saying. Repeat it now, five times, out loud (you’re going to have to get very used to reaffirming yourself, so let’s jump straight in): ‘It’s okay that I don’t feel okay. I will be okay soon. I’m going to get through this and I will never have to go through this experience again.’ It’s important to note that even though you don’t feel okay, you are still very much together underneath it all.

I say that you’ll never have to go through this again because it’s true, and not because it sounds like something contrived that you’ll find on Pinterest with a swirly font. It’s very hard to convince yourself of this when you feel like you’re all but losing your mind, but get familiar with this idea now. Someday soon, you’ll wish you could go back in time and reassure yourself of this inevitability. Sometimes, even now (because I’m still human), I think: ‘My anxiety took me completely off guard before, and I fell apart, who’s to say that won’t happen again?’ And then I stop myself: I can never, not for the rest of my life, be taken by surprise by anxiety and fall entirely victim to its power.

Today, I know too much. I understand it entirely. I now accept that I’m a sensitive creature who feels things a little more than the person next to me might, and I’m okay with that.

I recognise the signs and the symptoms of anxiety, I know how to manage them and, not only am I able to put out fires as they arise, I can prevent the fires from arising by taking really good care of myself.

Though I’ve got a good handle on it (well you’d certainly hope so, now that you’ve bought this book), I don’t consider myself to be particularly enlightened. I did not, unfortunately, have an Eat Pray Love kind of epiphany. I did not go to Bali and meet an all-seeing, toothless medicine man who schooled me in the art of living in the here and now (but hey, that might help) and I’m still not particularly good at meditation. I still have sh*tty, stressful work days, or days when I feel a little below par – one day when I was particularly exhausted, ratty and hormonal, I cried because my boyfriend ate my last chicken nugget – but that, dear reader, is the human experience, whether you’re eighteen, twenty-eight or sixty-eight. What I have now, however, is a quiet confidence in myself to pull through the speed bumps and curveballs that life is sure to throw, thanks to the arsenal of effective tools that I keep tucked under my imaginary yellow umbrella. No matter how big the raincloud, I know now that it will pass. But there was a long time where I was never sure if it would.

So, let’s talk about what this book can do for you. Rather than give you one giant mountain of reading to dive into – the prospect of which might just be enough to give you anxiety – this book is structured in two very simple parts that mirror how I strongly suggest you approach your own situation. For me, it’s a tried-and-tested technique that I return to anytime I feel even the slightest bit wobbly. Even if you’re feeling particularly woeful, just knowing that you’ve got a plan of action will give you the reassurance that all is not lost. So, let’s get to it: first we assess, then we address.

Assess (Or as I like to call it, the What-the-f*ck-is-going-on? part of the book)

Beyond your own set of circumstances, you first need to understand what anxiety is, how it functions, why we feel it, why so many of us experience it, and why the presence of stress or anxiety in our bodies is actually nothing to worry about. You also need to wrap your head around something known as the ‘negativity bias’. At first, it might seem like there’s an awful lot of information to absorb, but don’t be overwhelmed. This is a good thing; it means there are several ways through the fog and you’re not destined for a life defined by anxiety. Take comfort in that.

Lest we forget, knowledge is power. Having a firm grasp of exactly what anxiety is and precisely why you’re feeling it is half the battle. It really is. Most of my own suffering was born from not having the faintest clue about what was going on, an unwillingness to address why I was feeling it (out of fear, naturally) and just totally panicking about the fact that I was panicking, which, as you can imagine, was a fairly self-perpetuating quandary.

Before you throw the kitchen sink at your anxiety or trawl the internet in a blind panic for that one quick fix upon which you so desperately hope to stumble (please, resist the urge), you have to take stock of your current situation and the events that have led you here. What’s going on? Did it really come out of the blue? How long have you been feeling this way? What’s happening in your life, e.g. relationships, exams at school, pressure at work? Now I’m not suggesting you answer each of these questions right here this second, otherwise the first part of this book would be rendered unnecessary. Together, we’ll paint a clear picture.

Address (Or, the What-the-f*ck-am-I-going-to-do-about-it? part of the book)

When you’ve done the work of part one, and successfully assessed your situation, we will move swiftly on to the art of addressing it.

The first time you educate yourself about anxiety is always the toughest because it’s when you tend to feel the worst and the most overwhelmed, but when you’ve got a general understanding of it, it’s then a matter of assessing individual bouts of anxiety as they arise, and eventually you’ll get really good at saying, ‘Oh yes, I can see why I feel this way, that makes total sense’, before employing the specific anti-anxiety tools that you know will work for you.

Within this section of the book, with the help of some incredibly qualified advocates of the bullsh*t-free approach to giving you the information you need, we’ll explore everything from what you put into your body to the many treatment options and tools that are available to you. Instead of attacking your anxiety like the enemy, we’ll work with it, dealing with both the physical and the emotional symptoms on the one-way road to Owning It.

Throughout the book, you will also find a wealth of practical exercises to get stuck into, all of which were a huge help to me (and still are). Some of these exercises have been formulated with the help of Dr Malie Coyne, clinical psychologist, while others are tried-and-tested favourites from some of the most helpful online resources.

My advice to you, before you go any further, is to pick up a journal or a copybook of some sort, so that you can get to work with the exercises as you read through this book. Putting pen to paper will make a huge difference; you’ll feel instantly empowered for having taken over the reins of your anxiety and you’ll find it far easier to keep track of and notice your progress on the road to owning it. If this feels futile at first – it did for me – keep at it. I promise it will help.

Between Parts 1 and 2, you’ll find a series of quick and easy chapters that you can jump to any time you feel the need. These include my ultimate panic attack rescue guide, which will walk you through those particularly hairy moments, fifteen easy things you can do for your anxiety today, my anxiety survival kit and plenty more.

On the whole, I’ve structured this book in such a way that you can dip in and out as you please; it doesn’t have to be devoured in one go from cover to cover – and you can (and should!) return to the chapters that resonate most with you as often as you can. Keep it handy, throw it in your bag when you’re on the go, and consider it your ultimate go-to whether you’re feeling a little overwhelmed, you’re right in the grip of a petrifying panic attack or whether you’ve been suffering below the surface for quite some time. Wherever you find yourself on the spectrum from carefree to anxious mess (I was certainly closer to the latter), you will find something within these pages that speaks to you.

So, without further ado, Part 1, Chapter 1: What is anxiety?
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Chapter 1: What is anxiety?

WHAT IS ANXIETY? A sh*t, scary feeling where – how do I put this? – you feel as though you’re quite literally coming out of your own skin. Yep, that’s it.

Granted, this chapter may have started like one of those state-the-obvious kind of chapters that you’d expect to find in a mental-health-for-dummies book, but it simply cannot be skipped, and there’s a lot to take in. Understanding what anxiety is, why we have it and how it affects us is the first port of call on your journey towards wellness and, trust me, just having this knowledge alone can alleviate some of what you’re feeling.

So, ‘anxiety’ is a word you’re well familiar with. It’s a concept that’s thrown about and overused on a daily basis, especially in today’s exaggerated world of social media, where Harry Styles might fancy himself a haircut, leaving the rest of us unable to ‘cope’ with the transformation. Though anxiety is something that we all seem to grasp, albeit loosely, few of us are versed in the specific brain chemistry that gives rise to feelings of anxiety. What’s more, few of us succeed in identifying its presence within ourselves – I certainly did not.

I understood this basic bodily function in the sense that you might pace the floor ‘anxiously’ awaiting the arrival of your exam results or when, right before speaking in public, you’d pray the ground would open up and swallow you whole (that one still gets me).

I also had a vague understanding of the ‘fight or flight’ response and how, at least from an evolutionary perspective, it was essential for our survival. It is our body’s innate way of protecting itself and when you take a moment to think about it, it’s actually kind of impressive. Obviously, it isn’t a feeling you’d relish, but that kind of anxiety made sense. It was fleeting. It spurred you on. It showed that you cared. There was always an easily isolated reason that triggered it and, like clockwork, it passed with the event.

Until, one day, with no big anxiety-inducing event around the corner and no life-threatening grizzly bears in my immediate vicinity, the very unsettling feeling of anxiety was just there. Always. What I had absolutely no clue about was how stress and anxiety can manifest themselves in different ways. That near-constant ache in my stomach wasn’t just because I had a dodgy tummy, it was because I was anxious, and that’s how my body tried to communicate this information to me.

This kind of anxiety – the one that creeps up on you in the absence of any life-altering event – is more of a slow burner, and it can be really hard to identify. I drove myself insane trying to figure out why my stomach was so reactive. One minute, I’d convinced myself I was allergic to tap water; the next, I had every kind of cancer imaginable (because the internet told me so and I believed it). I wasn’t thinking clearly, and was therefore incapable of rationally connecting the dots.

I wasn’t listening to my body and while my stomach certainly had my attention (it was just short of investing in a ouija board to spell it out for me), I wasn’t looking at the full picture of my lifestyle, past and present, that may have been a contributing factor. Unbeknownst to my conscious mind, I was stressed out. Not the kind of tangible I-have-to-get-through-this-to-do-list-right-now stress, but a deeper, quieter stress that erodes your ability to keep your sh*t together.

I ignored it – blaming the tap water was among the ridiculous conclusions I came to – and eventually my body cranked it up a notch. What started as subtle symptoms of stress eventually graduated to full-blown I-can’t-cope anxiety, otherwise defined as an intense negative emotion dominated by fear. And when I say I couldn’t cope, I mean that as literally as those words were originally intended to be understood (as opposed to when we ‘can’t cope’ watching a sloth eat a banana).

The prolonged stress resulted in me developing an oversensitive nervous system, which made me more susceptible to external and internal stressors, irrational thoughts, worries and fear (all of which are defining characteristics of anxiety), and, in turn, this made me fearful of the fear itself. I was no longer flourishing or thriving, I wasn’t sailing along. I was struggling to cope – literally – with the most basic aspects of living. And that, as you may know, is f*cking terrifying.

What was almost worse – and I appreciate how stupid this must sound, but bear with me – was the lack of dreadful things on which to pin the blame. Yes, I was experiencing prolonged stress, but I still had a roof over my head, food on the table, every conceivable convenience at my fingertips and all the support I could want. There was no trauma, nobody had died, I had no near-death experience that left me reeling and there was nothing remotely sinister in my midst. I’d even taken it upon myself not to watch another horror movie, in case it induced any disconcerting feelings.

On paper, my life seemed to be firing on all cylinders. I had no concerning health conditions, my family is only dysfunctional in the sense that all families are a little bit dysfunctional, I have a handful of brilliant friends and I had just started a promising new media job with plenty of potential. Career-wise, I was doing better than I could have hoped for in my mid-twenties. After a picture-perfect trip to New York, my boyfriend and I (nauseatingly in love) decided to move into a gorgeous apartment, ticking the personal life boxes nicely too. Aside from the occasional spot breakout, a hormonal travesty that inspired a childlike tantrum or two, things were looking pretty good. So what right had I to fall apart?

For most anxiety-free onlookers, an emotional breakdown is understandable and totally justified for someone who has gone through something truly awful, but my inner turmoil only got worse when people said things like: ‘What have you got to feel down about?’ or ‘But you look fine.’ I couldn’t answer these questions, and I felt awful for my inability to just snap out of it, given how good things should have been.

And then there were the statements, which I’m sure were meant to be helpful (they were not), such as: ‘But look at how worse off you could be’, ‘You’ve so much going for you’, ‘If only you could see how good you have it.’

And that’s precisely where we need to cut the crap: our contemporary experience of anxiety is not dependent on something terrible that threatens our survival, nor is it a members-only club for people who’ve been dragged through the emotional trenches. Though arguably more common among teens and those in their twenties, anxiety is also not age specific. Sure, awful life events will certainly throw a bad bout of stress and anxiety right in your face, but even the most fortunate among us can find ourselves floored by a tsunami of fear and worry. Yes, there will always be someone worse off and if that kind of perspective improves your feelings of anxiety then great, but remember this: it’s all relative. You feel like crap. What you
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	Chapter summary







	Anxiety is not all in your head, nor is it a ‘mood’ that you’re in.

	Anxiety is a physiological result of your body trying to protect you.

	Stress and anxiety are necessary for your survival.

	Though we no longer face the same threats as our prehistoric ancestors, our brains still function much the same way, which is annoying.

	Wrapping your head around basic brain chemistry is an effective tool in itself.

	Though your suffering might pale in comparison to that of others, it’s all relative to your own brain.
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