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Special thanks to my wife and kids.
Without them I would never have had the strength to defeat this disorder.
Special thanks to author John Gribbin for allowing me to reference his name and his work in my book. It was a key point in my life that assisted me on the road to recovery.
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Quotes and a poem
“Three things are guaranteed to those of us who walk amongst the living. We are born, we breathe and we die. What we do while we are breathing is how we separate ourselves as individuals from the rest of the world's population, and how we make that separation is only driven by desire and/or need. Not everything is chance. Sometimes we unconsciously put ourselves in life's path.”
Ron Keys - 2007
“I am nothing without my love as I am nothing without my hate. Either to the extreme would only mire me in self righteousness, indignant to all or ignoring self. Happiness is never found in the extreme but only in the balance that is life.”
Ron Keys - 2008
Panxiety
Touched by a moment that was accompanied by fear
Surround by emotion that holds me hear
I can’t trust what I see because I know what I feel
I lost all belief in what I know that is real
That moment that touched me turned into years
I was crushed by the weight of all those fears
Life became more than I could comprehend
I held out no hope that there would ever be an end
Anxiety washed over me wave after wave
I was unwilling to remain my anxiety’s slave
I searched for answers night and day
I had no other choice but to find a way
It was not easy to walk from the sea
But I found all the answers inside of me
Believe you can heal and put it on the shelf
But remember that belief begins in one’s self
Ron Keys - 2009
Dedication to all
A lot of books open up with “thanks to” or “I couldn’t have done this without” and it was my original intention to NOT follow that same format. I was only interested in expressing my anger with those people who only had me as a friend when it suited them. But I could not ignore the people who helped out my family even though I never asked them for that help. Nobody knew what I was going through and that help alleviated some stress that made some days easier to get through.
You will always know who your true friends are and which people truly care for you because they are the ones still around when you are at your lowest point in your life. It’s a remarkable thing when someone gives from their soul after having time to think about it. I can count on one hand the number of people that I would do almost anything for. As for everybody else in my life it would be out of obligation that I would even give them the time of day.
That last sentence in the previous paragraph is kind of cold and it’s going to hurt some people’s feelings as they will assume that I am talking about them or that I am putting them in that category. Well, if you’re assuming that I am talking about you then you’re self centered and there is a very good chance that I am talking about you. You can look to me for help but don’t look to me for sympathy. Because to be sympathetic requires that I love, and love is a commodity that I give sparingly and only to those who are deserving.
Truth of the matter is that it is no one's responsibility but my own to make sure that I get through this life one way or the other. That I understand. For those of you who were there when my family needed you the most… Thank you.
The Rest of you.
I was always told not to hate people but only hate the things that they do. I have realized that a person’s actions are a direct reflection of who they truly are. Hating a person along with their actions is not beneath me. To tell you anything different would only be lie. With that said, I can think of no one in my life that I truly hate anymore. I tolerate a lot of people but I don’t hate them. If you have given me a reason not to like you then that was all the reason I needed not to include you in my life. I refuse to put myself into situations and around people where I feel uncomfortable. I also do my best to keep my family out of those same situations. I’m not asking anyone to change just for me or my family. All I ask is for you to accept who I am and go on with your life as I will be doing the same.
Panic Disorder
Panic disorder is characterized by unexpected and repeated episodes of intense fear accompanied by physical symptoms that may include chest pain, heart palpitations, shortness of breath, dizziness, or abdominal distress. These sensations often mimic symptoms of a heart attack or other life-threatening medical conditions.
People with panic disorder have feelings of terror that strike suddenly and repeatedly with little or no warning. During a panic attack, most likely your heart will pound and you may feel sweaty, weak, faint, or dizzy. Your hands may tingle or feel numb, and you might feel flushed or chilled. You may have nausea, chest pain or smothering sensations, a sense of unreality, or a fear of impending doom or loss of control.
In a given year 2.4 million Americans experiences panic disorder.
It is estimated that 2.7% of Americans suffer from panic disorder.
It is estimated that 2 million Canadians suffer from panic disorder.
Two thirds of those who suffer from Panic Disorder are women.
For more information on Anxiety disorders I encourage you to visit the National Institue of Mental Health website (USA) or the Canadian Mental Health Association webite.
Important
If you suffer from Panic Disorder I strongly urge you to seek medical help immediately. There are treatments that have proven to be very successful.
I suffered in silence from explosive panic disorder for many years. This book contains some of my experiences with the disorder and how I overcame it, but this book is not a substitute for proper medical attention.
Always remember you are not alone and there is help out there for you.
Chapter One - Reasons Why
Writing this book is one the hardest things I ever had to do and there are a lot of reasons for that. One reason is because I am a man and I procrastinate, plain and simple. Also, although I have not suffered a panic attack in a few years, I still live in fear of having another one. In addition I was concerned that writing this book might trigger another attack because I was visiting places in my mind where I did not want to go.
You can’t fully explain what it is like to have a panic attack to someone who has never had a panic attack. There are feelings and physical sensations that are a precursor to these sudden and unexplained attacks. These feelings and sensations can rise suddenly with a full blown attack or they can linger just beneath the surface for days and never result in a panic attack. I know I will never have a full blown attack again, but those feelings and physical sensations still haunt me periodically. It’s like being forced to walk on the edge of a shadow that is cast by a building. On one side you have light and the warmth of the sun and on the other side you have darkness that you are trying to avoid. I am no more able to step off that line and fully into the light as I am able to run from my own shadow. Good new is, over the past year, those feelings and sensations have started to dissipate. I am not sure that they will ever be totally gone but they have become less of a factor in my life.
I also lack the belief in myself to be able to write a book of any kind. I’m a grade twelve drop out who has lied about having his high school diploma. There are very few things that I started and actually finished. Why is it always easier to find reasons not to do something than it is to convince yourself that you can?
This book was no different than any other project I decided to start. I was beginning to find all the reasons I needed to not write this book when a thought entered my mind. A thought that I had a few times before, in one form or another, that helped to convice myself to complete this book. I was in my car and stopped at a light one day and from that vantage point I could see a large portion of the city. Houses large and small, duplexes and apartment buildings. Every kind of building providing shelter for the populous. I started on my way and I asked myself a question.
Where did it all go wrong?
Have I become part of the general populous that has fallen into a daily routine that provides us with some sense of security? A security that we are unwilling to risk losing even when life becomes stagnant? Like everyone else, venturing outside my comfort zone would only be met with self-doubt and fears of failure. Self-doubt and fears that were reinforced by people around me who questioned my ability to succeed. The first question that is always asked is “what if you fail?”
Has everyone lost hope of ever being able to separate themselves in some way that would identify themselves as individuals? Do they want more out of their life but are they to afraid to try because they lack the confidence in their abilities to overcome the hurtles to succeed? Have they convinced themselves that they don’t have the tools to even attempt to try to overcome those hurtles? Do they not realizing that in the effort they will gain the tools and the knowledge on how to use those tools to succeed? Is their unwillingness to try directly related to the fear of how they will be perceived by others if they fail?
A hollow feeling rose in my chest as I started feeling trapped and I saw no hope that I would ever be able to change my life. I could only rely on extreme luck to realize my hopes and my dreams. Don’t get me wrong. I know I have already been very lucky to get to where I’m at now. I appreciate what I have and I know there are many people who would trade places with me in a heartbeat. But it is only human nature to want something more out of my life for myself and for my family and I saw no way to achieve it.
Not having a high school diploma has definitely hurt me. When it comes to employment I am limited in the types of starting positions I can step into and my earning potential has a ceiling. Years of facing this inadequacy has only reinforced that sense of self-doubt. As a result whenever I start something there is always a point in the process that I convince myself that I lack the necessary tools to complete the project.
There is also the concern about what people might think as they read this book. There is going to be a lot of people who are not interested in my opinions and what I have to say. Those who are interested will undoubtedly have an opinion of their own on what they have read. Some of it will be good and some of it will be bad. I have learned a few things from defeating my panic attacks and one of those lessons is that it doesn’t matter what people think of me and it doesn’t matter if they are not interested in what I have to say. This is one of the reasons why we have panic attacks. It can play a large part or a small part but it but it does play a part.
We spend a lot of time stressing out over how other people perceive us. We sometimes will do everything we can to make sure we are not looked upon in a poor light. Stop worrying about how things should be to please the world and the people around you, start doing things the way you want to. You still have to remain mindful of other people and show them the common respect that we all deserve but not at the expense of your own mental and physical wellbeing.
I have to finish this book. If not for me then for the people it might help. At the very least I will have gained a small sense of accomplishment. It is not going to cost me anything more than the investment of my time.
Chapter Two - My Understanding
Panic disorder doesn’t discriminate. It doesn’t matter if you’re rich, poor, black, white, brown, famous or just another pretty face in the crowd. The time of day doesn’t even matter, you can be wide awake or in a deep sleep. They can strike suddenly and with little or no warning.
I would even argue the statistic that it affects twice as many women than it does men. Let's be honest, men are less likely to let people know they are suffering from anything until it’s too late. I know! I’m a man! I was having multiple attacks each and everyday for many years before I told my wife that something was wrong and that I needed help. How many male suicides can be attributed to panic disorder? That act alone points to a mental heath issue. The answer is, we will never know.
Unfortunately that is just the nature of a man. It is something that has been ingrained into our genes from the dawn of time. Having any ailment, physical or mental, only puts us at a disadvantage with our rivals. There is also the fact that the community as a whole doesn’t look upon those with a mental illness in a favorable light. I kept my disorder secret because I was embarrassed and I had the mistaken belief that I was the only one suffering from this ailment.
I can’t explain to you why people suffer from panic disorder. All I can do is relate to you my opinion based on my own experiences. What I have come to understand about my disorder was that it was the culmination of many different things in my life that just came to a head. At the core of it all was one key event, an event that everything else was anchored to. I spent a great deal of energy and mental resources to push that anchor, and all that was attached, to the back of my mind. There it sat in my subconscious, hidden away in the darkest possible recess.
There comes a point where our subconscious is no longer able, or willing, to deal with what we have suppressed. Anxiety and panic attacks are a manifestation of this emotional overload. It was sometime in my mid-twenties that everything started to break lose and the fabric of the reality that I had known started to fray.
So why does this disorder start to affect most people in their early to mid-twenties? The disorder is brought on for many different reasons and no person will have the same set of catalysts. However there is some commonalities that I have noticed. It’s at this age that a lot of responsibilities are thrust upon us. Such as making sure we hold down a job so the rent and bills are paid every month. It is also at this age that most of us experience death for the first time. Whether it’s a friend or a family member it tends to shatter our teenage belief that we are invincible and it reinforces the fact that life is frail and finite. Through it all, problems and issues that a person is battling, consciously and/or unconsciously, start to come to the forefront. It could be a major event in the past that has been suppressed or an over-fixation on a fear that always lingers on the edge of one’s thoughts. It could be almost anything that the mind is unwilling to deal with any longer, and it manifests itself in the form of a panic attack.
I am probably going to type the following statement more than once in this book. “There are only three guarantees in life. We are born, we breathe and we die.” That’s it. That simple. Everything that happens while we breathe is what makes life difficult. I know the word “difficult” is a negative way to view life but I only use it because life is definitely not easy. Life is a struggle for all of us. Some more so than others.
When I suffered my first panic attack there were a few warning signs that I ignored. The first sign started happening in my early twenties. I suffered from sleep paralysis. What is sleep paralysis? In short, your brain enters into REM sleep an your body becomes paralyzed. It is during this time that your brain throws everything that it has taken in for that day, on it’s proverbial floor and sorts it out. It pieces it all back together and sometimes dreams are created. If your body wasn’t paralyzed your arms and legs would be flailing around as you dream. Sometimes your brain starts to come out of REM sleep but your body is still paralyzed. You're not fully asleep and you're not fully awake and as a result you start to hallucinate. I never really slept well. When I did fall into a deep sleep I would force my mind awake before my body could adjust. As a result there was a short period of time where I was stuck between being asleep and being fully conscious. During this time I sometimes thought I was being paralyzed and “observed” by aliens. I know, I know… sounds crazy. But you would be surprised by what is seeded in your brain when you watch one to many alien abduction programs on TV.
The second sign was a little more physically debilitating. Along with dizziness I started to suffer from more and more migraine headaches. They would start out with halo vision first. What is halo vision? Halo vision is when a bright sparkling line appears in your direct line of sight. It starts out as a small speck and intensifies until you can not focus on anything that you look directly at. Once your vision returns it is, for me, always followed by a migraine headache. I know that these headaches were a direct result of the stress that was building up in my life.
Other signs also started to happen just before my first panic attack, and they occurred mostly as I was trying to go to sleep at night. I could never have predicted what those signs were leading up to, but if I had made people around me aware of how frequently they were happening, I might have got help long before my first panic attack occurred.
Before I get into the chronology of my panic attacks I want to try and give you a basic explanation of what a panic attack is. In short a panic attack is a huge and sudden adrenaline dump into your system that triggers a fight or flight response. When that fight or flight response is triggered there is a very strong feeling of life-threatening danger. Not just the “I might get hurt” feeling of a threat, but the “I could die” feeling of a threat. This can even happen while you are sleeping. I have woken up many times in the middle of the night breathing heavily and gripped in fear for no logical reason. Remember, at one time in our evolution we were hunted by other animals for food so this fight or flight response is deeply rooted in our past as a species.
It has been said that, for most people, the first panic attack is the strongest, and every attack that follows does not effect them to the level that the first one did. For me, that was not the case. My first attack was bad but it was not the most traumatic. I had many severe attacks with the most traumatic one happening years after that first attack. I suffered from explosive panic attacks. What's an explosive panic attack? An explosive panic attack is when you start to think you are the cause of the life threatening danger. That you might lose control and hurt yourself or someone else. I always feared that I had or would black out and hurt someone, or I was not able to stop someone from being hurt. Mostly I feared causing something bad to happen, and being unable to stop myself, while not becoming aware of it before it was to late. During these times the anxiety would quickly rise and I would be slammed into a full blown panic attack.
My biggest problem is that I don’t have a quiet mind. I think about anything and everything all the time. When a situation arises I contemplate the best as well as the worse possible outcome. When the attacks happened I had difficulty distinguishing the difference between reality and my imagination. I lived everyday in a nightmare, gripped in fear that something dire was going to happen and there was nothing I could do to stop it or change it. Images of the event would flood my mind and before I knew it, I was in a panic attack.
My imagination always got the best of me. Until I got help most of my attacks came on suddenly and unexpectedly. However, a percentage of them were triggered by my over-active imagination. After seeking out help the percentages slowly flipped until the majority of my attacks were brought on by my over active imagination. It was as if I was testing myself only to find that I still had no control over the attacks.
Chapter Three - So it begins
I remember my first attack clearly. I was 26 years old and life was moving along nicely with apparently no real stress. At the time my wife and I were planning to get married. Everything was falling into place and one night it unexpectedly happened. I was lying in bed and a few thoughts were going through my head as I was trying to think of something pleasant to help me fall asleep. In the back of my mind I was hearing classical piano music, which is kind of funny because I do not play a musical instrument of any kind. I started to think of where I was in life and where I could have been if different decisions had been made. I was thinking of all the things I didn’t have, I was placing blame, and I was feeling angry. This was not that unusual for me except this night I started hearing voices.
I had heard these voices before and I knew they were only my thoughts that my brain gave individual tones to, but I was unable to stop them as they took on a mind of their own. Let’s be honest, we all carry on conversations with ourselves and it is not much different than what you're doing right now. As you read this book I am sure you hear your own voice in your head as you go over the text. It’s how we take in information and how we comprehend that information. To this day I am unwilling to share the content of those thoughts as it is embarrassing and shameful. I have come to the realization that some secrets are mine to keep. What I can tell you is that these voices triggered an adrenaline dump into my system, and I was filled with an intense sense of fear. A fear of being on the edge of losing control and unable to stop myself until it was to late.
For the next few hours I lay on my bed, breathing heavily as the anxiety continued to build. I was staring at the wall, unable to close my eyes for anything longer than a blink. My imagination was getting the best of me. I had a death grip on my blanket in both hands as wave after wave of fear rushed through my body. I spent those hours trying to block out every thought, and I made every effort to push each feeling to the back of my mind. As my wife slept peacefully in the same bed, I repeated over and over in my head “this is not real, I like my life.”
Once the adrenaline left my system I was able to sit up. I took a few slow, deep breaths and stared at my trembling hands. All I could think to myself was “what the hell was that?” Little did I know I had started down a road that would take many years to travel, and one that would change my life and my personality as I had known it only a day before.
It didn’t take long before I had my second attack. This time it started with a sense of déjà vu. My wife and I were driving along and having a conversation about something. I can’t tell you what the conversation was about because, again, I’m a man. To say I was listening intently would be a lie. It’s just our nature. Nonetheless I was looking very interested, when all of a sudden I had the feeling of déjà vu that was immediately followed by a rush of intense fear.
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