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MY STORY

by Amy Haynes, as told to Andrea Cooper

In September 1998, | was on vacation

with my husband, Chris, and our
2-year-old daughter, Emily, at Sunset Beach,
North Carolina. One afternoon, we decided
to take a drive and got stuck in a big

traffic jam. While sitting in the front
passenger seat, | suddenly felt like | was
going to be sick. My chest tightened, and

| had a desperate urge to bolt from the

car and run away. The feeling was so
overwhelming, | would have clawed
through the dashboard if | could have,

| was having a panic attack.
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My battle with panic disorder
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I'd exhibited signs of panic disorder before. During
adolescence, I was always nervous about being away
from home, even just to go to a friend’s house. l was afraid
something terrible would happen while [ was gone. So I'd
turn down invitations to parties and sleepovers.

As an adult, I'd sometimes feel the same nervousness
while sitting in traffic, but the sensation was usually
fleeting. This time, the feeling was unrelenting. Chris
finally turned the car around and drove us back to our
beach house. Within minutes, I was in tears. “I don't
want to be like her,” I sobbed. Chris knew who I meant.
My mother suffers from panic attacks, too.

spinning out of control
Once [ returned from vacation and settled back into a
routine, the symptoms subsided. It  (Please turn to 56)




“I'M NOT CRAZY”
Continued

was easy to think, “I was just tired
and stressed. It wont happen
again.” I read a few books my
mother suggested and looked up
some information online, but de-
cided not to see a doctor. I figured
that I knew my triggers—traffic
jams, long lines, big crowds—and
thought I could handle them. I did
have a few minor attacks, but they
lasted only seconds.

I convinced myself that I was
managing, although I began to
gain weight thanks to constant
stress eating. As the pounds piled
on (52 in all), I became even more
self-conscious and anxious. It was
a horrible cycle. The turmoil took a
major toll on my life, and Chris
and I separated in 1999.

About four months after the sepa-
ration, I started having more severe
attacks. I was working as a supervisor
at a phone reservations center, and
nearly every hour I'd have an attack
that lasted about 10 minutes. In addi-
tion, I often experienced an attack be-
fore work and another major one dur-
ing my commute home. Soon it felt
like the anxiety was never-ending. To
keep my coworkers from realizing
what was happening, I'd make an ex-
cuse to leave my desk whenever [ felt
a panic attack coming on.

an initial stab
at treatment

Sick of not being able to function, I
finally decided to see a doctor in the
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with someone else.

. similar experiences at acaa.org.

fall of 2000. My mother recommend-
ed her general practitioner, but it
took me six months to get up the
nerve to see him. I was afraid he'd
dismiss my symptoms or tell me
that I was crazy. But he understood
my family history and immediately
diagnosed me with panic disorder.

We discussed treatment possibili-
ties. My mother had taken Zoloft, an
antidepressant, and my doctor also
recommended the drug for me. He
didn’t mention therapy, and I didn't
give it much thought, since I knew
that my health insurance wouldn’t
cover it and I couldn’t afford to pay
for it on my own. I was just eager to
see how the Zoloft would work for
my symptoms.

Within a few weeks, I was no-
ticeably less anxious. The medicine
helped me deal with situations that
normally caused me a lot of stress,
like taking phone calls from angry
customers. I stayed on the drug for
about two years. Although it man-
aged my symptoms, one side effect
was that it made me very sleepy,

IS it a panic attack?

An attack typically includes at least four of the following symptoms. If
you experience signs of panic disorder, see a doctor or therapist.

® Nausea

@ Palpitations

® Sweating

@ Trembling

® Dizziness

® A fear of losing
control
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® Shortness of breath

@ Tingling sensations, chills
or hot flushes

® Chest pains

® Overwhelming feelings of
imminent danger or doom,
and the need to escape

@ Not all doctors know how to diagnose and treat panic attacks. If the
first physician or therapist you see isn't helpful, make an appointment

@ Don't give up if the first medication you use isn't effective. Your doctor
can help you find a drug that works,

@ Know that having this disorder doesn’t change your worth as a wife,
| parent, daughter or friend. You're a person, not a condition.

- @ Find support. The Anxiety Disorders Association of America has a

;31 message board where you can find others who are going through

which is not a good thing when
you're a single parent. In addition,
in August 2002 I achieved my
dream of becoming a teacher
through an alternative entry pro-
gram. To deal with a classroom full
of rowdy middle-schoolers, I need-
ed all the energy I could muster.

Gradually, the side effects wors-
ened. I was constantly exhausted
and suffered from chronic insom-
nia. I tried to talk to my doctor about
my concerns, but he just recom-
mended increasing the dose. [ was
scared that if I did that, the side ef-
fects would never end. Frustrated, [
stopped seeing him.

In January 2003, I decided to stop
taking Zoloft on my own. I knew it
wasn't smart to quit like that, but I
was desperate to feel like my normal
self again. When I didn't have an
immediate relapse, I started to hope
that maybe the panic attacks were
behind me for good.

For almost three years, I managed
to keep the attacks at bay. When I'd
feel anxious in traffic, I would stop at
a gas station, splash water on my
face, and walk around until the feel-
ing went away. But I was reaching a
breaking point. In addition to teach-
ing, I was taking classes to complete
my certification requirements and
working part-time at a local tutor-
ing center. My mom helped out with
Emily, but mentally and physically I
was stretched thin.

a frightening relapse
Around Thanksgiving 2005, I had a
full-blown attack (Please turn to 59)






